
1





3

Realities in Raw Motion
Conference Reader

Edited by Denise Robinson

Conference Dates 23 - 25 November 2012



4



5

Contents
Foreword  9
Preface  13 
Editor’s Introduction 19

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 31
No Definitions For Activism

Tariq Ali   47
The Future of Europe

Srečko Horvat  63
War and Peace in Europe: “Bei den Sorglosen” 

George Alexander  75
I can’t go on, I’ll go on 

Nada Shabout  89
Ghosts of Future Pasts: Iraqi Culture in a State of Suspension 

Lanfranco Aceti 103
Reactions, Inheritance and Memories: Genetic Transmissions of Trauma  
through Blood and Neurons

Andreas Panayiotou 121
The unavoidable but censored wisdom of the border experience

Iannis Zannos  135
Revisiting Inarticularcy

Ghalya Saadawi 145
“It makes her blind, she said”: Love, Exhaustion and the Roadblock



6

Lara Khaldi & Yazan Khalili  155
Love Letter to a Union

Bernd Bräunlich 167
The Utopia Disaster

Dimitris Charitos with Martin Rieser and Daphne Dragona  177
Constructing hybrid spatial experiences for documenting the narratives of  
everyday life 

Antonis Danos 187
Hybrid Landscapes and Soundscapes, and the Ideologies of Borders

Çağlar Çetin  197
Trauma as a Political Tool, Parodic Art as a Response: A glimpse at Parody  
within a small picture in Cyprus

Image Credits  206
Editor’s Biography 207
Conference Programme 209



7



8



9

Foreword 

I am writing this foreword in the midst of the devastating effects that followed the imposition 
of the ‘haircut’ by Troika1 upon Cypriot bank accounts on 26 March 2013. These externally 
driven severe austerity measures have led to the disintegration of public and political ethos 
resulting in a pervasive disenchantment and discontent, accentuated by unforeseen poverty, 
degradation of hard won democratic processes and social instability. Trapped within these fis-
cal and political constraints, many people in Cyprus, and to a deeper degree in Greece, have 
lost their optimism toward the future, however it is important to remember that “... it is on 
the site of loss that hopes are born”.2 

NeMe’s aim in proposing and organising the conference Through the Roadblocks: Realities 
in Raw Motion was to examine the many types of boundaries that exist within the Eastern 
Mediterranean and Middle East, without ignoring the state of social, economic and political 
roadblocks that exist globally. Realities in Raw Motion suggests the seemingly endless adverse 
shifts which have impacted our contemporary condition on many levels, with the most obvi-
ous being the rapid escalation of political, environmental and economic refugees – victims of 
the rapidly changing geopolitical borders suffering loss of land, livelihood and income. We 
are witnessing, at a very fast pace, the disempowering of nations which are losing control over 
their own economies and sovereignty of their primary resources lost to large international 
conglomerates. In addition, the complexity of our own ‘reality’: pivoting between the ‘old 
world’ the ‘new world’; the speed of interchange between the virtual and the real, all de-
mands a response so that we may encounter, negotiate and redefine this shifting ground.

The initiators of Through the Roadblocks – which developed into a four year long project of 
which a conference and this Conference Reader were a substantial component – were Peter 
Lyssiotis, George Alexander and Helene Black. Subsequently in November 2008, when they 
were discussing the initial conceptual framework, they never imagined that between 2010 
and 2013, over 100 participants in all the events would share and further develop their initial 
idea into one of the most substantial and far-reaching projects NeMe has presented. The con-
junction of scholars and artists throughout this project but especially during this conference, 
created a connection, which was not limited by disciplinary boundaries. For three days, we 
experienced interrelationships between art, history, science, philosophy, politics, sociology, 
all presented through the format of a conference that was punctuated with ideas, interpreta-
tions and provocations for future action and debate. 

NeMe would first of all like to thank all the conference participants and although this 
Reader cannot document all the papers delivered, we acknowledge the contribution of their 
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substantial papers which have all been included in the full conference program included 
within this reader and also posted on the NeMe websites: www.neme.org and www.neme-
imca.org where you can also view videos of all conference presentations.3 

Our sincere and warmest thanks to Srećko Horvat for his enthusiasm, his supportive work for 
NeMe and his thorough organisational collaboration with myself and Helene Black and specifi-
cally for inviting and liaising with our Guest Keynote Speakers, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and 
Tariq Ali. Thanks also to Nicholas Defteras for his dedication to this project and his organisa-
tion, invitation and final selection of the Cypriot academics. All other conference participants 
were invited directly by NeMe who in many cases invited their own collaborators. 

Thanks must also go to the Faculty of Fine and Applied Arts, including the Art History and 
Theory Lab, Cyprus University of Technology for their support as Co-organisers, together 
with the Cyprus Ministry of Education and Culture. Special thanks for all the work by 
the Co-chair of the conference, Antonis Danos, generously undertaking much of the ses-
sion chairing procedure and all organisational duties on behalf of the University. Maria 
Hadjiathanasiou for her exhaustive proof reading of all papers, assistance to the editor and 
her ever gracious support to the Guest Speakers.

We hope that this reader will present you with a sense of what was at stake in the thought-
provoking interconnections conveyed throughout the conference and further enhanced by 
the expert editing by Denise Robinson who meticulously and tirelessly offered her support to 
NeMe and to the authors of the papers published herein, in large part selected by the editor. 
On behalf of NeMe and our Co-organisers, I wish to sincerely thank her for this enormous 
task and express our warmest appreciation for the many informative and inspirational discus-
sions we have shared throughout this time.

In conclusion, recently, and especially within the Northern African and Middle Eastern 
region, there has been a rise of authoritarian rule, amidst tightening ideological control 
with clear disregard for any democratic process, as seen in the rise of violent sectarian and 
religious fundamentalist movements. How can secular and progressive religious movements 
counterbalance these violent and often brutal uprisings? It remains a pressing question to 
all artists, academics, intellectuals and all citizens of this region. The need for uncompromis-
ing artistic, social and political discussion and action is urgent. This urgency is even greater 
considering that some countries have already criminalised activisms of this kind.

Yiannis Colakides
Director of NeMe
Limassol, Cyprus, 2014
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1.    The tripartite committee led by the European Commission with the European Central Bank and 
the International Monetary Fund, that since 2010 negotiated and agreed the so called ‘rescue pack-
ages’ with the governments of Greece, Ireland, Spain, Portugal and Cyprus.

2.    John Berger, Foreword, And our faces, my heart, brief as photos (Vintage International, 1991): 55.
3.    As well as this conference, other Through the Roadblocks events and projects were realised: the 

Networking Platform 2010, Curators’ Abroad projects 2011-2013 and the Through the Roadblocks 
exhibition 2012, all of which are documented in three separate NeMe publications.
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Preface  

I’m here to crash some roadblocks… 

Imagine this situation.

A tourist is asked by the officer in passport control at the Larnaca airport: “What is your 
nationality?” He replies: “German”. The officer then asks: “Occupation?” The tourist 
replies: “No, only holidays”. 

Although this joke is circulating around Greece during these last years of the crisis, it 
could very well be applied to Cyprus as well. Actually, on my way to the “Through the 
Roadblocks: realities in raw motion” conference, November 2012, I was on a plane 
almost completely full with elderly German tourists. That’s the reality of the island today. 

A few months later, the island known not only as an attractive tourist destination but 
also as a tax haven, went through a major economic crisis and the Cypriot economy was 
downgraded to junk status by international rating agencies. With brutal consequences, 
of course. So, in a way, it is really no longer needed for the Germans together with the 
ECB and IMF to occupy any State by means of traditional weapons or wars. What we 
have today are peripheries of the European Union – the so called PIGS (Portugal, Italy, 
Greece & Spain), joined by Cyprus, Romania and Croatia – occupied by the draconian 
power of financial markets.

Cyprus is the best place to speak about roadblocks, whether it is a question of politi-
cal, social or economic roadblocks, cultural or identity roadblocks, real or imaginary 
roadblocks. The international conference “Through the Roadblocks: realities in raw 
motion” initiated by NeMe and co-organised with the University of Technology and the 
Cyprus Ministry of Education and Culture, took place in Limassol during 2012 Cyprus’ 
Presidency of the Council of the European Union, while at the same time, still a divided 
country. It is enough to visit the U.N. controlled buffer zone in Nicosia, or even more so, 
to take a glimpse at the Turkish military controlled “ghost town” Varosha – an excellent 
example that the difficult past still haunts this island.
 
So it is indeed germane that NeMe composed the following abstract as the starting point 
for the conference discussion in which over 50 speakers contributed:
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Through the Roadblocks aims to examine the complex dynamics and often 
overlooked inter-connections between inclusion and exclusion, sharing and denial, 
identity and borders, the status of citizenship and the fundamental aporia of 
democracy in Europe and the Eastern Mediterranean. The conference is held from 
23-25 November 2012, during the Cypriot presidency of the EU, which is not only 
a motive to examine the recent history of the divided island of Cyprus, but also a 
perfect occasion to spotlight the roadblocks, whether real, implied, concealed and 
repressed which still exist within this region. After the “Arab Spring” and Occupy 
movements, the enthusiasm which existed only one year ago now turned into a 
long-lasting process of restructuring and reverberations of different policies and 
developments. Does everything, as the famous saying reminds us, have to change, 
so that everything can stay the same, or can we really say some roadblocks were 
knocked down and passed through? Whatever the answer may be, what is the role 
of art and what happens when art meets politics, and vice versa? To answer these, 
and many other questions, philosophers and artists, theorists and activists, from 
different professional fields and from different parts of the world will meet in 
Limassol, showing that already this special event helps to create a shared engine 
which puts in question different roadblocks.

Of course, and in many different ways, roadblocks are everywhere, not only in Cyprus 
and for this reason, NeMe invited speakers from many parts of the world but with a 
focus of academics and artists from Europe and the Eastern Mediterranean. Two years 
after the “year of dreaming dangerously”1 – the huge upheavals all over the world – we 
need to raise some questions. What happened after the Arab Spring? What happened af-
ter the Occupy movement? What happened after different protest movements all around 
Europe, from the Indignados in Spain to the “Occupiers” in Slovenia? 

And the answer might sound negative. What we have after the Arab Spring in Egypt 
was at first, a stronger Muslim Brotherhood and then army rule again; what we have in 
Tunisia after the “Yasmin revolution” is an even more radical version of islam and the 
assassination of opposition leader, Chokri Belaid, a vocal critic of the Salafists,; what we 
have after the Occupy Movement is Obama again, who didn’t dare to change the finan-
cial system, end drone-warfare or close Guantanamo; what we have in Slovenia after the 
fall of Janez Janša is a Janša “with a human face”, and last but not least: what we have in 
Croatia after massive protests in 2011, is the fall of the conservative government replaced 
with a social-democratic government which is even more neo-liberal when it comes to 
socio-economic policy. As Gayatri Spivak, one of the Guest Keynote speakers at this con-
ference observed “Indeed all of the Arab spring nation-states were about regime changes. 
But a regime change is not a revolution.”2

 
Furthermore, we witness the construction of more roadblocks, or rather ‘seablocks’, to 
curb migrant flows. This extended militarisation of border surveillance, is seen especially 
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in the central Mediterranean. Examples such as the European Union’s border police 
Frontex with their joint operations “Aenaas” and “Hermes”, the Italian military’s “Mare 
Nostrum” and the Greece deploying security forces to its borders, building a fence along 
its land border with Turkey, and detaining irregular migrants for up to 18 months. These 
measures serve to block rather than protect those people who need to flee unacceptable 
conditions such as human rights violations, conflict, lack of economic opportunities 
and unemployment in their country of origin. The real concern here is the increase in 
the militarised security-centred approach enforcing separatist and isolationist principles.

All the above actions could be summed up in the famous phrase by the Italian writer 
Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa: “Everything must change so that everything can stay 
the same”3. But is it really so? This observation may be oversimplified, but the point is: 
although there was a huge global mobilisation during “the year of dreaming dangerously”, 
what is still missing is a canalisation of this energy. To negotiate with Troika from the street 
is impossible. What is needed is not only a strong protest movement on the squares, but 
also a structure which can seriously put in question different power relations. 

Nevertheless, things are moving: even the World Social Forum, still the largest anti-
globalist mobilisation in the world (although overshadowed with a serious organisational, 
political and identity crisis during the last few years), has realised that it is not enough 
to just hold annual meetings (as important they still are) and moved in 2013, to Tunisia, 
the epicenter of the “Arab Spring”, allowing different grassroots movements from the 
Arab World and new movements (Occupy, Indignadnos, etc.) to integrate and rethink 
the position and future of the Left. What is needed is exactly this: to paraphrase the old 
slogan “Bring the War Home” into “Bring the Revolution Home”. 

Let us recall an interesting encounter, described by Tariq Ali – the other Guest Keynote 
speakers at this conference. During Ali’s Street Fighting years of the 60’s, a top-level del-
egation from the politburo of the Italian Communist Party visited Ho Chi Min. “After a 
long and convivial session with the Vietnamese leader, the Italians had asked what sort 
of help would be most useful for the struggle. Ho Chi Minh had responded immedi-
ately: “The best way you could help us is to make the revolution in Italy.”4

This is exactly the point today. It is not enough to quote Tahrir Square as an inspiration 
at the encampments of Wall Street, as it is not enough to hold slogans “Walk like an 
Egyptian” on the streets of Tel Aviv. What is needed is to put the roadblocks in question at 
home. And that was the point of our gathering in Cyprus during the conference “Through 
the Roadblocks: realities in raw motion”, to listen, to speak, to learn, to imagine.

So, before reading this Reader, imagine this situation. 
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A tourist is asked by the officer in passport control at the Larnaca airport: “What is 
your nationality?” He replies: “No nationality”. The officer then asks: “Occupation?” 
The tourist replies: “No, I’m here to confront some roadblocks”. Of course, roadblocks 
are still all around us, but sometimes the quietest word brings a storm. Let’s hope our 
Reader points in that direction.

Srečko Horvat 
Zagreb, Croatia, 2014

1.  Slavoj Žižek, The Year of Dreaming Dangerously (Verso Books, 2012)
2.    Gayatri Spivak, No Definitions for Activism, Through the Roadblocks Conference, Limassol, 

23rd November, 2012
3.    The ancestor of this writer, Ferdinand Tommasi, was the first Prince of Lampedusa, receiving 

the title from Charles 11 of Spain in 1667. The island experienced the recent tragic event 
where a boat that departed from Libya on October 3, 2013 and sank before reaching the 
island, killing over 360 people, mostly Eritreans and Somalis.

4.    Tariq Ali, The Future of Europe, Through he Roadblocks Conference, Limassol, 25th 
November, 2012
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Editor’s Introduction 

“I feel like an occupied country. Change lies between the images.” (Jean-Luc Godard, 
Changer d’Image, 1982)

It’s inevitable that in nominating territories such as the Middle East and Near East, along 
with the inscription of borders, this project would extend elsewhere, where borders are 
not so much ‘things’ but unpredictable and unstable sites capable of generating any num-
ber of zones within them. For Godard in 1989 when, invited (along with Wim Wenders, 
Stanley Kubrick and Ingmar Bergman) to make a film on ‘solitude’ he responded: “I 
rather wanted to concern myself with the solitude of a country, of a state, of a group”1. 
The film Germany Year 90 Nine Zero resulted: an encounter with the affect and time of a 
fallen border – that of the Berlin wall.

We are in the midst of a ‘world’ in the shadow of eschatological narratives or ‘end 
times’ – a teleological view that needs to be interrupted and a global narrative that needs 
to be localised. There’s a sense of a tipping point in some of the essays here, as it is in 
George Alexander’s essay with its reference to Samuel Beckett’s, “I Can’t Go On I’ll Go 
On” or say, Nada Shabout’s essay, “Ghosts of Future Pasts: Iraqi Culture in a State of 
Suspension” and ““It makes her blind, she said” Love Exhaustion and the Roadblock” 
by writer Ghalya Saadawi or Andreas Panayiotou’s essay “The unavoidable but censored 
wisdom of the border experience”. Some papers take flight – shifting emphasis from 
the paper presented, saying something of the accumulation of encounters during the 
conference.2 Although there’s no translation from one language to another, levels of 
translation do exist, through each incidence, each transmission. In her keynote Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak, ensures a connection is made between the local and language, con-
necting it to not so much translation as the implications of incommunicability – and a 
provocative gesture toward the voice as the lever of thought.3 

I have just been listening in Sweden to a series on global communities based on 
the idea that all human beings can communicate … if today’s ideas of community 
are too restrictive, one can always make the golden repressed come back by going 
to pre-capitalist notions of community, I find such ideas alarming. I therefore gave 
a convincing performance, at the “Global Communities” conference at Linnaeus 
University in Växjö, Sweden, of some [first century] Sanskrit Vedic hymns that talk 
about community. The Indo-Europeans coming into our subcontinent: Aryanism. 
It is one of the oldest and most civilized systems of selective cognitive and social 
damage … Therefore we have to admit that there is only the local. Especially those 
of us who are interested in acknowledging that there are many languages. 
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The authors are from Lebanon, Egypt, Palestine, Turkey, France, Germany, by way of 
Cyprus, Cyprus, Greece, Australia by way of a childhood in Egypt, Croatia, India and 
Bengal by way of, and back through the US, Britain/Pakistan by way of Europe and 
South America, with any number of touchstones between them. Coming from sociology, 
activism, art history, journalism, writing, art, academia and philosophy and are collected 
here without an expectation of a seamless co-habitation of disciplines. The structure of 
the conference itself began with the two keynotes of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and 
Tariq Ali, then divided into four sections, each with keynotes; George Alexander, Srećko 
Horvat, Nada Shabout and Lanfranco Aceti. You will see from the outline at the end of 
the Reader the significances of this structure – its shape inevitably altering in its trans-
mission to the reader.

The figure of the Mediterranean appears here like a node, or knot. Both its historical 
image in myth and its function as both border and passage – the latter now become 
cruelly attenuated with the acceleration of the illegal trafficking of refugees fleeing wars 
on an unprecedented scale, and the mounting number deaths. That so many are also 
abandoned on this sea challenges both the time and image of the Mediterranean as 
mythic – beautifully articulated in Bernd Bräunlich’s essay. Now transformed into some-
thing other than a sea it makes the siting of this conference in Limassol on the Island of 
Cyprus all the more redolent. The refugees fleeing Syria and Iraq in numbers unheard 
of previously, join those from Palestine and those finding their way from and through 
North Africa, in an attempt to cross the Mediterranean toward Europe, partly, and in 
complex ways, re-forming Cyprus’s own identity. And at a time when the biodiversities 
in this sea are collapsing in the southern Mediterranean we have one more motif in the 
production of a new time, that of the Anthropocene - the ‘tipping point’ where nature is 
now made by humans.4 

Cyprus, along with other nations in the region, have endured and resisted colonisations, 
as well as the more endemic violence of the decolonisation that follows. There are new 
regimes of domination to be resisted now, where Cyprus amongst other EU member 
states are forced to accept imposed financial controls and austerity measures5 by Troika. 
The contributions by Tariq Ali and Srećko Horvat discuss just how far reaching are the 
effects of these austerity measures, while Slavoj Žižek elsewhere writes of this imposition 
on Cypriots, as not only generating immediate anxieties but that “ the real impact will 
come when the panic is over”6. It’s in the context of these conditions in the region that 
Giorgio Agamben presented a lecture in Greece – a society also devastated by the imposi-
tion of austerity measures7 – to speak of societies in this region now only existing “Under 
the sign of security, [hence] the modern state has left the domain of politics to enter a 
no man’s land, whose geography and whose borders are still unknown”. 

There’s a reprise throughout, in the stripping away of the narratives that would other-
wise reinforce the fantasies of establishing unbreachable borders or roadblocks – and 



21

instead a place that would include the means to sustain our capacity to be sensitised to 
the condition of suffering, a kind of grace even.8 Srećko Horvat’s, “War and Peace in 
Europe: “Bei den Sorglosen”” invokes Mannoni’s “fetishist disavowal”, through the writ-
ing of Stefan Sweig. Sweig writes in relation to the revelers at St Moritz in 1918, “…while 
Europe falls into rubble … 10,000 people die every day. Dinner is over and the masked 
ball begins. Widows sit shivering in all the chambers of the world”. That last impression, 
before the uncanny and traumatic one, is retained as a fetish.

In Spivak’s “No Definitions for Activism” she is both refusing a general definition of a 
moment of activism and identifying her own activism, one example given is her teaching 
subaltern children in the village schools in Birbhum:

This is why I say that in the moment of activism so called, a moment in an ex-
panded sense, you cannot indeed use definitions … We have to wait abreactively for 
these kinds of descriptions to become structurally situated and they are fictive with 
very difficult claims, they are fictive in the robust sense, because, if they were not, 
then history could not be rewritten. 

We could extend then this ‘moment’ of activism to those revolutionary moments through-
out the Arab world since 2010. In another lecture by Giorgio Agamben in 2013 he disturbs 
the grounds on which revolution can be thought, through a new configuration of power, a 

“destituent power”, a power that would render the existing law inoperable: 

Starting with the French Revolution, the political tradition of modernity has 
conceived of radical changes in the form of a revolutionary process that acts as 
the pouvoir constituent, the “constituent power”, of a new institutional order. I 
think that we have to abandon this paradigm and try to think something as a 
puissance destituante, a purely “destituent power” that cannot be captured in the 
spiral of security.9 

Tariq Ali’s keynote, “The Crisis of Europe”, recognises past revolutionary moments as 
a continuity, that the effects of such revolutionary moments are profound when they 
emerge from the collective resistance of a people to oppression – and why and how it 
is that political protest and activism remains vital for a revolutionary process. Ali cites 
his participation in the revolutionary movements in the 1960’s in Latin America and 
addresses the more recent emergence of revolutionary movements in Bolivia, Venezuela 
and Argentina, as indications of their relevance for movements in Europe now. It is 
precisely in this context that he also addresses the EU with regard to the imposition of 
austerity by Troika with all of its claims for inevitability and non-negotiation. This is an 
austerity being posed simply as a result of the recent global financial disaster of 2008, 
and perceived as the fault of economic mismanagement by those European countries 
considered recalcitrant, and that this is a temporary economic necessity etc – when in 



22

effect it’s a camouflage for the normalisation of austerity. For Ali “It is not simply an epi-
sodic crisis; it is a deep ongoing crisis … and a result of the “neo-capitalist boom after the 
end of the cold war … the political and economic architecture of the world has changed”.

The loss of empathy, and the implications of this loss that Horvat discusses through the 
writings of Stefan Sweig is for George Alexander a site where the work of artists gets 
done, in the need for a “communion in suffering” he, referring to what Alfonso Lingus 
called “the community of the dying, the community of those who have nothing in com-
mon”. His choice of image in Pieter Breugel’s Fall of Icarus, is a fall almost unobserved, 
in a possible last moment for awareness. Alexander finesses it some more: “activists lo-
cate praxis in organization, artists and poets in awareness”. Within his title from Samuel 
Beckett, “I Can’t Go On, I’ll Go On”, is a dilemma, “one where we are situated on that 
pause between I can’t go on/I’ll go on” yet linked to Gramsci’s “pessimism of the intel-
lect, optimism of the will”. For Alexander the right place to be is the permeable worlds 
of artists, for they might, in the face of our dissociated malaise – one that circulates art 
within the economy of property, not the economy of the gift – breach the opportunistic 
impasse offered by universalising political and economic rationalisations. His is a call 
for a ‘gift economy’ not only in relation to art but to community: “When gifts circulate 
within a group, their commerce leaves a series of interconnected relationships in its 
wake, and a lovely kind of decentralized cohesiveness emerges. It is from within that 
fragile and diverse cohesiveness that I speak as I am less persuaded by groups organised 
socially by politics or ideologies already judged by history.” 

Beginning with his recollections of Sarajevo – suffering and enduring the longest siege in 
modern times – while the performance organised by Susan Sontag of Beckett’s Waiting 
for Godot is underway, Srećko Horvat writes of the indiscriminate use of unmanned 
drone aircraft, referring to a list from ‘Drones Watch’ that provides the terrible clarity 
of naming those children killed by US drone strikes over Yemen, Pakistan, Afghanistan 
and Somalia. He also introduces, the ‘altered’ map of Europe by Robert Menasse show-
ing the black surface of Europe that would result if the tracing of all the borders of 
Europe within written history were marked in black, then in red, to mark the battlefields 
that would turn Europe red. He proposes to draw again in black to “mark all austerity 
measures, shock therapies and structural adjustments” since the fall of the Berlin wall, 
that would colour the continent black again – not unlike Agamben’s “no-mans land, 
whose geography and whose borders are still unknown”. 

Writing through the perspective of Iraqi cultural history, Nada Shabout engages with 
possible futures in the face of the dilemmas for artists both in Iraq and the Iraqi dias-
pora after the 2003 invasion by the US and its allies. Shabout also considers the one 
hundred years of a history of invasion and sanctions. She is writing before the brutal in-
surgencies by ISIS in 2013 now occupying one third of Iraq and the ongoing escalation 
of destruction. Spivak’s proposal is significant for Shabout: that cultures are epistemo-
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logical projects, in a state of constant change. Shabout’s concern is that change is “…not 
only through the effects of growth and development or even natural disasters, but more 
deeply so with the ongoing effects of war”. She cites Jonathan Crary in his discussion on 
the state of a culture under suspension, that it is, “… immobile, ungrounded: a cancella-
tion and interruption … a negation of perception itself … a continuous state of trauma”. 
In her encounter with the operations of the state itself her concern is with the effects 
of the speed at which one law is layered over-and-within another, the very complexity of 
which allows the state’s manipulation of the ‘law’, as well as a clear convergence of con-
ditions that allows for the application of Agamben’s ‘state of exception’, however febrile 
the control of culture and its institutions are and however vulnerable it is to impositions 
of security from elsewhere.

Lanfranco Aceti’s “Reactions, Inheritance and Memories: Genetic Transmission of 
Trauma Through Blood and Neurons” with its focus on a micro-logical approach is in 
the territory of the ‘less visible, in the possibility that there is a genetic transmission of 
trauma, where, “the human body is then the invisible monument, a physical repository 
for memorialisation.” In refusing the intransigent presence of monuments to war as the 
repository for the memory of trauma he addresses the precariousness of the claims made 
and wielded for public monuments as social conduits raised always by the victors. The 
spectre of home is evoked in the form of the broken links between life and home, in his 
work this broken link is represented through a preserved body-less, empty turtle shell, 
connecting the genetic transmission of trauma with the impossibility of returning to a 
state that was prior to a traumatic event.

As it was for Gramsci, Andreas Panayiotou recognises that linguistic activity is praxis 
and materialist, with his meticulous historical approach touched by a poetic tracing of 
the imposed linguistic changes throughout Cyprus’s recent two hundred year history – 
and its connection to and through the inscription of borders. Not only to consider the 
degree to which these changes set out to impose an ethnically and linguistically unified 
nation but for an opening to poly-vocality. The filmmaker/poet Pier Paolo Pasolini 
applied what he called a “contaminated poetics” to counter such impositions by the 
Italian fascists during and post Second World War – and I would suggest of relevance to 
the fascism of the extreme right in Europe now (or for our contemporary socio-political 
conditions, what Tariq Ali refers to as the “extreme centre”). Panayiotou approaches a 
crucial border in relation to the regime of division in Cyprus:

 … suddenly in 2003, this regime of division collapsed, a rare moment when the ap-
paratuses of the mass media seemed to fail. Masses of Greek Cypriots went to the 
places where the roadblocks were removed, in order to pass to the other side. In a 
strange but fascinating way the outpouring of sentiment on April 2003 coincided 
with a deeper violation of taboos – one having to do with the way Space and Time 
intersected until then. Those who crossed … also appeared to be moving into a 
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different historical Time: The Greek Cypriots moving into their pasts, the Turkish 
Cypriots into their future.

The historian Bernd Bräunlich writes in “Utopia Disaster” of the Mediterranean’s 
role-changing identity through his collaborative approach with the artist Marianna 
Christofides. Myths and ancient history are a leitmotif in this text as it meets the work 
of Christifides in its encounter with the unyielding draw we have to place through 
a topological movement in images. In this instance through the illuminating charge 
derived from a ‘chance’ encounter with the discovery of two magic lantern slides that 
compose the work, Stereoscapes# 1. Researching these images of a simple street scene in 
Gibraltar led them to a document in the archives in Gibraltar from 1891 titled “Utopia 
Disaster”, “as if it had been derived from some contemporary querelle on the loss of the 
Utopian imagination”. There is a kind of undertone, a desire for a counter reading. For 
them it was through it being “based on in-situ research, archival material and associative 
streams of thought [they] sought to provide a stray image, deprived of its story.” The 
stereoscape here does not mimic the moment of the nineteenth century’s 3D technology, 
for these two images have been loosened. For Christofides: “the glass transparencies are 
likely to be the once rejected editions of reality, sorted-out parallel landscapes that would 
paradoxically become the point of departure for my exploration.” Another parallel is the 
reach between the 1930’s and the present in this region of the Mediterranean. Bräunlich 
identifies Gibraltar’s significance not only as one of the most vital means for refugees 
crossing the Mediterranean but as a kind of interstice where, “hope and desperation has 
nowhere been so close as in the Strait of Gibraltar”. 

When we read the transcribed dialogue between Yazan Khalili and Lara Khaldi we re-vis-
it their email exchange – between Khalili in the US and Khaldi in Ramallah – followed 
by their subsequent reading/performance at this conference, then a return to the tran-
scription of the emails for this reader. There’s an excess – always a condition of pleasure 

– when they read their emails to each other, watch films and slide projections and listen 
to songs, while motivated by a constant return to a slippage in time throughout the dia-
logue: “So the affair starts today; a secret Syrian military delegation just landed in Cairo, 
they’re here to negotiate the contract without the knowledge of the Syrian government…
Nasser is weary of this contract, he would rather have a Federal unity, one that is strong 
enough to silence the communists here and the conspiring neighboring allies”. In speak-
ing of a parallel exchange, on events that lead to the formulation of the United Arab 
Republic (1958-1961) between Syria and Egypt, and its failure, they also speak about the 
contract of marriage, love, labor, and Pan-Arabism. As they say, finding themselves at 
such a distance they have “developed a form to trick the format of the email”.

Ghalya Saadawi’s essay has an intimate connection to Khalilis’ work within her title, 
““It makes her blind, she said”: Love Exhaustion and the Roadblock”. She quotes here 
from Khalili’s work, “on Love and Other Landscapes”, a work based on photographs 
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taken from a moving car in Palestine composed as if they are filmed images, “ devoid of 
people, houses or checkpoints … fleeting …if not for the subtitles it could be anywhere 
and nowhere. Yet precisely it isn’t, it is Palestine”. Saadawi is locating a place where our 
expectations of the image are confounded and says of the voiceover in Khalili’s work, “it 
could be a former lover or him speaking to himself. He says it is “the landscape of his 
disappearance”” and its of significance that it’s a landscape without the Wall, because, 

“it makes her blind she says”. Saadawi, also cites Jean Luc-Nancy: 

We know the words of love to be inexhaustible, but as to speaking about love, 
could we perhaps be exhausted?” Perhaps what Irit Rogoff has called “exhausted 
geographies”, as Saadawi broaches the questions of, “location, dislocation and a 
‘being together’ that elide the reiterative, normative modes of speaking about the 
occupation of Palestinian land and identity- politics … and exploitative discourses 
on activism … [re the] U.N.- ification of struggles against colonialism.

Comprehending a city and those living in it under the conditions of technologies of sur-
veillance, takes hold in the collaborative essay by Dimitris Charitos with Martin Reiser 
and Daphne Dragona.10 Engaging with the techniques the Situationists in the 1960’s, 
their concern is to elevate the infinitely shifting realities of the every-day. Their project 
is located on a specific street and specific time in Athens in 2011, where they developed 
new uses for ‘locating media’ (an interfacing of physical environments with digital infor-
mation). It’s a hybrid connection and in this instance its applied to a re-claiming and re-
inscribing of this street to create “a new user generated cartography in a place otherwise 
under state controlled surveillance that uses designed environments for the control and 
tracking of the passage of its citizens”. The authors here realign, if not break with, such 
imposed cartographies of the city and the uses of surveillance. Theirs is a consideration 
of debates on the possibility of the creation of the city itself as sentient. However, the 
question remains, whose is this newly sentient city?

The artist Çağlar Çetin writes of his artwork “Trauma as a Political Tool, Parodic Art as a 
Response: A Glimpse at Parody Within ‘A Small Picture’ in Cyprus”: a work developed 
in part in collaboration with Lanfranco Aceti. Following Foucault he considers trauma 
in relation to the power relations that initiate it. And through the work of Judith Butler 
Çetin questions whether art that addresses the traumatic experience could actually func-
tion as a tacit support for the continuation of these power relations, here he cites Butler: 

“… the experience of trauma as a continuation, a kind of inevitability of the sustaining 
of trauma” In applying this questioning to the production of his own work, this “small 
picture” literally embodies acts of repetition: the photograph of a mould specimen in 
a petri-dish, taken from the wall of a home in Turkey that subsequently ‘travels’ to the 
decaying walls of an abandoned house in northern Cyprus. Re-photographed during the 
process in context, and repeated several times it is left unresolved in a single image. For 
Çetin it’s this question as to whether repetition as parody might challenge the violent 
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repetitions in the political discourse that constrains the possibility of healing in relation 
to the history of forced migrations in the region. The image is limited, literally, to the 
camera’s viewfinder left open: temporary and tentative. He acknowledges this gesture 
as nervous with regard to parody, where the work is considered “not as a representation 
for art but of politics” and that parody in itself is not subversive for as it is understood by 
Butler; “There must be a way to understand what makes certain kinds of parodic repeti-
tions effectively disruptive, truly troubling, if trauma constitutes itself in repetition as an 
unconscious and uncontrolled repetition”.

Jean Baudrillard’s nomination of the map as simulacra is considered by Antonis Danos 
as it is reflected in the work of four artists from Cyprus11 – in vivid distinction from 
Horvat’s metaphorical uses of the map of Europe. Danos associates this with his critique 
of ’Homi Bhabha’s concept of hybridity, developed in the context of post-colonialism 
and an increasingly globalised world. For Danos, that Bhabha claims ‘hybridity’ as a 
condition of post-colonialism is to ignore past centuries of cultural hybridity, that are 
continually and dynamically re-formulating cultures evident in every-day embodied expe-
rience. Through the sound work of one of the artists, Yiannis Christidis, Danos brings 
an approach to the questions of cartography and sound. Titled, ‘a sound block-.ed world 
would not resonate, (soundscape, 2012, 7’28”)’ is reflective of Foucault’s proposition 
that borders are ‘making a world’ rather than dividing and already-made ones. Danos 
incorporates Christidis commentary on this work: “…the existing multidimensional 
aural ambience in the so-called ‘buffer zone’ in the old Nicosia … sonically …the sound 
properties, rhythm, pitch and timbre that run parallel to the exploration and exposition 
of culturally intensive sounds … enabling us to discern different languages, music, the 
sounds of churches and mosques, along with footfalls and traffic”. For Christides this 
is “the people’s “situated identity in the context of borders – their transcendence or nul-
lification by sound.” 

There’s an elegant contribution by Iannis Zannos in his paper, “Revisiting Inarticulacy” 
bringing to the Reader a discussion of music and sound and the formative presence of 
silence – through a discussion of Bach’s Cantata Actus Tragicus. Zannos asks what is and 
is not considered representational in sound based art. He is in the territory of Deleuze’s 

“acoustic flow” one that encompasses silence in relation to inarticularcy: Through John 
Cage: ‘music is continuous only listening is intermittent’, and Deleuze: ‘One can … con-
ceive of a continuous acoustic flow … that traverses the world and that even encompass-
es silence … A musician is someone who appropriates something from this flow’, Zannos 
finds in this composition by Bach and a consideration of silence as an opening of views 

“ to otherwise hidden aspects of cultural semiosis … that inarticularcy and emptiness are 
openings to the exploration of pervading human experiences that are otherwise dif-
ficult to externalise – the sense of absence separation and distance.” An opening made 
through these hidden aspects allows a reformulation through a connection to the music 
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of the subaltern, for example, as well as the unstructured or ‘inarticulate’ music from the 
twentieth century. 

This is a short extract from Slavoj Žižek’s letter to the political activist Nadezhda 
Tolokonikova, while she was being held in a Russian prison in 2013:

But I feel guilty writing this: who am I to explode in such narcissistic theoretical 
outbursts when you are exposed to very real deprivations? So please, if you can 
and want, do let me know about your situation in prison: about your daily rhythm, 
about the little private rituals that make it easier to survive, about how much time 
you have to read and write, about how other prisoners and guards treat you, about 
your contact with your child … true heroism resides in these seemingly small ways 
of organising one’s life in order to survive in crazy times without losing dignity. 
Slavoj12 

I conclude my work on this Reader with this quotation from Slavoj Žižek – with its nod 
to Gramsci’s ‘Letters from Prison’ – for it directs us to what is at stake in a gesture of 
empathy, reminding us of the existence of a private (unconscious) life, even in such ex-
traordinary, dangerous conditions. It is there throughout many of the papers, sometimes 
explicitly, in others implicitly and so beautifully regarded in Srećko Horvat’s comments 
on the implications of the loss of empathy through the writings of Stefan Sweig.

Having said this, there was no attempt on my part to harmonise the visions of the 
contributors. There are however touchstones throughout, such as a sense of urgency in 
relation to a future or tipping points. Consider Nada Shabouts’, ‘Ghosts of future pasts, 
Iraqi culture in a state of suspension’, where Iraqi culture exists within the space of both 
destruction and potential for resistance, or when George Alexander speaks of the signifi-
cance of that ‘pause’ between’, or my own reference to Slavoj Žižek’s recognition of anxi-
ety in waiting in Cyprus, or in the references to, among others, Marianna Christofides’ 
work as it reflects upon time as duration and the intersections of history.

I would like to extend my appreciation to all of the contributors and their willingness to 
continue with me along, the often long road, of exchange and discussion, and I appreci-
ate their generosity in every sense, also to the main organizers NeMe, who developed the 
context in which an endeavour such as this could begin.

Denise Robinson
London, UK, 2014
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No Definitions For Activism
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak

Rembrandt van Rijn, The Abduction of Europa, 1632.
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A keynote is a learning instrument. It is the low note that holds the entire presentation – 
sometimes the entire musical construct. And in order for me to think how I could possi-
bly give a keynote in Singapore, or in Cyprus or in Kyoto or in Kuwait, or, as it happens, 
next week in Arusha, Tanzania, I have to learn to sink or swim. No answers from me, I 
am here to be instructed, in the blank space after the printed words.

I have been many times invited to keynote at various European cultural capitals, not real 
capitals, but make-believe ones. I seem to be able to move from Cork to Eindhoven and 
imagine them as European cultural capitals. But this is the first time that I have been 
asked to speak at a place that has been given the presidency of the European Union. 

Although this is undoubtedly an important thing, I would begin by suggesting that since 
the so called European Union was the result of a unification proposed and established 

– although very uncertainly – on the grounds of economic expediency and without the 
sharing of power, the actual play of the management of the European Union of course 
takes place elsewhere. These actual structures of cultural capitals and presidencies are 
there because there must be structures. In common language one would call it tokenism. 
I am constantly on committees – small committees, I am not talking about the European 
Union – a small committee that concentrated for example on how to deal with the fact 
that in the City University of New York (CUNY) eighty seven per cent of the incoming 
freshman class needed remedial help with English because CUNY gets a large number of 
immigrants. They had made up their minds beforehand, or on other kinds of commit-
tees, I later understood, that they were going to declare all of the universities, basically all 
of the colleges, flagship institutions except for two or three, but they had put people like 
me on the committee so that they could say that there were radical intellectuals on the 
committee. The committee structure allows that. I worked hard on this committee; only 
half realising it was for nothing. 

No Definitions for Activism
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak
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So this structure of sharing power, when the entire Union – openly a collection of 
debtor states and creditor states – is established on not sharing power, is in the hyperreal, 
as Jean Baudrillard used to say. We sensed this at the time from the so-called European 
Constitution, that actually it was meaningless, or carried another meaning, because 
of the fact of economic expediency. Constitutions are not supposed to be based on 
economic expediency. Therefore the Constitution was obliged to begin with a hyperreal 
celebration of Europe’s already-existing just and diversified society. This particular con-
tradiction, between constitutionality and profit motive is more the rule than the excep-
tion today. Hence, the actual play is elsewhere, alibi, and even in illo tempore, at another 
time, than the structures operating as structures. 

As I move from place to place giving keynotes – because I must raise the money for first-
class tickets necessary for my spinal disease, so as to go as often as I can to the six rural 
schools where I have been giving time and skill for thirty years – one lesson that I have 
learned is that each place is its own centre as it thinks globally. 

I start therefore from a first assumption that there is only the local and the local is global. 
This kind of tacit universalisation of the local is older than globalisation. Our heads do 
not move at the same pace, they are not isotemporal, with the changes either in technol-
ogy or in the macrostructures of the economic movement of the world. What used to be 
called, in the old days, the self-determination of capital, does not have the same speed 
as ideological production. This is just something that one learns. Therefore we have to 
admit that there is only the local. Especially those of us who are interested in acknowl-
edging that there are many languages. This is not something that one can simply avoid in 
the interest of saying that there can be a global community. 

This is why I am most grateful to Steven Burke, an old friend of mine from Columbia 
days, for suggesting that I read Yiannis Papadakis’s book Echoes from the Dead Zone. 
That book carries a local feeling about the East-West divide. Most of you in the audi-
ence know that book. The East-West divide as understood locally. For us Asians that 
Europeanised divide was irrelevant. For those of us who are from China, Japan, India 
(the last to the west of China – and there is a medieval Chinese text commemorating 
that), for example, from fiercely competitive nationalisms, the East-West passage is a dif-
ferent kind of locale. 

For us that old East-West story – as you describe here in the premise for your conference 
– includes a focus on the voyage of ideas as they cross from East to West and from West 
to East, and how these ideas metamorphose and adjust as they take seed in the cultures 
they pass through. This particular idea – it is Byzantium, it is the Holy Roman Empire 
and the Byzantine Empire, it is the East and the West – is very interesting, very historical. 
But Asia, as it is moving now, is not thinking of Europe that much. You heard me speak 
of the European Union in a certain way, and some of you looked not altogether satisfied. 
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On the other hand, if you are really thinking about people moving, this East-West – like 
Columbus’s East-West, still very important for you locally - is not the only one. Remember 
Columbus was also finding a passage to India, because the Ottomans had closed the over-
land East-West passage. To trivialise this history and turn the Turks into Turkish Cypriots 
is to generate at once the feeling of political correctness and, once again and alas, to ignore 
com-plicity (folded togetherness) with the (European) exceptionalism that you deplore. It is 
within this frame that Echoes from the Dead Zone remains interesting. 

I want therefore to be a little bit local with you before I go on keynoting. My earliest 
childhood as an Indian and a Bengali is scarred by bordering. As I was reading the 
book, I was thinking: gee, here’s the story, partition. As you might or might not know, 
we were divided when we gained our negotiated independence, to save the economy of 
Atlee’s Britain. One of the partitions was in my home state. In 2000 I saw the border as 
I walked across the no-person zone – dead zone – between Bangladesh and India. On 
an uneven brown painted block of wood was written in yellow paint in Bengali script 

“Bharat”, which is the Indian name of India. I looked back and there was a sun-bleached 
blue wooden sign proclaiming “Gônoprojatontri Bangladesh Shorkār”, People’s Republic of 
Bangladesh. For there was a railway established by the British but the railway no longer 
worked. I crossed to the Indian border on foot. Why was it like this? Because this was a 
route that only subaltern travellers and smugglers took. The air route is very different, 
the bus route is also very different, in different ways. I crossed to the Indian border post 
and the half educated border officials demanded a visa - into my own country. I carry an 
Indian passport. But because only Bangladeshi underclass crosses the Darshona-Gede 
border to board the old third class train to a smaller station in Calcutta, this was a class 
border. The people sitting in the damn Indian border post did not know that a person 
who carries a passport that says “The Republic of India” does not need a visa to cross 
into India. Imagine this. Just as, in the Bangladeshi outpost, because this is so much a 
classed border – the dead zone is not the same everywhere – the guys asked me: “where 
did you get a visa into Bangladesh?” They didn’t know that there was a Consulate of 
Bangladesh in New York. 

This is a relatively benign example of classed borders, although of course in my child-
hood there was the insane killing between Hindus and Muslims, which happened in 
1946, the year I went to school, that was far from benign. School was closed as we lived 
on the border of the Muslim and Hindu sections of Calcutta. My earliest memories as a 
child are voices raised with various Hindu religious cries and then the sublime singular 
Muslim cry – “Allahu Akbar”. And you knew that on each of these there was a blow of 
machete or knife. You would see the bodies on the street in the morning. This is what 
has made me a complete unbeliever. The four year old child learnt a lesson.  

But as I crossed the border, which had been laid down when I was five years old, in 
1947, the mood was benign. On the other hand, the class apartheid in education that I 
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witness in my state now for nearly 30 years, and not I hope, replicated in all the states of 
India, is a malign cancer. This class apartheid is a displacement of the millennial caste 
border which is one of the disgraces of India. It is of course complicated by the gender 
borders we share with the rest of humanity: rape-culture. Indeed the caste border crosses 
race, class and gender. One of our greatest Dalit leaders, B.R.Ambedkar, suggested that 
caste was a version of all group formations, and it was based on the difference between 
the treatment of surplus-men and surplus-women.

We live, then, with many internal borders in India as elsewhere in the world. Such 
borders are specific to every civilisation, every history. They work in our everyday as 
they work in the macrologies across the narratives of history. I want to say this, because 
the idea that cultures cross is to me not an interesting idea. Something happens for 
sure. But this is to assume that there are things called cultures. Culture is an invention 
of anthropology. Culture alive is its own irreducible counter-example. It always runs 
ahead of its descriptions, toe-holding contingencies. You cannot “know” cultures. You 
can learn languages. And you have to know languages in such a way that you enter the 
lingual memory of the language, the memory that is not just located in people. With 
computers we understand this better. And then we begin to enter, since the word is 
unavoidable, what may be called a culture. The idea of cultures crossing across East and 
West, and computing such a crossing of cultures, belongs more to the world after the 
Nara Document of 1994, when the idea of protecting cultural intangibles was issued at 
an elite gathering in Japan, itself a settler colony. And then we began to have UNESCO 
sponsoring, the World Monuments Fund monitoring and various kinds of “develop-
ment” undertakings, the declaration of heritage cities and so on. Ideologically the idea 
of cultures crossing belongs with that particular declaration, the idea that there can be 
a ménage of cultural heritages, and that there will be some body which will be actually 
inspecting and organising them. 

Before that the same kinds of assumptions were made by the World Systems theorists. 
Their idea, that if there is economic movement then there is cultural movement, is 
belied in many different ways. Even as I sympathise very much with the localised idea 
of understanding how the other side moves, culture now is a colloquial word, we can 
only understand that, not as cultures moving but as epistemological projects. On the 
other hand, if you use the word “epistemology”, you are sometimes called too liberal, too 
reformist, too individualistic. 

When Antonio Gramsci said that the Marxist project was epistemological, he knew what 
he was talking about. Social justice founds itself in an epistemological project which is 
undertaken differently by the different levels according to the internal borders of places. 

I wanted to begin there, because I wanted to share something. When I said everything 
was local, I wanted to share something in terms of Papadakis moving into the other 
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Cyprus in defiance of the established mindset that was verified publicly by the Greek 
Cypriots’ NO vote in the 2004 rejection of unification. I wanted to say that that mindset 
is not only recent. That history, although it is in fact historically written down only fairly 
recently, allows me, standing outside, to think also of the Osmanli nostalgia of Turkey 
as such. So that although I have written in support of the Ottomans, referring to the 
imperial envy of the British, in terms of the Ottomans’ practical multiculturalism in 
their heyday, I feel that I must also emphasise and analyse that nostalgia which colours 
Istanbul today and place it with the competitive nationalisms in Asia. 

My title is ‘No Definitions For Activism’. This activism – giving time and skill –is not 
just at my village schools. It is also, and necessarily, at Columbia University. The feudal-
ity without feudalism of the international civil society has to be approached as signifi-
cantly by a humanities teacher at Columbia, as in the subalternity of those villages. Both 
at Columbia and in the rural schools I cannot work with definitions – rather I have to 
work abreactively, nachträglich. Definitions are enriched and displaced by that attempted 
supplementation, worked not only by the ontico-ontological difference as shown by 
Heidegger, but also by the epistemico-epistemological difference. If the Heideggerian 
idea is to show that ontological efforts cannot access the ontic because it is too immedi-
ate, in my understanding epistemological efforts cannot access the epistemic, because it 
is only codable abreactively. This coding or re-coding, is necessarily fictive in the strong 
sense, though with all the requirements of verifiability. 

This is why I say that in the moment of activism so called, a moment in an expanded 
sense, you cannot indeed use definitions. Abreactively the definitions are considered 
somewhat in the way of the ethnographic work of the anthropologists, but it is a field-
work without transcoding. The idea of developing class consciousness in the masses by 
the vanguard is an empty dream. We have to accept this fact if we are serious about re-
moving roadblocks. First, the vanguard promotes mass consciousness through conscious-
ness raising – leading to justified self-interest – not to a generalisable will to social justice. 
Secondly, because the vanguard itself is not educated into the suspension of self-interest, 
what we generally get in the last resort is capitalist vanguardism, whether located in the 
state or in the private sector capitalist vanguardism. There may be individual intellectu-
als who think differently. But remember, we are not individualists. The general idea that 
the vanguard can in fact develop class-consciousness in the masses is not a viable idea. It 
is an idealistic dream. The international civil society is, as I have argued at length and 
repeatedly, driven by an uneven combination of capitalist vanguardism, and benevolent 
feudality without feudalism. 

This epistemico-epistemological difference is something that we have to attend to. I 
have had my friendly altercations with Srećko Horvat over the years over this. Every 
self-declared rupture is an unacknowledged repetition. We have to wait abreactively for 
these kinds of descriptions to become structurally situated, and they are fictive with 
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very difficult claims, they are fictive in the robust sense, because, if they were not, then 
history could not be rewritten. That is why I say not only “alibi” (elsewhere) but also 
in “illo tempore” (in another time). The European Union is not playing by the history 
of Cyprus, although Europe is written by the history of Byzantium. Looking at the his-
tory of Byzantium, I have been working on something called “subduing Byzantium.” I 
wish I could have given that talk here. But you, from the presidency of the European 
Union, have necessarily given me a different charge. As such, you are part of subduing 
Byzantium. I gave that talk in Hungary at a certain point, but I also spoke about it in the 
context of the reclaiming of Byzantine art now by European modernism. It had already 
been claimed by Clement Greenberg, by Roger Fry, and others, to the extent that Roger 
Fry claims the transition from impressionism to Byzantinism in the Roman art of the 
empire, and describes Cezanne and Paul Gauguin as proto-byzantines. 

I was at Yale at a conference, which was discussing how Christian Byzantine art was a 
certain kind of modernism, a kind of precursor of European modernism. If indeed we 
were going to talk about how Europe, as a small place, is written by that particular his-
tory still, we should also refer to your East-West thought. We have to consider also that 
in the metropolis there is a claim by the huge industry of European modernism, which 
wants to claim the entire global post-colonial. This is a phenomenon in the intellectual 
world in the metropolis, which has to be taken into account. 

What can be meant by the intuitions of democracy? I am moving in terms of what I have 
learned locally, in Birbhum and New York. Birbhum, the place where I have the rural 
schools, and New York the place where I do the same work for the older children of the 
superpower, who want to help and save the world, and where I am salaried. The subal-
tern groups in the villages had been denied access to intellectual labour, for thousands 
of years. The United States is a younger culture, a couple of hundred years, and there 
we also see a denial of intellectual labour through knowledge management and digital 
idealism. The people who are supposedly taking responsibility for the world are doing so 
without serious intellectual labour. A teacher like me, teaching actively at both ends of 
the spectrum, learns her lessons about ‘No definitions for activism’ from both ends. 

Although I am moving in terms of what I have learned locally, in Birbhum and New 
York, the old habit of transnational literacy tells me that these movements travel globally. 
First Birbhum. There, among the subaltern children the polarisation between top and 
bottom comes undone. Children’s minds are like wet cement. We are inscribing con-
tradictory habits into them. I am not yet calling it an aporia, which is not a contradic-
tion. Let us for the moment say contradictory habits. No competition yet unconditional 
pursuit of excellence. And yet class struggle. Pleasure in schoolwork yet training to enter 
the mainstream. Discourage tendency to leadership, yet encourage questioning author-
ity. Nothing through sermons, everything through class room practice. Gender balance, 
gender preference. Easy to say, tremendously difficult to devise as habit formation, not 
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blind obedience, in child subjects and teacher subjects, who are equal but not the same - 
and certainly not the same with me. 

These contradictions, that Freud so early outlined in the splitting of the ego – the idea 
that contradictions are kept in the subject at the same time, were developed by Gregory 
Bateson in his treatment of childhood schizophrenia, and by Derrida and some others 
into the thinking of the double bind. 

Some European thinkers think they follow the Kantian line. But Kant programmed the 
political philosopher within the restrictions laid down by the critical philosopher who 
acknowledges that there is no access to pure reason, and that practical reason is obliged 
to overlook this restriction. Declare cause where there can be no cause philosophically 
stated, and declare freedom where there is no such possibility for the rational human be-
ing is the programme of practical reason. Every bit of Kant’s political writing repeats this 
caution, disregarded by those who are unacquainted with the austerity of the critique. As 
a remote consequence, neither socialism nor democracy can stop corruption. 

The strength of the critical tradition is in understanding that both access to talk of cause 
and access to talk of freedom is in fact defined by a certain kind of intended mistake. 
The proclivity to this intention must be taught generationally, persistently, in order for 
socialism or democracy to sustain itself. 

I have just been listening in Sweden to a series on global communities based on the idea 
that all human beings can communicate. This idea is popular among the academic intellec-
tuals in Africa. It allows the established or emergent intellectual elite to deny the wealth of 
languages upon the continent. The idea of the possibility of global communities because 
all human beings can communicate mutually, is popular in the humanities departments 
of the big universities – Ibadan, Nairobi, Ghana and so on. In Sweden I heard a new twist, 
that would be difficult to practice in Africa, or too easy for the elite, same difference: if 
today’s ideas of community are too restrictive, one can always make the golden repressed 
come back by going to pre-capitalist notions of community. 

I find such ideas alarming. I therefore gave a convincing performance, at the “Global 
Communities” conference at Linnaeus University in Växjö, Sweden, of some Sanskrit 
Vedic hymns that talk about community. The Indo-Europeans coming into our subcon-
tinent: Aryanism. It is one of the oldest and most civilized systems of selective cognitive 
and social damage. I therefore attempted to give the audience an ethno-cultural agenda 

– Gayatri Spivak singing in Sanskrit with absolute conviction. You can even do the Indo-
European cognates, and show that it is of a community spirit that we are singing. When 
I stopped I said “you think that to celebrate this Aryanism is a way of going into the 
global community, because it is pre-capitalist?” 
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All this is to demonstrate that going back into history or celebrating it because human 
beings can communicate, is not a good idea. Edward W. Said’s powerful idea of the 
restrictive permission to narrate teach us that histories have put roadblocks on the 
so called enlightened capitalist idea of reclaiming the global community. The picture 
changes if one substitutes what cannot be a substitute: Unconditional ethics. Then you 
cannot talk about culture, you cannot talk about East-West. Yet such a substitution, with-
out guarantees, cannot do much directly to create movements or unblock roadblocks. It 
has to come to terms with the fact that, as I said, the stakes are determined by the local. 
Therefore the global is diverse and differentiated. 

I do not have the skill to plot these diversities in a scholarly way. I plot them, somewhat 
superficially, with the question: If we can all run to the assumptions of democracy, how 
far have these assumptions – in other words, a practice of freedom – been integrated 
into the general populace of the countries that we collectively name the Arab spring? 
The subaltern spoke (in other words, performed a generally consequential action) in 
Tunisia. A predatory state had produced a general political will. But that is not a lasting 
political will – it is a justified self-interest of a bitterly disappointed middle class, produc-
ing a general political will that could provide a massive initial response to the burning 
subaltern body. A type-case of subalternity: No access to the state, no response but self-
destruction. But the general electorate had no practice of freedom and so the result was 
a welcome regime change, but not the expected change in the polity. 

Indeed all of the Arab spring nation-states were about regime changes. But a regime 
change is not a revolution. To repeat, the fact that 1917 brought in a regime change 
was incidental to the fact. To repeat, a successful revolution – in order to sustain itself 

– needs the practice of freedom. That is my lesson learned in the bosom of activism – 
no definitions. 

Egypt is stuck on the inability for the world to be prepared to consider the question: 
Can Islam have a liberation theology? The general tone of the Obama conversations 
with Egypt is of surprise. I am not a religious person. Nonetheless, it seems to me that 
if one celebrates the possibility of liberation theology in the other religions of the book 

– I would rather have liberation minus theology, but nonetheless – looking at this in 
this way is important for us. Egypt is also caught between the rock of democracy and 
the hard place of Islam reactive to Islamophobia, even as the United States attempts to 
regain a foothold. 

And Libya, where there was a species of civil society, under a tyrant, was packed into the 
haphazard definition of “revolutions” in the area, started by regime change in Tunisia, 
in order that the European Union and the United States could begin to fight their wars 
as Libya’s war. If you are thinking of a democratic population prepared by the practice of 
freedom, you have little hope there.
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Syria had begun as another candidate to be fitted into that slot called “revolution”, and 
France has just taken a step that will lead to the need of revision here. Now the less said 
the better. In September 2011 the Occupy Wall-Streeters declared themselves inspired by 
the Arab Spring. The main difference was that regime change there was plotted in terms 
of elections and run by the hyper-real of campaign rhetorics? Let me paraphrase here 
what I wrote for them. 

In the classic concept of the democratic nation-state, the state’s chief function is the 
redistribution of revenue for social welfare according to the constitution. After restruc-
turing, the state’s role becomes managerial of capitalist globalisation. The anti-statist 
position of an Althusser or a Negri and indeed, of what now goes by the name of a 
general “anarchism” etc., is, from the point of view of the subaltern, altogether impracti-
cal. Here I am with Gramsci. The state is medicine and poison. What you teach is how 
to use it, and those lessons do not last generation to generation. Thus the state, I said 
to the Occupiers of Wall Street, becomes accountable to business rather than to people, 
the predicament of the 99% versus the 1%. It goes without saying that this cannot be 
redressed simply from within the democratic electoral mechanism of the state – even a 
state as central to this process as the United States. I was trying to explain to the New 
Yorkers that they were not in the same regime-change slot as all of those other places, 
that you could not simply account for enthusiasm as a political phenomenon, that that 
was their only connection to the Arab Spring, that one needed a reality check before 
claiming any kind of enthusiasm as a general motivation. And indeed if it is a general 
motivation, it is not going to stand. Unfortunately, even if the legal system within the 
state as well as internationally, were enforceable, which it is not, not at all as secure as it 
should be for any redress, in fact: and, even if there were a critical mass with the mindset 
to curb capitalism, since law is not justice, and can be revised, the mere existence of laws 
is insufficient. The regular evidence of the situation is well summarised by the popular 
T-shirt: “if you can’t win, change the rules of the game”. 

The idea, then, of cultural movement, the idea of a contained East-West within the 
historical, the idea of understanding the presidency of the European Union on a bigger 
scale, is held within the world-wide thing of “if you can’t win, change the rules of the 
game”. The law can forever be changed in favour of capital rather than people if the 
entire polity is not educated to desire justice for all. An ill educated society (said I when 
I was speaking to the New Yorkers, to the Occupiers), can be persuaded with the obvious 
lies of trickle-down economic advantage and jobs created by the capitalists rather than if 
the state has a robust structure of redistribution. Small business is no longer an unques-
tioned good, when venture capital regularly promises global connections. Metaphors can 
then be negotiated as literal truth. As a teacher of literature, that is my basic training. 
In an extended format, I would discuss here in detail why, in terms of the desire of 
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the “impassioned radical other” one must work in terms of this simple-minded binary 
opposition: metaphor and literal truth, recalling also that the two are folded together. 

Metaphors can be negotiated as if literal truth, as for example by representing any 
attempt of the state to serve as a design, on the part of the state, to control. (Nelson 
Mandela was persuaded in 1992 by the World Economic Forum that to protect the 
state is a mistake.) Therefore, in addition to the legal involvement on the national and 
international levels, we, said I to them, must continue to emphasise the need persistently 
to construct a mindset to desire justice for all, from the primary to the post tertiary 
level, if a just society is to prevail. This is not an impractical or “individualistic lesson”. 
If material gains within political economy are not supplemented by an other-directed 
and just culture that protects the fragility of the public use of reason, there is no hope 
for the future. Elections, as Baudrillard persuaded us long ago, are operated through the 
hyperreal, caught within the intended mistake of thinking the “real” is real, as opposed 
to it, as metaphor is opposed to literal truth, if you do not mind making mistakes and 
creating these useful binary oppositions. Logocentrism is not a pathology, it enables. 

The hyperreal brings one to the question of art. For the hyperreal is the democratic 
process, itself no more than a series of powerful abstractions. That is where I was right 
at the beginning, the presidency of the European Union. The hyperreal presented as a 
humanised simulacrum is a species of low-grade occupational conceptual art. 

Conceptual art is a problem: it swings on the pre-critical notion of the artist’s intention. I 
am told again and again -- “Ai Wei Wei said this” - as I look at his art. So what? I am not 
interested, let me look at the damn thing. So, the hyperreal presented as a humanised 
simulacrum is a species of low grade occupational conceptual art. What is generalisable 
in this simulacrum depends on an abstract structure as established and changed over the 
last two hundred plus years. In so far as it is generalisable without becoming general in the 
fiction of safe elections, it is singular. That is a vulgarisation of Spinoza with which Deleuze 
began to work, and Negri works, a useful vulgarisation, the singularity of art, democracy 
nestled in the conceptual art of the persistently produced general will. 

Singularity. The singular. Universalisable, but never universal. That’s an important fact. 
The title of my newest book is “An Aesthetic Education in the Era of Globalizability”. 
Globalisability is much more important than globalisation. My editor told me that I 
would not sell the book if that were the title, so I kept the other one – everybody wants 
to sell books. But then at the end of my long book is the last sentence: “if you’ve come 
up to here then know that the real title...” and then let the reader work it out. 

So, it is singular. When we talk of dissident art we apply the same or similar norms. 
Art called dissident by producer or consumer is a site of alternatives being claimed for 
performance, no longer performative, already existing discursive possibilities, inhabited 
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and claimed with new meanings, nudging their way into the investment circuit. The best 
description of this phenomenon of earlier discursivities pressed into service to describe 
current realities is of course in the beginning of Marx’s 18th Brumaire. 

I have a long thing here about art and philosophy. I am going to read just a little bit of it, 
and then come to a close, because in five minutes I will have spoken fifty minutes, and 
I think that’s the way to go. Fifty minutes and then I want to be instructed. So let me 
quote myself. I’m speaking here after receiving the Kyoto prize, in Art and Philosophy, 
and, within that category, in “Thought and Ethics”. I quote myself:

I do not believe there is a direct line from art and philosophy to social justice. 
When artists and philosophers call for social justice, they are acting as responsible 
citizens of the world. Themselves perhaps changed by practicing art and philosophy 
[remember I am speaking to enlightened capitalists in Japan, so I am receiving a 
large sum of money. My language is a little bit different from what it is with you], 
sometimes using the weight of their prestige as celebrated artists and philosophers 
in order to make an appeal. The real contribution of artists and philosophers is 
that they can rearrange desires. Art and philosophy, detached from their producers, 
become instruments for viewer – listener – player – teacher, to be changed from 
mere self interest or self description. Notice I use that word, teacher, which is last 
on the list. I’m neither artist nor philosopher, but I am indeed a paid teacher of 
the humanities. It is our task always to work for the future of humankind. The 
stream of art, within which is included literature and music, today the filmic and 
the hypertextual, must flow forever. The practice of philosophising must be and 
will be passed on from generation to generation, so that the human mind is pre-
pared to use the technological setting to work for science, for the betterment of the 
world. Today this is particularly urgent. Because the digital has all the power and 
beauty of the wild horse, without adroit handling it can be destructive – medicine 
and poison once again. 

The idea of a thing as medicine and poison dependent upon use, therefore upon the 
training of the imagination for epistemological performance, rather than cultures 
moving or structural change assuring that the society will be good or healthy, resonates 
with Gramsci. 

Let me close with a discussion of the aporia. Democracy is a site of an aporia, and 
not in the European Union alone. If you look at it coming from the top then it looks 
different from how it looks from the bottom. There is a double bind between num-
bers and excellence, this is in Aristotle already, merit and mathematics, numbers and 
excellence, and also there has to be the insoluble struggle between ipseity and alterity, 
autonomy and others. 
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Drawing from my own Indian experience, I had earlier found the best model for democ-
racy in Indian classical music for the practitioner, not the consumer. My first degree is 
in North Indian classical vocal performance. I am talking about what you have to do 
in order to sing – definition become reflex, for abreactive reckoning. No definitions in 
activism. I boiled it down to: Creative freedom within self-chosen structural rules, given. 
Drawing from his European experience, my colleague Jon Elster found the best model 
of the mindset that will get the European to democracy in Homer’s story of Odysseus 
having his sailors wax their own ears, and bind him to the mast so that he could hear 
the sirens’ magic song, and still not give in to the temptation of sailing to their island 
and wrecking his ship. Both of us were thinking at the top. To create classical music you 
must be highly trained. And Odysseus needed the sailors to do his bidding. Democracy 
as self-restraint, this is democracy constraining freedom of speech through constructive 
auto-critique, democracy from the top. But what about those who have been, by gender 
and class, forcibly constrained? To develop something like democratic judgement is the 
formula for the bottom. The practical development of democratic judgement in the 
rural child, (I go back to my scene of activism), is to distinguish between education and 
passing exams. I am constantly interviewed, not about teaching at Columbia but about 
these rural schools, as literacy projects. Literacy and numeracy without good education 
is useless. Not that I am against literacy, it is a statistic. The human development index 
asks: How many years of schooling – quantity. For our own children we go around 
looking for the university has the best teaching and so on and so forth – quality control. 
Mind you, financial aid also comes in, that is another argument, and I am very deeply 
involved with what is happening with budget cuts, but let us not go there now, because 
this is my closing movement. 

When I send my child to elementary school, do I say I am sending my daughter to learn 
literacy? Why do people think that these schools where I give time and skill to train 
teachers are for literacy? The real democratic judgment in the rural child is distinguished 
between education and passing exams. There was a boy in Bangthupi settlement who 
taught me this in 2006. As I said, the human development index can only ask for quan-
tity, how many years, but Meghnad Sabar, tribal teenager, the child of illiterate landless 
parents, had not wanted to be a nice statistic for the local landowner, as the first tribal 
child to come first in the state secondary exam: “Hey, at my high school, tribal comes 
first in the state exam!” So he said to me, exactly like Paolo Freire, “They are stuffing me 
sister – I want to go to school where all the students are aboriginals, and I don’t have 
this problem, they are not teaching me, they are training me to come first”. An unbeliev-
able statement, a long path traversed. The intuition of democracy in the subaltern is a 
fearful thing. The landowner, after I had left, evicted this person and closed the schools. 
Twenty years of my labour destroyed because of this one thing: They can be canon 
fodder; they can be energised into justified self-interest, and called Maoists by rational 
choice leftists. But the intuition of democracy is a fearful thing. The schools were gone. 
So, for the idea of democracy as the site of aporia, I go back again to what teaches me 
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this kind of practice where you put definitions on the threshhold. When democracy is 
seen to be the site of aporia, our undertaking is to protect the fragility of reason. Reason 
is the best grounding error upon which we can locate ourselves in order to make the 
most productive mistakes. Every community in the world, not just humanity, not just 
human, but even top primates produce evidentiary syllogisms. As to with what these 
evidentiary syllogisms are animated, depends on the permission to narrate, and, given 
the heterogeneity of these permissions, the impossibility of global communities comes 
in through that door. I want to close upon that note. Singularity can remain unspoken 
because I am going now fifty-five minutes. It seems to me that we cannot exceptionalise 
the European Union as a site of a fundamental aporia of democracy. For, if we feel that 
we have moved that roadblock – that is when the problem will begin. In the solution 
begins the problem. Your very first sentence speaks of the dynamics of inclusion and 
exclusion. And it is only by excluding the problematic that you will solve this problem, 
which cannot be solved. To be equal is not to be the same. 

I close here, then. I did try to talk a little bit about the Arab Spring, and I did try to talk 
a very little bit about the positionality of cultures, and that everything is local, and, since 
I believe in the persistently engaged project of democracy – I end with democracy as 
aporia. I was looking to find how I could sound the keynote, and I found it in your state-
ment that the fundamental aporia of democracy is in Europe. I can say in closing that 
there is nothing special about Europe here. In Europe the specialty is not an aporia, it is 
that project of establishing a Union with no sharing of power. That is a material prob-
lem. For me, the definition of activism has remained the challenge of giving time and 
skill to supplement the vanguard by trying to produce the intuitions of democracy in 
the largest sector of the electorate in the world’s largest democracy. As you give time and 
skill, the definitions tremble and move away. If you define the European Union as the 
site of a special aporia, you end up in the European exceptionalism that is not compara-
ble to its own history. Thank you. 

© Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak   Columbia University

Transcribed by Daphnos Economou and Jenny Fryda with additional editing by Denise Robinson.
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Cyprus is a country that I have never visited before, though I have read a great deal 
about it. London is one of the big centres of Cypriot population, both Greek and 
Turkish, and over the years we have had contacts with many leftists from Cyprus, from 
both communities. 

My talk in Zagreb [in May 2012] was titled “The Rotten Heart of Europe” while today it 
carries the title “The Future of Europe”. This shift in title is not because I have become 
optimistic – for if anything, the situation has become worse. 

There is not a single European country, which is not affected by the Wall Street crash of 
2008. Some are managing a bit better than others, but the force field of this economic 
crisis extends through the whole of Europe, and of course not just Europe, but North 
America, the Arab World and beyond. No one is immune to this crisis and that’s why it 
is important to classify and categorise it. 

It is not simply an episodic crisis; it is a deep ongoing crisis, on the same level, but as yet 
with not the same effects, of the 1929 crash and the depression that followed. Since that 
period, this is the first occasion where global capitalism – more global now than ever 
before – has witnessed a crisis of this magnitude. 

Capitalism changed and transformed in the 1990s in most of the European countries, if 
not all. We had a process, which was similar, first in the northern European countries and 
then slowly mimicked by the Mediterranean countries: Deindustrialisation. All the big 
steel industries of Europe, many sections of the car industry, in Britain the entire mining 
industry, were decimated and not because it was necessary to do so. For the bourgeoisie – 
to use an old fashioned word – was determined to change the structural basis of capital, to 
weaken the workers movement, to weaken the trade union organisations of this movement, 

The Future of Europe
Tariq Ali
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to make the left irrelevant. The time that was obviously important for them was the late 
1980s and the entire decade of the 1990s. It is in this period that the economic and politi-
cal architecture of the world in which we live was built.

What is this architecture? To start with, large scale privatisations; neoliberal globalisation 
meant the entry of private capital into what until then had been the most hallowed do-
mains of social provision and social welfare. This is now true for most parts the world, not 
just Europe and America. At the same time we witnessed large scale creditism; encouraging 
the growth of debt on a national scale, both at the state level and at the level of individuals: 

“Borrow, borrow, borrow – for that is your future; you can all be rich, you can all consume”. 
And together with this came a consumerist culture, expressed by MTV broadcasts through 
a memorable phrase, in many ways the philosophy of this epoch: “Don’t worry, be happy”. 
Don’t think, all the thinking is being done for you; don’t panic because we have got every-
thing under control. This spread systematically in country after country. 

People now talk of bankers as being the most evil people on earth. The question is: How 
did the bankers get the ability to operate like this, without the permission of the state? 
Without the permission of the politicians directing the state? Without the help of the 
state they could not have done this. It was not only the bankers. It was the politicians 
who made it possible for this system to come into being, and they were politicians from 
both the centre-left and the centre-right. As I have been arguing for a number of years, 
the system had a political impact. If you create a system in which the primacy of private 
capital and the denationalising of state ownership is the fundamental tsar, then what 
do politicians and different parties argue about? When all the major political parties in 
a country agree that this is the way forward, then what is the price of democracy? The 
system that has been put into place from the 1980s and 1990s could, with some accuracy 
be defined as the dictatorship of capital. 

The form this dictatorship takes varies from country to country. In some countries it is 
more ‘democratic’, in others less so. But fundamentally capitalism and democracy are 
now becoming incompatible. Ironically, it will be up to the left – the social movements, 
the political movements and the political parties of the left which are not part of this sys-
temic shift – to argue in favour of democracy, of democratic rights, democratic account-
ability and make democracy more meaningful.

I will give you the most startling case we have witnessed of how this system functions 
in today’s Europe. Look at Greece. Look at what has been happening in Greece over 
the last decades: it joined the European Union, it joined the euro zone, massive credits 
were given out, the price of every single thing in Greece shot up, houses which prior 
to the change-over were worth X were now worth X multiplied by 10, by 15, by 20. A 
fake world within a bubble was created. It is not real; and yet everyone imagined it was. 
Because credit is in plentiful supply, the prices of houses go up; there is a housing bub-
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ble. There is a massive change in transport. Public transport is denigrated; everyone is 
encouraged to buy a car. I have seen more Mercedes-Benzes and Audis on Cyprus than I 
have seen anywhere for some time. Where is the money coming from? It cannot just be 
the money laundering of the Russians; it must be coming from somewhere else too.

So everyone is encouraged to believe in the system now in place – no problems at all; 
people are happy, people can borrow whenever they want. People don’t ask how long 
can this go on for. And those who do ask are told: “Why are you so pessimistic… you 
people are dinosaurs, you live from a world in the past, capitalism has surmounted its 
problems.” If you glimpse through a book that was published in the last twenty-five years, 
Why Globalization Works by Martin Wolf – an otherwise quite intelligent columnist for 
the Financial Times who knows what is going wrong – it just makes you laugh: the illu-
sions of these people! Hundreds and hundreds of books poured out of university presses 
all over the world saying how brilliant the system was, how it was working so well. 

Coupled with this was the emergence of what I call the politics of the extreme centre. 
People know about the extreme right, its growth, they know about the extreme left. But 
very few have analysed the extreme centre. Why do I call it extreme? Because in order 
to preserve power, this extreme centre will make war, it will support the occupation of 
countries; it will do what it is told by the United States, or by the representatives of the 
United States in Europe, or in any other part of the world and the differences within 
this extreme centre are minimal. What are the political differences today within most of 
Europe? If the centre-right wins, what changes? A few shifts in culture, which are not un-
important, but not absolutely fundamental in terms of the way society is run. What also 
changes, of course, is patronage, clientelism. So if the centre-right is in power they make 
sure their people make money and they themselves make money, and if the centre-left is 
in power they behave in exactly the same way, as we have seen over the last few years in 
Spain, in Italy, in Greece, to mention three countries.

So what is happening in Greece? It has brought all the things I have been talking about 
to a head. You have a total crisis of the system, a total collapse. People are living in grim 
conditions. In some parts of Greece, in parts of the towns and on some of the islands, 
people have to make ends meet in extremely difficult conditions. There have been three 
big general strikes in Greece, there have been regional strikes and through this turmoil, 
a tiny party of the left suddenly grows because its leadership and its leader attract atten-
tion. Alexis Tsipras is quite a capable leader in terms of arguing against the extreme cen-
tre, and for a moment it appears that the extreme centre might be defeated. The threat 
in the last Greek elections was that Syriza might win – and they came close. What hap-
pened to ensure their defeat? You saw the European Union at its worst, but also at its 
most revealing. Every single head of state of the principle European countries appealed 
to the Greek people on television: “Whatever else you do, don’t vote for Syriza”. “Your 
country will collapse, you will fail”. A huge black propaganda campaign is mounted: “If 
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Syriza wins there will be no medicines in the pharmacies”, “if Syriza wins you will be 
short of food”, “if Syriza wins everything bad that could possibly happen to you will hap-
pen to you”. Why? Because actually, on the ground Syriza’s programme was reasonable 

– it was not that radical, let alone extreme. What Syriza effectively said was, that it would 
reject the conditions being imposed on Greece by the Troika – something unacceptable 
to the Troika and the European Union elite. It was unacceptable to them because of 
the space it would open up in Greece and the example it would create in other parts 
of Europe: that you can defy the European Union and that you can try and prepare an 
alternative which does not accept the neoliberal model, which does not accept what is 
being done. The hysteria was unimaginable. The Financial Times in Germany published 
a whole page in Greek, appealing to its Greek readers not to allow the disaster of Syriza 
to fall upon Greece: “Don’t let it happen!” It was tabloid journalism of the worst sort, 
creating fear and panic. Happily the German edition of the Financial Times has since col-
lapsed – not many Germans were buying it, let alone Greeks. The entire press of Europe 
and the television networks followed this same trajectory.

And so Syriza lost. The voting statistics however are very interesting. A large majority 
of people under 40 voted for Syriza. It was the votes of the elderly that installed the 
extreme centre in power again. This actually augers well for the future for this pattern 
could and probably will be repeated increasingly in other parts of the world. Because 
unless there are political alternatives – however imperfect, however much we might disa-
gree with this or that aspect of them – when you have the creation of a mass movement 
which finds a political instrument that it can use, then it borders on sectarianism and 
craziness not to understand and not to see it. There are important lessons to be learnt. 
The Troika is not doing what they had promised, to assist their Greek collaborators. 
Greece is in a complete mess, and Spain and Italy are not far behind. Unless political al-
ternatives can be found within these countries there is another reaction, that will follow; 
there is the far right, which we will discuss later; but there is also nationalism. 

The gut reaction of the Basques in Spain and more so of the Catalonians, is to say: “Okay, 
this state cannot function properly, we will go it alone”. But in fact you cannot go it alone, 
because all you are saying is that “we want our own elite to negotiate directly with the 
European Union – we don’t want to go through Madrid”. It is effectively saying, “we don’t 
want to share anything with Madrid, but we will be part of the European Union”. What is 
the difference? What if the European Union says to you: “No, we will not accept you as a 
new member, we are putting a freeze on membership” – which is essentially what they have 
done, with the exception of Croatia from which they cannot retreat.

The same questions go for Scotland, in Britain. In two years there will be a referendum 
whether Scotland should be independent or not. A lot will depend on the political and 
economic situation in Britain as a whole under the Liberal Democrats–Conservative 
coalition. But here again we are faced with the same problem. It is becoming a huge 
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debate – The Scottish National Party [SNP], in order to make sure it gets into Europe, is 
making concession after concession to the EU bureaucracy. The position of this party 
was, “If we join when we are independent, there will be no nuclear weapons on Scottish 
soil and we will withdraw from NATO”. Some of its leaders used to say, “We will be 
a modern democratic republic”. Now they are saying the queen can be the queen of 
Scotland, now they are saying they plan to become a member of NATO – they are not 
saying whether they will join the euro zone or not – and that they prefer to be tied to the 
pound. The question then arises: What is the point? It is one thing to say, “we want our 
own space to make it different, to use it for something new”. But if all you want is to be 
a smaller version of what you are leaving, then many Scots people will say: “What is the 
point?” There are many on the Scottish left who are arguing that “at least we will have 
our own space to fight for, and although we do not agree with the SNP, we can fight 
within Scottish space”. I am not at all sure that this will take off. 

This rise of national identity as a way to deal with the crisis is not, on its own, effec-
tive. It is not going to work unless you have a social, political and economic programme 
which is different. The Scottish leadership, the nationalist leadership, are saying we will 
accept the Compact of 1945, which is for a social democratic state. But the EU laws do 
not allow you to do that – unless you really fight them. So are you going to fight them; 
in which case why bother applying for EU membership? There are all these contradic-
tions, which have not been resolved. 

The economic crisis is having a political impact, which we are all living through. In 
Cyprus there is a huge crisis of the banking system where you have a further major 
contradiction of the system. The ideology of this system says: “The state has to be side-
lined, the state has to be marginalised, the state should no longer intervene to help the 
poor, to create cheap housing, to own the health system or the transport system – it is 
impermissible and it is wrong: the market will determine all this”. But what if the market 
collapses, as it has done? Then all these ideologues who have been arguing against the 
state – the bankers and the neoliberals – go on their knees before the state and say: 

“State please help us, don’t let our banks collapse”. And the state pours in billions of 
Euros to prevent the banks from collapsing. The same state that says we shouldn’t be 
spending money on social welfare is spending billions and trillions on making sure that 
the banks don’t go under. The argument is not that all the banks should have gone un-
der, because it is not the speculators, or those who use the banks for money laundering, 
or those who have spirited their funds out of their own country, that one should worry 
about – all these are common practices within the European banking system, not just in 
Switzerland or Cyprus. 

The whole banking system is infected. In Britain the Royal Bank of Scotland, the 
largest bank in the country, is ninety percent state owned. But they don’t like to admit 
it, because to do so means going against their own ideology. So they allow the bank to 
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operate as a private institution whereas it is owned and controlled by the state. It would 
be much better to have one or two large state owned banks, which do not function as 
private banks and which actually help where help is needed; for the rest of the banks, let 
them go, let them bleed. What is the problem? The problem is that if they let them go – 
as market rules and market ideology suggest that they should – then they are scared that 
the whole basis of the neoliberal system, founded on expanding credit, will collapse. 

The comparison with the crisis of the late 1920s and the 1930s is interesting. It was dur-
ing this crisis that capitalism took – slowly and gradually, then institutionalised after the 
Second World War – a social democratic turn. There was the massive effect of Keynesian 
economics and massive state projects that followed, including the extensive application 
in the United States of America. Still, this putting massive stimulus into the economy 
did not work. A new depression was beginning when the Second World War broke out, 
and it was the War along with extraordinary amounts of spending on the military, that 
was to actually rescue the American economy. That’s what did it, the combination of the 
two, with the war playing a very important role in reviving the economy of the United 
States. Today the military in the United States is extremely strong. The spending on it – 
it is largely state money which sustain it – assisting the growth of the US economy. This 
explains partially, though not completely, the desire to ensure that US hegemony over 
the world is maintained. 

But it cannot carry on at this rate, unless something useful is being produced as well. 
Why?, because in the 1920s and 1930s it was a different world order. For good or for 
bad, you had the Soviet Union, not discredited yet, and seen by millions as an alterna-
tive. The capitalist system felt that it had to do something because if it didn’t, working 
class consciousness in their own countries would increase and people would look in the 
direction of the Soviet Union. 

So the reason for the social democratic turn within capitalism was not just a function of 
the internal dynamics of the system, but also of the external world situation. After the 
Second World War this became even more pronounced. When the Cold War divided 
Europe and the world, revolutions were happening in China, Vietnam and later on in 
Cuba. It was not at all clear which system was going to prevail. Therefore, a lot of effort 
was put into creating economies in which the poorest sections of the population were 
not left out to rot. 

The emergence of the neoliberal system and its acceleration coincided with the col-
lapse of that whole world; with the implosion of the Soviet Union in Eastern Europe 
and, even more importantly, in terms of the structure of the world market, with the 
emergence of China as the most dynamic capitalist state, with its own national varia-
tions, and on a global scale. If you were to ask “What is the most significant feature of 
the world in the 21st Century?” the answer would have to be: “The fact that the centre of 
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the world market has shifted eastwards”. That is one of the most significant features of 
the century in which we live. How this will pan out and its future impact on the world 
remains to be seen. 

In this situation, to be passive, to give up hope, is completely counterproductive. We 
need new movements and we need new types of organisations, which have something to 
offer people. I will tell you what happens when you don’t have anything to offer. There 
are two possibilities: One, apathy, and the second, the growth of the far right. Srećko 
Horvat talked about this earlier at this conference. It is correct that we have seen a 
big growth of the far-right. In Greece it is frightening. However, the far right always 
rises – historically there is no exception here at all – when sections of an embattled and 
sometimes decaying state apparatus feels the need to encourage it. Of course they have 
popular support – one should not underestimate that – but they also get support from 
the state. Sections of the state find these people useful – irregulars, paramilitaries, peo-
ple who are not part of the state, but can be used by the state in order to do things that 
the state itself, at this point in time, cannot do or does not wish to be seen doing. The 
threat the far right represents at the moment is not of taking over state power – in no 
country are they anywhere near that. But they can be useful to some. 

On the other hand, as again my colleague pointed out a few days ago, the arguments 
used by the most intelligent extreme right groups are not so different from what the 
left is saying. What are they saying? That the corrupt politicians running our countries 
are letting us rot. If you read Marine Le Pen’s interview in the New York Times, this 
becomes clear enough. She is asked: “What would your main demands be?” to which 
she responds: “Everything from which the French workers benefit should be owned 
by the state”. I don’t exaggerate. “All our hospitals, our schools, water, all these should 
be owned by the state, I don’t see why the state should make a profit from the basic 
needs of people” – We have been saying that for many years now. Why do they say it? 
Because they know that it strikes a chord with workers. And not just with workers, but 
with the less privileged sections of society who, technically speaking, may not be work-
ers. The far right are learning and they are seeing what people want and what people 
need and try to accommodate it. Of course, together with this come the attacks on 
immigrants. In Greece we have seen small-scale pogroms, harassment, intimidation of 
migrants, of the Roma – a huge increase of islamophobia throughout Europe, especially 
after 9/11, which the extreme right plays into. The effect of this – to take the example 
of France, one of the core countries of Europe – is that the newly elected leader of the 
Conservative UMP, Jean-Francois Cope, argues in a similar way. When Cope was elected, 
Le Pen said: “We know why he has been elected, because he has been copying all our 
ideas. I suggest to the people of France, if you want what he is saying then vote for the 
original”. This in turn impacts further the Conservative political agenda. 
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This is where the centre-left proved to be a disaster in one country after another. You 
just have to look at PA.SO.K in Greece. They should have been wiped out politically. 
The extreme centre elsewhere mimics and behaves like PA.SO.K did in Greece, and 
accepts all the demands of the Troika and the bankers. This is bound to happen, unless 
something is done to create a political movement, a political coalition, which is non-
sectarian and inclusive, to the left of these parties. 

Here we have to turn our gaze in the direction of South America. This is a continent, 
which is largely ignored by Europeans. One of the ironies of globalisation is that it 
makes people more provincial, not less. What is going on in South America? A com-
bination of two things: A huge revolt against neoliberal globalisation by mass social 
movements, in country after country, and in many cases the self-organisation of the poor 
peasants, the workers and the unemployed. 

The Peruvian peasants in the mountain region of Cusco resisted electricity privatisa-
tion. They fought for three months against military and police units to resist it. They 
were winning more and more support, and finally the government had to back-down. 
It was defeated. Short of a genocide, it could do nothing. I watched a CNN journalist 
interviewing a Peruvian peasant genuinely bewildered. His first question to the Peruvian 
peasant was: “Who is behind you, are you communists?” And the peasant said, “No, we 
don’t know what that is, no, we are not communists, no…” – “So why are you doing all 
this?” “The reason we are doing all this is because we are sure of one thing; that when 
electricity is privatised, the prices will go up. We are sure of that, because we have fol-
lowed what happens in other parts of the world. And if the price of electricity goes up 

– and points to the villages behind him – these villages which are fighting with us will 
be forced to return to using oil lamps and candles. That is why we are resisting privatisa-
tion”. The guy couldn’t think of a follow-up question. 

The level of organisation was amazing. It happened in Bolivia, it happened in 
Venezuela; it happened in Argentina when the system collapsed – a system not unlike 
that of Greece – where the elite had done for ten or fifteen years everything that the 
Americans and the Troika (composed of the Word Bank, the IMF and the US Treasury 
Department) had asked them to. They did everything that they had been asked to 
do, and the banking system imploded. They couldn’t keep-up and a run on the banks 
ensued. Within the space of a fortnight three different Presidents fell. I went to Buenos 
Aires soon after – a huge city with millions of people – and in every single area of that 
city you had assemblies of citizens meeting to discuss what to do in their area, to make 
sure that everyone had water and food – self organisation from below, without any 
political organisation taking charge of it. The effects were dramatic. You had factories 
occupied by workers, producing goods, goods being used to trade with workers occupy-
ing other factories, and so on. It was an inspiring example. Finally they elected a gov-
ernment, a government that did things very similar to what Syriza says it will do. They 
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said “we are going to default, we cannot pay the debt; it is a debt you organised with our 
banks and our elite, a debt not in the interest of the Argentinean people”. The agree-
ment they reached was to pay two cents on every dollar, which was nothing compared 
to what they owed. Slowly they got the economy working again – it took some time, 
but it did. Recently they took over an oil company from the private sector. The whole 
European financial press went crazy. The Argentineans responded: “We took this com-
pany over because the previous owners couldn’t work it anyway; they were going to sell 
it to the Chinese, so if the Chinese were going to buy it, why shouldn’t the Argentinean 
state buy it? We asked what price the Chinese were offering, and we gave them the same 
amount of money, so just stop barking – you’ve been paid.”

So you have governments, which can do that: In Venezuela the social advances are quite 
incredible. They have oil money and this oil money has been used for the first time in 
the history of that country, to do what most of the Arab states cannot do, which is to 
educate the entire population. Free schooling, new universities are being built, medical 
universities are being built – and it is the children of the poor, people who never had 
any advantages in life, who go to them. Slowly the sociology of the country is being 
changed. I have been there several times and each time I go the confidence of ordinary 
people is growing. I was there this year, just before the elections. They were engaged in 
the construction of public housing, because people like me have been criticising them, 
saying “look, it is fine what you are doing, it is great, but public housing is not good, 
there are two or three million people without proper homes”. They said, “Yes, now look 
what we are doing!” The eastern part of the Caracas is where the rich live. Then as you 
move to the West and on to the western suburbs, you have the poor. There were so many 
plots of land in the city bought by property speculators, just waiting for the prices to go 
up. So the government issued a law saying that all the land in Caracas that remained un-
developed within the next six months would be forcibly requisitioned; pay them today’s 
market price and build public housing. This is now being done. Huge workers’ apart-
ments are going up and other similar projects are under way. 

When Alexis Tsipras was asked, “Who do you admire the most in this world?” he said, 
Hugo Chavez of Venezuela. This was big news in South America, but in Europe it was 
used to attack Tsipras, endlessly. In the same way they have been attacking Chavez in 
virtually the whole of the European press, for doing what was not permissible. But in 
Venezuela they didn’t care whether it was permissible or not, because through mass 
mobilisations – through building political parties, through building grassroots organisa-
tions – they did it! 

Four or five years ago Chavez was in Doha for an oil conference and they interviewed 
him on Al Jazeera. He described what they were doing in Venezuela with the revenues 
from oil. An Al Jazeera producer later told me: “We never had so many emails in our 
history – not on Palestine, not on Iraq, not on anything else, but after this guy spoke. 
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We had to hire people to answer these emails. “What did the emails ask?” I enquired. In 
some shape or form, all asked one question: “When will the Arabs produce a Chavez?” 
He talked on issues hardly ever raised until recently in the Arab world, about helping 
the poor and the underprivileged. 

So, it is not a question that there are no alternatives at all. There are transitional alterna-
tives, which break the pattern and the structure of the neoliberal system, and increase 
the class consciousness and the political consciousness of the people. That is the big 
difference between Europe and South America. 

A related point, which I often ask my self, is this: Despite the mass mobilisations in 
Greece, in Spain, in Italy, how is it that the gut reaction of those involved did not raise 
the question, “Why don’t we take our city?” Nor was this the case in the Arab world 
during the Egyptian uprisings. In Alexandria they had a city for three days without any 
military or police presence at all. Yet no one said “Why don’t we take the city, and have 
a workers council, or a popular council, or whatever running it?” This was because this 
was not part of the spontaneous consciousness of the masses. That notion, I am afraid, 
did not exist. It could have happened in Thessaloniki last year when there was a huge 
general strike. It didn’t happen. And the reason it didn’t is that people don’t believe that 
they can achieve this. I am not saying that this will never happen. What I am saying is 
that there is a pattern here we have to encounter. 

This is the big difference between the 60s and 70s of last century and the present world. 
In the 1960s and 1970s – a world divided by Cold War – there was no single economic 
force field. But there was, if not a single, a fairly closely related force field of effective 
revolutionary and radical ideas, which stretched across the time zones of the contempo-
rary world. Today that has virtually been replaced. You have a single economic force field, 
which stretches across the time zones, but you don’t have an effective political – radical, 
revolutionary, whatever you want to call it – force field. What I am saying is that the 
objective and subjective seeds of turmoil have switched sides. That is what has changed, 
and that is something we have to pay attention to. 

One other outcome is the Chinese dominance as the single most important economic 
power in the world today, with a huge growth rate despite the crisis. Whereas in the 
United States we have seen a massive, deliberately orchestrated decline of the industrial 
labour movement – as in Britain and other parts of Europe – in China it is exactly the 
opposite. The largest single proletarian force exists today in China. When I am talking 
on US university campuses I am often asked: “You talk about the labour movement, but 
where is the American working class?” – to which I half jokingly reply that the American 
working class is temporarily working and living in China. We are now regularly receive 
reports of factory occupations in China; we are getting reports of peasant uprisings, of 
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political unrest, of people demanding democratic rights, saying “we must have some 
input in this society”. So there is some turmoil there.

In Eastern Europe, in the Check Republic where I was the other day, some young 
people told me that women working in foreign owned factories are working under much 
worse conditions than existed in the old days: “Our mothers and grandmothers tell us 
that”. “We will give you a single example which will surprise you: In the Japanese-owned 
factories women are not allowed to go to the toilet except when the bell rings. Women 
who are menstruating have to inform the foreman that they are menstruating and they 
are given a red badge to put on. And then they can go to the toilet only after informing 
the foreman”. Just imagine the horror this would have created were it under a system dif-
ferent from capitalism. So the level of exploitation in many Eastern European countries 
has actually increased dramatically. 

If the welfare state is to survive, then the state has to find a source of income which is 
not exclusively based on taxes. Because even taxes coming from the richest segments of 
society or large corporations – even if they could be forced to disgorge the money they 
owe the state – are not enough to create, to sustain or to strengthen a social welfare state. 
Taxes alone are not sufficient, not even punitive taxes. Here one has to say that the state 
needs to own its own capital and its own land, and to use it to create structures that ben-
efit the majority of its citizens. To say this now is such a complete heresy – it never used 
to be. It is impossible they say. I would say that the permanent expansion of fictitious 
capital is impossible, but they carry on repeating it. That is one of the features of this 
crisis; they are carrying on just as before. They haven’t learned any lessons. 

If I can now just say something about Cyprus: This island is symbolic of a Western world 
without any norms. If you want to discuss instances of the violation of human rights, 
the violation of constitutional rights, the violation of democratic rights, they have been 
done in Cyprus on the say-so of the Western powers – initially by Britain and after that 
by the United States. Just consider, as a counterfactual, if, after the First World War, 
the victorious powers had decided to do with Cyprus what they had done with Rhodes 
(then an Italian colony) saying it is part of Greece. Suppose they had done that. Well, 
the whole history of this island would have been different, without any doubt. But they 
didn’t do that. In fact British colonialism hung on tenaciously to Cyprus, not even 
permitting this island the most basic, rudimentary rights of self-government that they 
had permitted for all of their former European originated colonies (Canada, Australia 
and New Zealand), that they had permitted India in 1937, that they had ‘gently’ per-
mitted to parts of Africa. Cyprus was not permitted this right. General Harding, the 
English General who came here in the 1950s, said to the British government: “If you 
do not allow the Cypriots self-government the only way to rule them will be through 
an iron dictatorship”. To which the government in London responded: “So be it”. But 
why? Because the island was caught up in strategic considerations, especially after the 
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Second World War, it was caught up with the huge interventions that the British made 
in Greece, to intervene in the Civil War – not unlike the German and Italian interven-
tion in the Spanish Civil War – to ensure that the right won. The victory of the right in 
the Greek Civil War made the Greek ruling parties (Alexandros Papagos, Constantine 
Karamanlis and the rest) total stooges, vassals of the Western powers. Anti-communism 
was the main motivation of the post-war Greek governments, imposed on Greece by the 
Western powers. And so they did what they were asked – Cyprus was not a key prior-
ity for them. The Turks who were not as dependent on the Western powers were more 
active; wrongly in most cases, by helping to engender ethnic divides. But the principle 
responsibility for that lies with the British. That having failed to permit self-government 
and self-determination to Cyprus, they then encouraged a divide and rule tactic – which 
they do everywhere, the most recent example of which is in Iraq, a country where the 
one question you never asked was whether you are Sunni or Shia – it never occurred as 
an issue. We know perfectly well that the British did the same business here in Cyprus. 
Although the Turks were responsible for accelerating the violence of the division of the 
Island Greek Cypriots in some instances gave cause for retaliatory aggression by the 
Turks, both through Georgios Grivas and EOKA B’s actions including the massacres of 
Turks in some of the villages.

It is bizarre to me that Cyprus, a member of the European Union, has military bases 
of another EU country stationed here. Why do the governments accept it? Why didn’t 
the Cyprus government appeal to the European Union and say: “It is very kind of you 
to keep British bases here, but we don’t want them. We don’t want any foreign military 
bases here at all, either Greek or Turkish or British. Out with them, let’s have proper 
independence.” Of course the situation has now moved way beyond that. 

The so-called Annan Plan – the front man for US-British plans to further mess-up 
Cyprus – had one aim: to get Turkey into the EU and none other. Cypriots were play-
things, both Turkish and Greek Cypriots and the result is the jumble we have now. This 
conference is called “Roadblocks” and this here is a huge roadblock. To be a bit provoca-
tive, what if the Kurds in Turkey were to ask for Turkey to be divided in the same way 
that Cyprus is, on a similar basis? After all the Kurds are eighteen or nineteen percent of 
the Turkish population. Which diplomat would have the guts to fly to Ankara delivering 
a plan similar to the Annan Plan and say to its Prime Minister, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 

“Here we have a plan for Turkey, you have been killing and brutalising your Kurds for a 
long- time, they are eighteen percent of the population, give them fifty percent of your 
coastline, a Senate where they will have equal power and twenty-five percent of reserved 
seats in the Lower House”. Would the Turks accept it?

Many of us following Cypriot politics from outside were hoping that Cyprus’s membership 
of the European Union, the huge increase in growth rates, good levels of unemployment, 
good social services, the gradual easing of boarders, the fact that ten percent of the Turkish 
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Cypriots were coming across the Green Line to work, could slowly have created a basis 
for reuniting the island. But that too now has been blocked by the economic crisis. But 
something like that has to be achieved. It is positive that Turkish Cypriots born here or 
who historically belong here, have been registering for their Republic of Cyprus identity 
cards. Because being a member of the European Union gives you some advantages. That is 
a good thing. But how far will this process go, I do not know. The one thing I am absolute-
ly sure of is that no Western power – certainly not the so-called Guarantor Powers or the 
United Nations Organisation which is largely (but not exclusively) an instrument of the 
United States – is going to be able to do anything. So change, when it comes, will have to 
come from within. And it should come, for the situation here is an anomaly. It is depress-
ing for me to cross the Green Line to go and see a city like Famagusta, where the bulk of it 
is deserted. It is wrong, it shouldn’t be like this.

People are however fighting and engaging in different parts of the world for something has 
to be done. We are now beyond the times where remaining passive, simply tending to ones 
own garden, is sufficient to carry on with everyday life. It isn’t; it really isn’t. Something 
should shift, something should change. Many of you growing up now in this region have 
to do it. Follow the South American example; follow some of the good examples which 
are emerging in Europe itself. As for the European Union it is a top-heavy, undemocratic 
institution where the European Parliament basically has no powers at all. For a long time 
I was not in favour of just opposing the European Union because we thought it could be 
a good thing to unite people from below, to have a collaboration of workers’ organisations 
and political parties. And it could be, if it were a different kind of Europe. But the Europe 
we have today is effectively, as we see before us, a dictatorial bankers’ Europe run by the 
elites. It cannot carry on like this indefinitely, given the scale of the crisis. We do not know 
what is going to happen to five or six European countries at least, and within the German 
elite there is open talk of reverting to a core Europe. In Britain opinion polls are showing 
that fifty to sixty percent of the population would vote to get out of the EU. The British 
government is little moved by that, while the US is not in favour of it. But the tectonic 
plates are beginning to shake – they have not yet shifted but they are shaking, you can 
sense the tremors in Europe. The writing is on the wall. Not so long ago a million workers 
and supporters marched in Barcelona, demanding independence. That is not a solution. 
The solution is not going to come from the top, from within the EU. Because these politi-
cians have not changed at all, because they have no real opposition with a political alterna-
tive from below, they think they can get away with it forever. And when they do get what 
is the beginning of a political alternative, of an opposition from below, as in Greece, they 
unite to crash it. But that doesn’t mean we give up. However it does mean that one cannot 
harbour too many illusions that the leadership of the EU is capable of solving this crisis, 
given its magnitude and scale.

Transcribed and edited by Daphnos Economou and Jenny Fryda with additional editing by 
Denise Robinson.
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War and Peace in Europe: 
“Bei den Sorglosen” 
Srećko Horvat

Costa Concordia, the famous cruise ship that hit a rock in the Tyrrhenian Sea in January 2012 might offer another 

aptly-named example for symbolizing the assumed harmony and unity between European nations. It too was 

comprised of 13 decks named after EU member states: Poland was the upper deck, followed by Austria, Portugal, 

Spain, Germany, France, etc. In the middle of the ship there was an ‘Atrium Europe’ with a ‘London Salon’, 

‘Disco Lisbon’, ‘Berlin bar’, etc. This huge, slow, luxury cruiser also served as the setting for Jean-Luc Godard’s 

Socialism, – as a symbol for modern Europe. – including Alain Badiou holding a lecture in front of an empty hall 

and Patti Smith wandering unnoticed on the decks with her guitar... no one really cares and what we have is a decay 

inevitably leading to a disaster. Isn’t the captain of Costa Concordia, who, the night before the accident, spending 

time entertaining a woman with expensive wine also a metaphor for the financial elites of Europe? Isn’t the captain 

who left the ship before all passengers similar to those bankers, managers and brokers from Goldman Sachs and the 

European Central Bank, who always leave the sinking ship in time, leaving the people to drown like today in Greece 

or elsewhere in southern Europe?
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Non vi si pensa, quanto sangue costa
Und denkt doch keiner, wie viel Blut es kostet.

 They think not, how much blood it costs.
Dante, Paradiso XXIX

“Mr. Godot told me to tell you that he won’t come this evening, but surely tomorrow”, 
a boy said in Serbo-Croatian with a voice heavy with embarrassment and regret. In the 
theater, as the New York Times reports “ [. . .] the only sounds were from the street out-
side, of a United Nations armored vehicle thundering past on its steel tracks, and, from 
somewhere in the distance, the blast of a mortar shell.”2 It was the year 1993. “The audi-
ence sat stock still. Among them were surgeons from the city’s main hospital, soldiers 
from the front, Government officials who must juggle allotments of food for a popula-
tion in growing hunger, people who have lost fathers and sisters and sons, and one man 
in a wheelchair, an actor before the war, who lost both legs when a mortar struck outside 
his home last summer”. It was Sarajevo. 

When Susan Sontag decided to stage a production of Waiting for Godot, it was a clear 
message to Europe: just one or two hours from the main European airports in Rome, 
Vienna, Berlin and Paris, a city was bleeding to death. If Waiting for Godot was a play that 
achieved the almost impossible, a play in which nothing happens twice, then the siege of 
Sarajevo, the longest siege of a capital city in the history of modern warfare, was another 
proof that in Europe nothing happens all the time. It wasn’t for the first time that only 
a few hours away from the tragedy of some people, other people, in European capitals, 
were living calmly, comfortably and not even thinking of what is happening out of their 
comfort zone.

War and Peace in Europe: 
“Bei den Sorglosen”1 
Srećko Horvat
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It is the year 2013, hundreds of thousands of people are gathered to hear Obama’s inau-
gural speech. Everyone is full of excitement; they believe it’s an historical moment. And 
then Obama says: 

We, the people, still believe that enduring security and lasting peace do not require 
perpetual war[…] We will show the courage to try and resolve our differences with 
other nations peacefully – not because we are naïve about the dangers we face, but 
because engagement can more durably lift suspicion and fear[…] And we must be 
a source of hope to the poor, the sick, the marginalized, the victims of prejudice 

– not out of mere charity, but because peace in our time requires the constant ad-
vance of those principles that our common creed describes: tolerance and opportu-
nity; human dignity and justice.

At the same time the Nobel Peace Laureate President was giving his speech and the 
people were, “[. . .] showing the courage to try and resolve differences with other nations 
peacefully”, the U.S. drone aircraft were bombarding Yemen and Pakistan, Afghanistan 
and Somalia. Here is a list, compiled by the organization Drones Watch, of children 
killed by US drones in Pakistan:

Noor Aziz [8], Abdul Wasit [17], Noor Syed [8], Wajid Noor [9], Syed Wali Shah [7], 
Ayeesha [3], Qari Alamzeb [14], Shoaib [8], Hayatullah KhaMohammad [16], Tariq Aziz 
[16], Sanuallah Jan [17], Maezol Khan [8], Nasir Khan [?], Naeem Kham [?], Naeemullah [?], 
Mohammad Tahir [16], Azizul Wahab [15], Fazal Wahab [16], Ziauddin [16], Mohammad 
Yunus [16], Fazal Hakim [19], Ilvas [13], Sohail [7], Asadullah [9], Khalilullah [9], Noor 
Mohammad [8], Khalid [12], Saifullah [9], Mashooq Jan [15], Nawab [17], Sultanat 
Khan [16], Ziaur Rahman [13], Noor Mohammad [15], Mohammad Yass Khan [16], 
Qari Alamzeb [14], Ziaur Rahman [17], Abdullah [18], Ikramullah Zada [17], Inayatur 
Rehman [16], Shahbuddin [15], Yahva Khan [16], Rahatullah [17], Mohammad Salim 
[11], Shahjehan [15], Gul Sher Khan [15], Bakht Muneer [14], Numair [14], Mashooq 
Khan [16], Ihsanullah [16], Luqman [12], Jannatullah [13], Ismail [12], Taseel Khan [18], 
Zaheeruddin [16], Qari Ishaq [19], Jamshed Khan [14], Alam Nabi [11], Qari Abdul Karim 
[19], Rahmatullah [14], Abdus Samad [17], Siraj [16], Saeedullah [17], Abdul Waris [16], 
Darvesh [13], Ameer Said [15], Shaukat [14], Inayatur Rahman [17], Salman [12], Fazal 
Wahab [18], Baacha Rahman [13], Wali-ur-Rahman [17], Iftikhar [17], Inavatullah [15], 
Mashooq Khan [16], Ihsanullah [16], Luqman [12], Jannatullah [13], Ismail [12], Abdul 
Waris [16], Darvesh [13], Ameer Said [15], Shaukat [14], Inayatur Rahman [17], Adnan 
[16], Nabihullah [13], Naeemullah [17], Hizbullah [10], Katib Gul [12], Wilayat Khan 
[11], Zabihullah [16], Shehzad Gul [11], Shabir [15], Oari Sharifullah [17], Shafiullah [16], 
Nimatulla [14], Shakirullah [16], Talha [8].

There is another list, which I witnessed after the “Arab Spring” in summer 2012. It 
was in Tunisia, in a small fishing village called Ksibet el Mediouni. At one time the 
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Almoravids had their forts here in order to fight against Christian intrusions in this part 
of the Tunisian coast. Today, many immigrants looking for a better life decide to sail on 
the waves of the Mediterranean Sea to “Fortress Europe” from this very shore. Many of 
them are drowned on their way, and those who succeed and escape from their misfor-
tune, often inhabit the banlieues in Paris or suburbs in Rome, selling souvenirs, working 
in restaurants or cleaning toilets, with the constant threat of deportation. To warn of a 
rapidly growing problem in early July 2012 an initiative called “Boats 4 People” sent a 
ship from Palermo to Tunisia with activists from Italy, Germany, France, Niger, Mali and 
Tunisia who had decided to repeat that route often taken by immigrants. As a result of 
the conflict in Libya, almost one million people sought refuge in Tunisia, Egypt, Chad 
and Niger, while the European Union – which supposedly, recently fought for ‘human 
rights’ in Libya and now in Mali – adopted a repressive approach, through the opera-
tions of the border control agency Frontex, often leaving the refugees, already bereft of 
their past, to lose their lives by drowning. The war in Libya is supposedly over, but the 
war against immigrants continues. In 2012 alone, more than 1000 refugees died this way 
in the Mediterranean Sea.

Here at the shore of Ksibet el Mediouni we were waiting for the boats to arrive, more 
than 200 people were gathered, including widows whose husbands or children had not 
returned from this journey to mythical Europe. At one point, a huge list on banner is 
stretched across the pier. A list showing that in the period January 1, 1993, to May 30, 
2012 16, 175 deaths were documented, as a result of the presence of “Fortress Europe”, 
including the exact date of death, name, country of origin, and manner of death – most 
of them, however, don’t even have a name: NN from Afghanistan drowned after smug-
glers had thrown him from the boat just off the coast of Calabria, Alain Hatungimana 
(one of the few whose name is known) from Burundi committed suicide in the 
Netherlands because she feared that she could be deported with her two children, a 
refugee from Egypt died from hypothermia, a boy from Afghanistan suffocated in a truck 
in which he had been hiding to avoid border control, refugees from Macedonia drowned 
in the Rhine while trying to swim across the border between Austria and Switzerland, 
Nazmieh Charour, a twenty year old Palestinian committed suicide in prison in Berlin 
having been told she will be deported, a Kurdistan man was shot in front of a refugee 
camp in Dülmen... During the 1990s, the list also included many from Bosnia, Croatia, 
Serbia, and lately, the country of origin is often Kosovo. 

We could, for sure, find similar lists like this all over the world today. But to understand 
how it is possible that some people are free to leave for travel or even move to other 
countries to live whilst others, less free, die in the attempt to do the same we have to 
turn to an author who witnessed two World Wars but didn’t survive the second because 
he decide to take his own life. It is, of course, the Austrian writer Stefan Zweig. His au-
tobiography Die Welt von Gestern not only covered the biggest historical events of the first 
part of the 20th Century, but also described with searing insight the means by which it 
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was possible for Hitler to come to power. Just a few days before the eruption of the First 
World War, he discovered something strange. It was summer 1914, which was “sommerli-
cher” than any summer before, says Zweig and describes the atmosphere. He was having a 
vacation in Baden near Wien, a small romantic city that was once Beethoven’s favourite 
Sommeraufenthalt. 

At all the cafes and restaurants one sat in the open and could mingle at pleasure with 
the light-hearted visitors who strolled about the Kurpark, or slip into a solitary path. 
The day was mild; a cloudless sky lay over the broad chestnut trees; it was a day made 
to be happy. The vacation days would soon set in for the people and children, and on 
this holiday they anticipated the entire summer, with its fresh air, its lush green, and the 
forgetting of all daily cares.3 

Of course we can pose the question, how could anyone have known the Bosnian Serb 
student Gavrilo Princip would shoot Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo and the First World 
War would break out? But what Zweig described so well in June 1914 repeated itself 
at the end of the war. The best depiction of this ‘care-free-ness’, wasn’t developed in 
Zweig’s autobiography, but already in an article which appeared under the title “Bei den 
Sorglosen” in Neue Freie Presse in 19184. It is the story about a visit to the Sorglosen in the 
Alps of St. Moritz, a story of those who live a luxurious life in the pure air of the Alps, 
they laugh and ski, they play polo and hockey, and they dance. At the same time, 

Europe falls into rubble. The gypsy band fiddles away. Ten thousand people die 
every day. Dinner is over and the masked ball begins. Widows sit shivering in all the 
chambers of the world. A bare-shouldered marquise steps forward, a masked Chinese 
opposite. Masks and more masks pour in. And truly, they are real – not a human 
face amongst them. The mirror sconces are lit. The dance commences; sweet, soft 
rhythms, while elsewhere ships sink into the deep and trenches are stormed.5 

So what we have here are not only people who enjoy the summer because they still don’t 
know the assassination in Sarajevo had happened, these are people who know very well 
what they are doing, but they are doing it anyhow – this is the old formula of fetishist 
disavowal by Octave Mannoni: “Je sais bien, mais quand meme…”. 6 After the First World 
War, Zweig was convinced such atrocities could never happen again. But the same pat-
tern of Sorglosigkeit would repeat itself again. Just before the Second World War, Zweig is 
noticing that: 

My house in Salzburg lay so close to the border that with the naked eye I could view 
the Berchtesgaden mountain on which Adolf Hitler’s house stood, an uninviting 
and very disturbing neighborhood. This proximity to the German border, however, 
gave me an opportunity to judge the threat to the Austrian situation better than my 
friends in Vienna. In that city the cafe observers and even those men in Government 
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regarded National Socialism as something that was happening ‘over there’ and that it 
could in no way affect Austria.7 

Doesn’t this remind us of Sarajevo as well? Moreover, the biggest paradox doesn’t lie in the 
fact that we don’t know what is happening in a neighbouring country, but sometimes we 
don’t even know what is happening in our own country. A similar event occurred during 
the civil war in Croatia as well. Recently, a Croatian TV-documentary showed a testimony 
by a war-reporter who remembered such a summer, which was maybe also “sommerlicher” 
than any summer before: people in Slavonia were relaxing, enjoying themselves and swim-
ming at the baths, whilst he had just returned from Vukovar where the war was already 
going on. On the one hand, you have people who are still not aware what is happening, or 
do they know something, but can’t believe it? On the other hand, you have someone who 
is returning from the horrors of bloody war, a bloodbath, and can’t believe they can’t be-
lieve. It is as if parallel worlds exist here, with one not knowing that the other world exists, 
except for these small interruptions of the Real. 

In an interview for The New York Times Book Review, published in July 1940, just two years 
before his suicide, Zweig, the author of the unforgettable love story from the Brief einer 
Unbekannten, connects this problem of parallel worlds with the (im)possibility of litera-
ture: “How can the old themes still command our attention? A man and a woman meet, 
fall in love, have an affair – that sort of thing was once a story. One day it will be a story 
again. But how can we bear to live amidst such triviality with a clear conscience now?”8 

He was writing about the tragedies of the Second World War, but couldn’t the following 
words be applied to the 16,175 dead immigrants in the Mediterranean as well? 

On every ship, in every travel agency and at every consulate you can hear the tales of 
insignificant, anonymous people, about adventures and odysseys that are no less dan-
gerous and exciting than those of Ulysses. If someone, without altering a single word, 
were to print the documents of these refugees [...] it would yield hundreds of volumes 
of stories, each and every one of them more gripping and amazing than those of Jack 
London and Maupassant.9 

As we can see, what bothers Zweig is not only the fact that ‘normal life’ continues in 
the capitals not touched by the war, but it is the same old doubt – expressed almost a 
decade later by Adorno, “To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric” – how can we 
still write fiction having all these destinies in front of us? Zweig even goes so far as to 
risk the hypothesis that all literature in the following years would have only a docu-
mentary character. We can’t know whether Zweig would have changed his mind if he 
had survived, but already in his Negative Dialectics, Adorno offered a revision of his 
own famous dictum, saying that “perennial suffering has as much right to expression 
as a tortured man has to scream”. 
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It was exactly in Salzburg – the city where Zweig lived from 1919 to 1933 at the 
Kapuzinerberg until he was forced to flee to London – where another figure of the 20th 
Century took his own life. In 1978 Jean Améry committed suicide in the Salzburger 
Hotel Össtereichischer Hof. It is a tragic irony that today the hotel is named “Hotel 
Sacher”: on the one hand you have “homo sacer”, that in Agamben’s definition is not 
only the traditional figure found in Roman law, who can be killed without the killer 
being regarded as a murderer, but also the best description of the Jews in the Holocaust 

– Améry survived Auschwitz, Buchenwald and Bergen-Belsen. On the other hand, you 
have the “homo sacher”; the inhabitants of the famous hotel who don’t know what a 
heavy burden their fellow guest will carry all his life. And are not all of us living proof 
of such “homo sacher” who undisturbed, enjoy today’s Europe without borders, and 
without war – while borders and wars exist simultaneously, not only in far away places, 
in Pakistan or Mali, in the Mediterranean Sea or in refugee camps, but on the corners of 
our capitals? Are we not “die Sorglosen” when we speak about the united Europe, when 
a (political, social and economic) war is happening every day: from the refugees drown-
ing on our shores or surviving in the suburbs of our cities, to the terrible economic con-
ditions of those ‘peripheral’ countries like Greece or Portugal, where more than 50% of 
young people have no work, from the European troops in Libya and Mali, to the divided 
island of Cyprus? 

And, inevitably, we come to a recent book written by Robert Menasse under the title 
Der Europäische Landbote. The Austrian writer went to Brussels to write a novel about the 
capital of the European Union, but instead of returning with a literary work of fiction 
he returned with a manifest about a transnational democratic Europe. Here is the open-
ing passage of the book: 

If you take a black pen and draw on a map of Europe all the political borders there 
have been in the course of written history, in the end the continent is covered by 
such a dense black web that it almost resembles a uniform black surface. Which 
black line on this black surface can logically be considered a natural border? If you 
then take a red pen and draw a line on this map linking the belligerents and mark-
ing the battlefields and front lines of every war that ever took place in Europe, the 
web of borders disappears completely beneath a field of red.

In short, what we have here is the typical elaboration of Europe’s legacy: it is a project 
mainly aimed at preserving peace. Menasse shares the positions of Habermas here: what 
is needed is a transnational democratic Europe. The only problem is both of them don’t 
see the connection between the current economical path of the EU and its consequences. 
To detect the real problem, what we need to do is to transform Menasse’s passage into the 
following: if we use a black pen and on a map of Europe draw all the austerity measures, 
shock-therapies and structural adjustments that have been made in the course of the last 
twenty years, since the fall of the Berlin Wall, what we will get in the end is a continent the 
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surface of which is almost completely black. Which black line on this black surface can be 
considered as a natural measure? Yet if we use a red pen and draw over this map to show 
the massive number of the unemployed, and jobs lost and add to this the protests filling 
many of the streets of Europe in the face of the human degradation wrought on its people 

– even if we take into account only the last couple of years – then the network of austerity 
measures disappears under this red-coloured surface.

The ongoing financial crisis and subsequently imposed austerity measures is fertile 
ground not only for a new accumulation of capital by the financial elites, but also for the 
rise of new nationalisms. In this context although workers’ rights cannot be identified as 
the main agenda of the Left, the difference between the Right and the Left is, neverthe-
less, clear: the Right is turning one working class against the other (the German against 
the Greek, the Austrian and the Greek against the immigrants, and so on): rather it 
appropriates the “workers’ discourse” as a step towards gaining power. It’s not by chance 
that the name of the extreme right party in the Czech Republic – infamous for organiz-
ing pogroms against Roma people – is “Workers Party”, and no surprise that the greater 
shock of the last Greek elections wasn’t only the results for Syriza, but the success of 
Golden Dawn, previously a marginal pro-fascist group, who blame immigrants for bring-
ing Greece into this crisis and for ‘stealing’ the jobs of ‘ordinary Greeks’10. So we have 
former marginal extremist groups now, not only legitimised, but also as legal parties rep-
resented in Government. Golden Dawn is not an exception anymore, but a rule. Here is 
a typical illustration of this rhetoric: 

One has taken all sovereign rights from us. We are just good enough that interna-
tional capital allows us to fill its money sacks with interest payments. […] Three 
million people lack work and sustenance. The officials, it is true, work to conceal 
the misery. They speak of measures and silver linings. Things are getting steadily 
better for them, and steadily worse for us. The illusion of freedom, peace and pros-
perity that we were promised when we wanted to take our fate in our own hands is 
vanishing. Only complete collapse of our people can follow from these irresponsi-
ble policies.

Isn’t this a perfect description of Europe’s current deadlock? Would you expect such a 
discourse from Syriza or from Golden Dawn? The answer might be surprising: the au-
thor is none other then Joseph Goebbels, and it’s an extract from his text “Wirfordern” 
(“We demand”) published in the fourth issue of Der Angriff, dated July 25, 192711. First 
it was a marginal newspaper using the motto “For the oppressed against the exploiters”, 
and then in 1933 it turned into “The Daily Newspaper of the German Labor Front”. 
In 1927 the circulation was around 2,000, in 1933 it was almost 150,000 and in 1944 
around 306,00012. What should not surprise us – but at the same time warn us – is the 
discourse, “We are just good enough that international capital allows us to fill its money 
sacks with interest payments”, as well as incorporating a reference to the working class, 
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naming it the “official newspaper” of the “Labour Front”. Just as Golden Dawn was ini-
tially considered a completely irrelevant and ridiculous group of lunatics trying to exploit 
the financial crisis and generate fear as a means to gain support, step-by-step it turned 
into a powerful weapon of a totalitarian vision for Europe.

What does it mean now? The answer is simple: it precisely reflects the neoliberal path of 
the EU, with austerity measures and structural adjustments, that have the effect of creat-
ing greater social deprivation leading to entrenched divisions and a state of permanent 
civil war. No longer can we see such conditions as belonging outside of the European 
borders – where ‘our’ soldiers are fighting to support the rise of ‘democracy’, but also 
inside of the European Union, for we see now these divisions in Greece, Spain, Portugal 
and Cyprus, to Slovenia and Croatia. 

Non vi si pensa...

1.   This paper, delivered as a session keynote at the conference Through the Roadblocks: Realities 
in Raw Motion, (Limassol, November 24, 2012) is an edited version of two previous texts Are 
the Nazis living on the Moon? and War and Peace in Europe: ‘Bei den Sorglosen’ originally written 
for the book entitled What does Europe want? written by Srećko Horvat and Slavoj Žižek (Istros 
Books, UK, 2013). 

2.   John F. Burns, “To Sarajevo, Writer Brings Good Will and ‘Godot’”, The New York Times, 
August 19, 1993, http://www.nytimes.com/1993/08/19/world/to-sarajevo-writer-brings-
good-will-and-godot.html.

3.   Stefan Zweig, The World of Yesterday (Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 1964), 214-215.
4.   S. Zweig, “Bei den Sorglosen,” in Die schlaflose Welt (The Sleepless World). Essays 1909-1941, 4th 

edition (S. Fischer Verlag, 4. Auflage, 2003), 110–111. I owe this reference to the writer and 
director of the Stefan Zweig Zentrum – Klemens Renoldner.

5.   Ibid., 110-111.
6.  Translated, “I know very well, but all the same”.
7.  S. Zweig, The World of Yesterday, 377.
8.   S. Zweig, “Die Zukunft des Schreibens in einer Welt im Krieg” (The Future of Writing in 

a World at War), New York Times Book Review, July 28, 1940, published in Zweigheft, May 6, 
2012 (Salzburg: Stefan Zweig Zentrum), 17.

9.   Ibid., 9–10. 
10.  For a short overview and the thesis that the fascists didn’t suddenly multiply in Greece, but 

gradually, see: Spyros Marchetos, “Golden Dawn and the Rise of Fascism,” The Guardian, 
June 19, 2012.

11.  Joseph Goebbels, “We Demand”, http://www.calvin.edu/academic/cas/gpa/angrif05.htm.



72

12.  For a detailed overview how the newspaper was used by Goebbels as a significant instru-
ment for building support for Nazi ideas, see: Russel Lemmons, Goebbels and Der Angriff 
(Kentucky: University Press of Kentucky, 1994). 

Srećko Horvat, Croatian philosopher and activist. He published seven books, including, 
Against Political Correctness, Totalitarianism Today, The Discourse of Terrorism, and various articles 
published in Monthly Review, Le Monde Diplomatique, Eurozine, and translated into German, 
French, Hungarian and Polish. He translated several books from German and English into 
Croatian, among which are the works of Slavoj Žižek, Norbert Elias, Frank Furedi, Peter 
Sloterdijk and others. He is the director of the Subversive Forum, an annual conference and 
activist meeting held traditionally in May in Zagreb, gathering renowned personalities such as 
Zygmunt Bauman, David Harvey, Terry Eagleton, Slavoj Žižek, Tariq Ali, Saskia Sassen, Gayatri 
Spivak, Samir Amin and others, serving as a network and platform for progressive movements 
and organisations from Eastern and Western Europe. Horvat’s recent book, co-authored with 
Slavoj Žižek, What does Europe want? was published by Istros Books, UK, 2013.



73



74



75

I can’t go on, I’ll go on 
George Alexander

Pieter Bruegel the Elder, Landscape with the Fall of Icarus, circa 1558
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It is customary to thank the organizers, which I do here, but not as a mere formality. My 
heartfelt gratitude to Helene Black and Yiannis Colakides for their filoksenia, that love of 
strangers that is the welcoming Greek cultural code. 

For in my experience, whether you visit a Greek house or a Turkish one, Arabic or 
Persian, whether you are a Bedouin in a tent or a millionaire in a villa, the details of 
welcome and hospitality are virtually the same and have an almost religious importance. 
(In ancient Greek “stranger” and “guest” are synonymous). A spoonful of masticha - or 
quince, grape, or morello jam - with an oriental coffee, and (traditionally) a smoke 
from a long pipe or chibook or nargileh…While meanness, lack of hospitality (certainly 
among the village Greek Cypriots) is the worst possible crime.1 

This is not trivial. For I am prompted - with all the talk of the economy – that what we 
have here is part of a GIFT ECONOMY. “We GIVE a paper. We donate a kidney.” And 
art, as well as being a commodity, in the deliberately impersonal (even pitiless) market 
economy, is also part of the gift economy. And the whole purpose of the ‘gift economy’ is 
to establish and strengthen the relationships between us, to connect us one to the other. 

When gifts circulate within a group, their commerce leaves a series of interconnected 
relationships in its wake, and a lovely kind of decentralized cohesiveness emerges. It is 
from within that fragile and diverse cohesiveness that I speak, as I am less persuaded by 
groups organized socially by politics or by ideologies already judged by history. Traces of 
the community one longs for are difficult to describe, yet one sometimes finds it among 
artists and lovers and those on the threshold of dying.2 It is ephemeral, and is conse-
quently experienced as absences, or as a promise: of a community to come.

**

I can’t go on, I’ll go on
George Alexander
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I can’t go on, I’ll go on: Samuel Beckett’s bleak existential paradox, was the title I gave 
my talk in faraway Australia because it links in my mind to Gramsci’s “pessimism of 
the intellect, optimism of the will” in the political context. This dilemma offered me a 
metaphor for our situation now. And I feel like we’re sitting on that comma, that pause 
between I can’t go on/ I’ll go on (“When you arrive at a fork in the road, said that Italo-
American baseball star Yogi Berra… take it.”)3 

The focus for this afternoon session has been called ‘Between Walls and Beyond 
Borders’. There’s Wall Street, the Wailing Wall, the walls of Jericho, The Great Wall of 
China…and as for barriers, the only barriers that are being pulled down these days are 
those that protect the poor. The ATMs have got no money. The Housing Office has got 
no housing. The Employment Office has got no employment. The Welfare Workers 
have got no welfare.

Yet the Military has plenty of guns. The Drug Squad has loads of drugs. And the refuges 
have lots of refugees. 

In our “TV-democracies” the media is parochial and the politicians are parochial. We 
are all forced to think narrow. The Australian Prime Minister doesn’t know whether we 
are fighting IN or AT or FOR Afghanistan? What preposition do we use for a place like 
Afghanistan? There’s more and more things we can do less and less about. 

The sheer chaos and complexity of the big P-political situation: the ruthlessness of a 
global market economy, where the financialisation of capital neutralizes the worker - 
there’s no “Worker vs. State” now – because we’ve all got our superannuation locked in 
to fluctuating shares; the indebted white collar worker (that’s us: artists, academics, we 
as a middle class, or dropouts of the middleclass), too have invested in the success of 
financial capitalism. 

Meanwhile, the extreme Right goes on to co-opt the workerist rhetoric exploiting it for 
its xenophobic possibilities. But then the whole Left/Right party systems look like they 
are simply ordering the opposing forces when in fact they are creating them– like a blue-
print creates the house. It’s Manichean, a 180-degree business. 

Power, we know, corrupts. So we replace one Mafia with another potentially criminal 
team. Despite evangelical political rhetoric, the lion will not lie down with the lamb. 
The problem of power, even after the revolution, remains. You could put all the poli-
ticians in a spaceship and send them back to the moon (pace Srećko Horvat’s paper deliv-
ered in this conference, “European Roadblocks: are the Nazis’ Living on the Moon?”) 
and our affairs on earth would stay unchanged. But send workers – telephone repair-
men, flight controllers, electricians, bakers and nurses – and there would be misery and 
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starvation. Thus politics remains as some kind of behind-the-scenes negotiation: “mon-
key business” carried on by elites and soi-disant “experts”. Capital-P Politics is dead, it’s a 
fantasy. Politics is show-biz for ugly people. 

Nevertheless capital exists, exploitation exists, inequality and oppression continue … 
Politicians won’t save us, it’s not in their power. All we can hope is to keep them from 
destroying us. 

**

I can’t go on, I’ll go on to discuss art and the spectator.

Should you ever happen to be visiting The Australian National Gallery in Canberra you 
will see a work installed right next to the outdoor restaurant. It feels a little odd that, 
as you eat lunch or sip coffee, you look down at a number of disembodied heads that 
emerge from the reeds of the restaurant’s pond. It’s an installation of sixty-four bronze 
heads titled Heads from the North (2004) by Dadang Christanto, an Indonesian, born and 
living in Darwin, Australia. Dadang makes work against a backdrop of 1960s army-spon-
sored terror and murder in Indonesia, of the failed Communist coup of 1965.
The effect is a splintering one. I’m involved, not just as spectator, but I’m wondering 
about my own complacency, sipping my coffee in the face of daily brutality and injus-
tice. The sense of powerlessness in Christanto’s work stems directly from the artist’s 
childhood experience of watching helplessly as a group of soldiers removed his father 
from the family home. There’s memory of personal and collective trauma driving this; it 
makes for real and uncompromising work for the viewer too.

Much has to do with being part of a society that’s turning all experience, no matter 
how unsettling, into a form of consumption. The image industry has reveled in its own 
duplicities and threatens to redefine the very idea of reality as a kind of TV re-run. Is it 
possible still to be moved? 

For Guy Debord ‘the spectacle’ — the totalizing pseudo-world of technical mediations 
that support the capitalist system — profoundly alienates us from actual life through its 
endlessly circulating images. The ‘community’ is broken apart into an atomized mass of 
self-conscious watchers and appearers. And this serotonin trance we take for ordinary 
reality - as we sleepwalk into the department stores - leads to our theatre of indifference on 
the streets of our big cities, our expression of disinterest, independence, nonchalance. 

Being part of a global audience can have a neutralizing effect on the communication and 
reportage of violence. The catatonic gaze of the TV, that gives us everything and nothing, 
leaves us overexcited and bored. It is similar to the way movies allow us to be “mechani-
cally absent, bringing about a defeat of our presence.”4 We can offer no input: we are 
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invisible and inaudible to the actors. I do nothing in the face of tragedy. My helplessness 
is assured. For our emotions to become increasingly distant from consciousness, this loss 
of the ability to feel empathy, has violent and pornographic consequences for society.

The corporate incorporation of everything, through all the screens, big and small, leads 
to the excessive mobility of private fantasy and social deadness. 

You watch a disaster, say the tsunami in Japan, or the bombing in Lebanon, and it’s 
like looking at a monumental Andreas Gursky photograph: it is slightly hyperreal. 
With a fading sense of a ‘real’ world out there, the self consumes itself in a circuit of 
fascination and disgust. This genre among photojournalists now goes by the appalling 
term ‘ruin porn’.

This may be more than just a political or economic crisis, but indeed be an 
anthropological one. 

So in trying to back my way out of this encompassing numbness in order to examine 
my subject: the tension between politics and poetics in contemporary art; in order to 
contextualize art practice in terms of these crises, I realized I needed to clarify some kind 
of compassionate ethics from the point of view of the viewer.

Could this situation – where the mechanisms of dissociation and lack of affect wrap 
themselves ever more tightly around the heart of human experience – be blamed on the 
dominant postmodern aesthetic of institutionalised irony? From Warhol to Koons everything 
advertises a kind of disaffected nonchalance.5 Everything goes into inverted commas and 
averted eyes. That self-consciously laminated experience of the postmodern –with its 
denial, repression, affectlessness – requires alienation as an essential ingredient of experi-
ence, but without the internal reworking required for a Brechtian payoff: of resisting 
being absorbed by the massifying media. 

In order to get some psychological traction in my position as spectator of political events 
and art, I needed to separate emotional contagion of the multitude, from individual pity. 
And to understand empathy as both a way of imagining how another is feeling, and an 
aesthetic emotion – ‘a feeling into’, an internal resonance, with the sufferer; and sympa-
thy– to suffer with…

**

There is the painting, Landscape with the Fall of Icarus is by Pieter Bruegel, who lived in 
the first half of the 16th century in Belgium – reproduced here – as an extraordinary 
work to ponder when trying to understand the role of the spectator and this kind of 
asymmetrical relation between the self and the other when you view a tragedy unfolding: 
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And there is a great poem called “Musée des Beaux Arts” by W. H. Auden. The title re-
fers to the Museum of Fine Arts in Brussels that Auden visited in 1938 where he viewed 
the painting: 

About suffering they were never wrong, 
The Old Masters; how well, they understood 
Its human position; how it takes place 
While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along; 

….
That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course 
Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot 
Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer’s horse 
Scratches its innocent behind on a tree. 

In Breughel’s Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away 
Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may 
Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry, 
But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone 
As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green 
Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen 
Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky, 
had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on.

The poem juxtaposes ordinary events and extraordinary ones. The disturbing discrepan-
cy between acute suffering and humdrum life – two events side by side in the same cycle 
of human existence. The painted ship with somewhere to get to, just missing the miracu-
lous boy falling from the sky. The basic premise of the poem is response to tragedy, or as 
the song goes “Obla Di, Obla Da, Life Goes On.” 

Thus let us remember the intractable ongoingness of the world outside the artifact, 
whether poem or painting.

**

Art and politics have been uneasy bedfellows since the 1930s. We like to keep them 
apart: newspaper headlines on one side; romantic limbo on the other.

Traditionally politics wears its urgencies on its sleeve, with the moral alibis of front-page 
topical presence; while art plays in the sandbox—or the Leisure Pages towards the back of 
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the newspaper—just part of the good life, like a jet-away cruise, earned only after putting 
in the hard work in the mouse-race. 

Since the 1970s the term ‘political art’ has meant either cynical dismissal or coercive loy-
alty oath. How do we assess art that deals with political stuff we agree with? Does good 
morality alone make good art? And alternatively is politics itself the most radical thing 
humankind has invented? 

And what does it mean to retreat to the more congenial conditions of art? How to com-
municate political tragedies without reducing them to a set of mere aesthetic concerns? 
It’s a tricky business. What does it mean for an artist to frame and magnify these 
scenarios of war, distress or horror? I’m quite often ill at ease by the unashamed merger 
of real drama and the oddly polished experience of art-house experiment. We are wary 
of images that seem too preachy; wary if they overleap politics too easily with finicky 
aesthetic design; wary if the artist’s pride puffs itself up too much, wary if they can’t bal-
ance formal skill with commitment and context. (Thinking here of Sebastião Salgado’s 
photography: coffee table books on the exploitation of coffee workers.)

In the political field —the power of art is both fierce and laughable. Laughable because 
reality and politics savagely outstrips art, making it look fragile. Laughable if one ex-
pects causal changes: Dadaists thought that if they tore a piece of paper into strips that 
could pull down governments. While fierce when seen as an unpredictable prepara-
tion for dissent.

To finesse it some more: Activists locate praxis in organisation, artists and poets in awareness. 

There is also, of course, the politics of art – itself a socio-economic combat zone. But 
that’s another panel discussion. (See Erkan Özgen’s How can we reach Tate Modern? which 
shows two Kurdish men on donkeys, like Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, in the wilder-
ness of southeast Turkey.)

I see the artist as someone seeking an autonomous zone, a free space, between the 
personal and the political, between a private silence and the noise of the agora. Framed 
apart from the normal flow of everyday life, art can become an organizing device in 
which society can reflect upon itself.

“How can you make artwork when you know children are starving and people are 
being brutalized?” Sartre famously asked. And Philippe Sollers answered: “It’s pre-
cisely art that helps define and finesse our sense of outrage that children starve and 
people are brutalized”.

**
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On the - I’LL GO ON - side of the proposition, what is it and who are those that give 
optimism to one’s political and aesthetic will? 

First let me cite a favourite observation of mine that gives oxygen to our purpose:

“Culture is a battleground”, wrote Michel de Certeau, “but the battleground is unevenly 
occupied and treacherous. The mighty are never invulnerable. The weak are never with-
out hope.”7 Minor triumphs may sometimes lead to major victories. Daily life is a kind 
of guerilla war in which we find the cracks or blow open the weak spots of, attack and 
retire from, or provide occasional and ephemeral sniper fire against, the rationalities, 
technologies and productive forces of contemporary society.

One of the tactical weapons of the weak is humour. Stalin said happy people don’t 
need humor. Humorlessness is a big roadblock: it knows no race or creed or ideology. 
Humorless people are everywhere. I’d rather be a Groucho Marxist than a Stalinist, a 

“Funnymentalist” rather than a Fundamentalist. There’s a homeopathic function in art 
and in humour. Both use a little poison for the cure, balance constructive and destruc-
tive energies. Black humour and ‘sick jokes’ scare us into laughing at our demons, exor-
cising them through mass hyperventilation.

Recently in Syria creativity and humour were used on many fronts, not only as coping 
mechanisms but as a viable way to fight back and build capacity. Here, found at: waging-
nonviolence.org/2012/07/5-ways-the-syrians-resist-creatively/ are some tricks from the 
Syrian arsenal of cultural resistance actions:

a. Painting protest messages onto ping-pong balls that can roll down surrounding hills 
into the main city to carry messages of solidarity and resistance.

b. Leaving MP3 players in trashcans to blare resistance messages.

c. Plastering Bashar al-Assad’s face on a pack of cigarettes with a warning that “the 
Syrian regime is a main source of cancer and heart and lung disease.”

d. The finger puppets of Masasit Mati (Top Goon) and their videos posted on You Tube 
of their mini-productions. Launched in November 2011. The ‘Top Goon’ episodes 
are each five minutes of funny and heartbreaking action against the rule of the Assads. 
Bashar al-Assad, known in these shows by his diminutive baby name, Beeshu, lectures 
on instituting the law of gravity so as to put an end to the so-called “flying protests” — 
quick-forming, mobile protests akin to flash mobs. The 13th show, “The Final Episode,” 
begins with Beeshu telling the audience that he has heard them, but he will not step 
down — because “the president and the people are one.” He is however prevented from 
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leaving the stage by his human puppeteer wearing a mask, who tells Beeshu that he is 
“the one who breathes life into you,” and he is done carrying the burden of the regime. 
Beeshu declares these “treasonable words.” In a flash, the truth about power is conveyed: 
the puppeteer controls the puppet, the people can control the president. He then makes 
Beeshu dance to a protest song before dismantling the puppet and delivering an impas-
sioned closing statement: “This is the easy part, believe me. The more important and 
difficult step is to forgive each other and build a free, civil and democratic Syria.”

**

The artist is a trickster. In contemporary art and culture there are many examples: Let’s 
take one Kurdish-Turkish example: Ahmet Ögüt, (born 1981 in Diyarbakir, Turkey) is a 
post-studio artist who shuttles between Istanbul and Amsterdam. “Informal Incidents” 
they’re called. In Someone Else’s Car (2005) he goes into a public car park and transforms 
someone’s car into a taxi or police car. Exhibited as two slides with “A WARNING: This 
area is under twenty-three-hour surveillance.” Which twenty-three hours? Which one 
hour? For a mischievous guerrilla attack under a despotic system. 

Diogenes Laertius, captured by pirates while on voyage to Aegina, sold as a slave in Crete 
to a Corinthian named Xeniades. On being asked his trade, he replied that he knew no 
trade but that of governing men, of giving orders. He wished to be sold to a man who 
needed a master! To Xeniades he said, “Come, see that you obey orders.”

That trope-reversing trope: slave becomes master /master slave is classic trickster activ-
ity. Tricksters are usually subversive, playful, outrageous, mischievous, and out of order. 
They operate on the slippery borders. Mythical and world historic tricksters are Hermes, 
Coyote, Bugs Bunny, Puck, Papa Legba, and the traditional shadow puppets, Karaghiozis 
(Modern Greek: Καραγκιόζης, Turkish; Karagöz), and more. Diogenes, a philosopher 
and founder of the Cynic movement, was the first known European ever to look beyond 
to the borders of the ancient Greek Empire to claim he was a citizen of the world!

Then there is the self-subverting “Contradictions Of Capitalism”, with outcomes like 
Prosperity through Bankruptcy! With ‘insider trading’ the Revolutionaries today may well 
be Comrade Nick Leeson, who brought down Britain’s Barings; Comrade Jerome Kerviel 
humbled France by losing 6.6 billion for Société Générale; and Comrade Kweku Adoboli 
who shocked Switzerland to its foundations with his loss of $2.2 billion. Alas Comrade 
Madoff’s ponzi scheme failed to topple Wall Street. Yet could Goldman Sachs remain the 
most subversive Marxist force since the Cambridge spies? Seriously. Just kidding.

Why is humour so important? Every Greek tragedy was followed by a lewd and funny 
satyr play, and Elizabethan tragedy, almost always, by a comic jig. Sometimes the comedy 
was included in the tragedy. Why? These plays end not only with the tragic individual’s 
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fated death, but with a comic return to social normalcy. Tragedy, then, is only the first 
half of the death-and-rebirth pattern. Death as a part of life is the lesson of so many 
philosophical teachings.

**

There’s a tradition in Papua New Guinea where, to make peace, warring tribes would 
exchange a child. The children would grow up with the others’ tribe and in the future, 
when conflict threatened again, the “Peace Child” from each tribe was sent to negotiate.

Artists generally walk the boundaries, like tricksters. One of my favourite tricksters – is 
the mischievous African god Eshu or Legba. He is the master of crossroads, of exchange, 
and he illustrates the cross-purposes built into any communication. For example, Eshu 
uses his magician’s knowledge to make serpents that will bite people on the way to the 
market, and then sells them the cure.

In a telling example of Eshu’s trickery, two inseparable friends swear undying fidelity to 
one another but neglect to acknowledge Eshu. These two friends work on adjacent fields. 
One day Eshu walks on the dividing line between their fields (the border/or boundary), 
wearing a cap that is black on one side and red on the other. He saunters between the 
fields, exchanging pleasantries with both men. Afterwards, the two friends get to talking 
about the man with the cap, and fall to violent quarrelling about the colour of the man’s 
hat, calling each other blind and crazy. The neighbours gather about, and then Eshu 
arrives and stops the fight. Eshu shows them the two-sided hat—all this to chastise the 
friends for not putting him first in their doings. Moving along the border between two 
different worldviews, he confuses communication, reveals the ambiguity of knowledge, 
and plays with perspective. 

Eshu’s borderline, like that of the artist, encourages a logic of BOTH/AND, not 
EITHER/OR – the borderline of dialogically intersecting consciousness – this world 
and the other world. 

To return to the work of Ahmet Ögüt who explores this borderline of power or this model 
of conflict. He does it as an installation, but with a folk wisdom (rather than a school 
wisdom). He re-deploys the old “River Crossing Puzzle”: A man has to get a fox, a 
chicken, and a sack of corn across a river. He has a rowboat, and it can only carry him 
and one other thing. If the fox and the chicken are left together, the fox will eat the 
chicken. If the chicken and the corn are left together, the chicken will eat the corn. How 
does the man do it? 
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In Ögüt’s interactive installation in 2010, he replays the drama and its humour, with 
a bomb disposal technician, a suspicious bag, a soldier, two security dogs, a suicide 
bomber, his wife in wheelchair and his daughter who have to cross a river.

Like a game of papers/scissors/rock: this is a differential game, with the conflict and co-
operation of forces constantly on the move. From each angle someone claims a victory: 
Why? Because the merits and authority of each incline one way or another for only so 
long. As Michel Foucault pointed out, power is not static. It is mobile, it shifts. (And it 
is always there. Simply replacing a President or a Dictator doesn’t eliminate the problem 
of power). So there’s a set of checks and balances in the interdependent relationships of 
the world. 

**

How to write/make art against numbness? Reduce the painful distance between the vic-
tims of death and ourselves, their spectators. How do we get traction on that suffering? 

If we cannot understand about the precariousness of life (says Judith Butler) we cannot 
grieve, we cannot save a life.

Back in February 2011, 300 North African sans papiers occupied a building in Athens 
and went on hunger strike. These are people who had lived and worked in Greece for up 
to seven years. Doing the shit jobs the Greeks didn’t want to do. They picked olives and 
oranges, they looked after the old and the sick, they worked on building sites for a frac-
tion of the minimum wage. After years of exploitation and humiliation, they were then 
told they were no longer wanted, because of the economic crisis. A Greek government 
- which claims that it fully respects human rights - rejected their demands. 

After about forty days, in pre-comatose condition, they reached a state of non-reversible 
organ failure. It was a catalyst for the 200,000 indignados – Aganaktismenoi – to occupy 
Syntagma Square that following May 25. Thus the Government relented. 

These radically excluded, the sans, had to go to that threshold of death before they were 
granted their humanity. In this sense, the strikers are exercising what philosophers from 
Rousseau to Derrida consider as the essence of freedom: acting against biological and 
social determinations in the name of a higher truth.8 

This is politics at degree zero. Political analysis doesn’t understand it. Class analysis 
doesn’t understand it. 
The Will to resist and the will that wills what does not exist.
The only way to break those ‘borders’, is in this communion in suffering, what 
Alphonso Lingis has called “the community of the dying”, the community of those 
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who have nothing in common. It is that Nothing that sustains the world and comes 
from nowhere…

Beckett again: Nothing to say, nothing to say it with, no power to say, together with the 
obligation to say. Pessimism of the intellect, optimism of the will. We can’t go on – life is 
unendurable; but we’ll go on – we endure. Out of good manners, if nothing else.

1.   I found this recently when I went with my colleague Phillip George to the bakery in the 
village of Omodos to prepare our work The Negotiation Table – for the exhibition Through The 
Roadblocks running concurrently with this conference– the family that helped with our ‘bread 
sculptures’ were so full of good will and generosity from first to last.

2.   Alphonso Lingis, The Community of Those Who Have Nothing in Common (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1994).

3.   The fork was introduced into Europe from Cyprus. Peter the 1st took forks with him to 
Poland in 1364 for the Congress of Kings – an early version of an EU Summit in Krakow. 
Perhaps the Eurosceptics insisted on eating only with a knife?

4.   Stanley Cavell, Disowning Knowledge in Seven Plays of Shakespeare (previously published as 
Disowning Knowledge in Six Plays of Shakespeare, 1987) (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003).

5.   It took Valeria Solanas shooting Warhol in 1969 to break through that impassive blankness. 
The near fatal attack had Andy pondering death and producing The Skulls and The Shadow 
Series in the mid-1970s. See Michael Fairbrother, “Skulls,” in The Work of Andy Warhol, ed. 
Gary Garrels (Seattle: Bay Press, in association with DIA Art Foundation, New York, 1989), 
95-114. 

6.   W. H. Auden, Collected Poems (London: Faber and Faber, 1968), Revised E. Mendelson 
Random House, 1979, 110-111.

7.   Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: California University Press, 1984), 
31-37. 

8.   Costas Douzinas, “These Hunger Strikers are the Martyrs of Greece,” The 
Guardian, February 28, 2011, http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2011/feb/28/
hunger-strikers-greece-asylum-seekers
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Ghosts of Future Pasts: Iraqi 
Culture in a State of Suspension 
Nada Shabout

Hanaa Malallah, Mesopotamia Rhythm (detail), 2012 
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Cultures, as epistemological projects as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak argued in her 
keynote speech, are in a state of constant change. Their transformations can be reflected 
not only through the effects of growth and development or even natural disasters, but 
more deeply with the ongoing effects of war. The echelon of change and its effects 
however, shift in relation to the cause of that change. This is particularly true for Iraq’s 
culture that has had to deal with an intense reimagining from ‘players’ outside of Iraq 
and within, in the aftermath of military attacks, massive loss of life, and the neglect and 
dismantlement, not only of its infrastructure, but its shifting socio-political discourses. 
There is certainly much to be said about the destruction of history and heritage in Iraq 
during the last century and a great deal at stake as to how and what is said. Such a dis-
cussion, however, becomes particularly significant to the years of sanctions. The extreme 
and sudden disintegration of Iraq’s cultural institutions and structures prior to the US-
led invasion in 2003, with no clear alternative for reconstruction, resulted in short and 
long term historical, sociological and visual complications. 

The 2003 US-led invasion promised Iraqis, among other things, democracy, freedom 
and a better life. Western media predicted a flourishing in the arts and culture with an 
assurance of freedom of expression that would allow Iraqi artists an uninhibited voice 
and a chance for unrestricted creative freedom. However today, a decade since that 
invasion and its promises, Iraqi art and culture are in a state of suspension having lost 
its traditional contexts and historical supports. State patronage and protection of the 
creator cadre came to a stop and a mass exodus of Iraqi artists caused a decisive rupture 
in its history of art. While rupture in itself is not necessarily a negative moment, in this 
case it turned into an abyss without access to history. Iraqi culture has received serious 
blows and tremendous losses. 

Ghosts of Future Pasts: Iraqi Culture in a 
State of Suspension 
Nada Shabout
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As argued by Jonathan Crary in Suspensions of Perception, suspension is “…the state of be-
ing suspended, a looking or listening so rapt that it is an exemption from ordinary con-
ditions, that it becomes a suspended temporality, a hovering out of time…It implies the 
possibility of a fixation, of holding something in wonder or contemplation, in which the 
attentive subject is both immobile and ungrounded. But at the same time a suspension 
is also a cancellation or an interruption, and I wanted here to indicate a disturbance, 
even a negation of perception itself…”2 Hovering in a continuous state of crisis, emer-
gency and trauma, Iraqi art exists outside of its historical index in a state of exception 
that has become the norm.3 Moreover, a web of liminal spaces outside of Iraq has been 
created, propagating parallel Iraqi cultures in exile as well as a diaspora, marking a shift 
within its historical center of production. While satellite orbits of culture are sympto-
matic of globalization, the many aspects competing for an “authentic” representation of 
an imaginary Iraqi culture further complicates its history.

It has been argued in the process of decolonization and the creation of the new state and 
its complimentary new citizen “For a nation to exist it must have a common vision to 
enable it to develop internally and, externally, win its place among other nations, against 
them if need be.”4 In the period between the 1940s and 1960s, Iraqi artists took part in 
creating this vision with it being realised in a collective national vision perceivable in the 
visual language of their art. 

The modern nation-state project as imposed and enforced on the Arab world, how-
ever, has demonstrated its ineffectiveness in creating and maintaining its own sense of 
national coherence. This is certainly the rhetoric that surrounds the dismantling of the 
State of Iraq as it existed in the twentieth century. Nevertheless, Iraq now faces these 
new colonisations before having the chance to deal with the residues from the Ottoman 
and British imposition, perhaps a failed nation-state – let alone the wars and depriva-
tions imposed and executed by the hegemonic powers of the world. 

Art and its institutions in Iraq: an Overview

“Art is no longer appropriately rarefied as ‘culture’ but must be recognized as an elemen-
tal discourse within the larger societal construction of knowledge and power.”5 
The professional art production in Iraq constituted an important part of Iraq’s modern 
visual culture because of its direct connection to identity, and consequently a large part 
of the nation’s collective memory.6 More importantly, Iraqi artists struggle to construct 
national “Iraqi” art structured aesthetics specifically as a site of resistance. The symbi-
otic relationship between art and culture is necessarily dependent on vigorous connec-
tions. There is a reciprocal relationship between works of art and their production and 
exhibition. The production of art/culture is the outcome of artists’ creativity and the 
associated institutions of art education. Whilst maintaining its visibility and support, 
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both public, in the form of Museums, as well as private galleries, it is also connected to 
patronage and exhibition production. This is then what constitutes the making of the 
history of art, which in turn reflects continuity and rupture, as well as the allocation of 
aesthetic value and creativity. None of this is possible without a functioning structure, a 
structure that in Iraq prior to 2003 was entirely supported by the state.

Thus, the sudden dismantlement of this structure in Iraq, and without an alternative, 
not only stifled creativity, but also allowed for parodies of its art history. Largely unwrit-
ten locally or regionally due to various inadequacies, as well as previously neglected by 
the dominant western canon of art history, within today’s interest in all things Iraqi, 
Western media has taken the liberty to define it and publicize the image it found fit for 
the world’s perception of what Iraqi art should look like. In other words, Western media 
began “inventing” a new historical narrative for modern Iraqi art. 

The distortion includes the recently developed market value as developed by inter-
est from auction houses. While the prices of Iraqi works increased tremendously, the 
problem is in the lack of any permanent system of valuation based on aesthetics or other 
factors which determines market value for world art. In other words, it is fully based on 
an interest fueled by the political situation in Iraq that nevertheless, fluctuates and has 
dropped as fast as it ascended. 

The destruction of Iraqi art covered a number of different but connected components, 
both tangible and non-tangible. The physical part of this destruction includes the actual 
loss of art works and the devastation of an infrastructure – following 2003, works of art 
were the objects of looting and spoils. For example, the entire collection of the former 
Saddam Center for the Arts has been fully dissipated with much of the collection still at 
large. Moreover, important and significant private collections are fast becoming frag-
mented and scattered around the world.8 

This destruction of infrastructure embraces such central social institutions as the 
provision of education and the essential support of patronage. Art education in Iraq 
previously known in the region for its rigorous curricula deteriorated rapidly. Patronage 
which had traditionally been the responsibility of the government,now lost, meant any 
sponsorships of exhibitions or purchase of works of art were dissipated.9 

The non-tangible destruction is manifest in the form of the increasing ineffectiveness 
of intellectuals and artists greatly intensified after 2003, be it the inability of artists 
to produce due to lack of materials or nurturing environments, or the actual physical 
absences through the migration of artists, increasing since 2003 with an added new 
attitude of permanency. 
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Inside Iraq a new visual culture was formed in this vacuum - traditions are lost op-
portunities diminished since the invasion and in place of this the new social rhetorics 
of occupation, sectarianism, insecurity and instability. This new visual culture evolved 
in discord and denial in relation to Iraq’s cultural and art history. As a result, a new 
generation of amateur Iraqi artists existing outside of the context is developing a new 
Iraqi visual culture reflective of the art historical void. Moreover, given the United States 
ideology as occupiers and promoters of a “new Iraq”, something the current government 
inherited, and through particular forms of patronage these new artists are advertised as 
representative of contemporary Iraqi visual culture and expressive of “the new freedom 
and democracy.” 

Equally troubling, the notion of sectarian art as opposed to national art is developed. 
There is and will continue to be a marked disintegration and deculturation of the 
national ‘Iraqi identity’ as it is fragmented and lost outside of Iraq, due to assimilation, 
acculturation, and a kind of entropy. Moreover, a new Iraqi ‘nation-less’ expression 
will necessarily develop in exile by the displaced Iraqi artists. Further fragmentation 
of the notion of an Iraqi national art is exemplified in the number of new exhibitions 
of “Kurdish” art, “Assyrian” art etc. as distinctly different from ‘Iraqi’ art, has already 
developed in exile.

The Arab Revolts

The euphoria of the recent Arab revolts received a more subdued response in Iraq. It is 
not because Iraqi’s did not feel the need for change. Rather, there were several attempts 
that aimed to engage and join the regional fervour but they were small in comparison 
to the rest of the region and certainly not significant enough to make a media splash. 
Iraqis were demonstrating during most of 2011 and 2012 over multiple issues, and not 
limited to corruption, insecurity, crumbling public services, unemployment, or political 
rights. In fact, there were sporadic protests since the invasion of 2003. However, with the 
fast disappearance of the middle class and exodus of the intellectual and creative cadre, 
protests diminished. The level of violence used against any dissent in the period between 
2005 and 2007 caused further mass migration to neighboring countries. 

Nevertheless, the situation in Iraq remained different to other Arab nations in revolt. 
“The lesson of the Iraq war, indeed, is that regime change by external intervention blocks 
aspirations for more democratic and humane political systems.”10 But what does this 
mean for Iraqi culture and art? How is dissent informing the arts and what is the source 
of inspiration, what can alter the condition of entropy for Iraqi artists?

Following Iraq’s unofficial separation into zones, Iraqi culture and art seem to be 
developing within Iraq in three equally different ways. In the north of Iraq, in Kurdistan 
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there are attempts to promote a distinct visual production of art that is Kurdish, but 
also amidst their living conditions, that are comparatively better with regard to security, 
and economically due to the construction boom, Kurdistan offers an alternative. In 
the south, a new culture dictated by religious and Shia rituals is unfolding, albeit with 
less interest in promoting it officially. Najaf was selected as one of the Islamic Cultural 
Capitals of 2012, but extreme corruption that had swindled all of the funds provided 
without producing any cultural results eventuated in its elimination.

In Baghdad, what I call, the middle zone, the arts, as with everything else in the city 
had been ignored since 2003. This presented a reverse of the historical situation when 
Baghdad as the capital was considered the center of all activities and growth in the arts, 
receiving the most attention, and funding. A fourth, more complex and varied zone 
could be traced in the diaspora. It is united in its being disenfranchised along with the 
marginalized Iraqi tradition of art making. 

As all exiled artists, Iraqi artists face a plethora of personal and professional challenges. 
As Iraqi art history is still largely undocumented, the West necessarily has no idea of 
how or why this is Iraqi art. Journalists and other Western viewers of contemporary Iraqi 
art are often surprised and disappointed that Iraq’s art is not wearing its perception of 
its ‘national identity’ as a badge. Moreover, an important factor in the development of 
contemporary Iraqi art during the last two decades has been the disjunction caused by 
this isolation between Iraqi artists who remained in Iraq and those who developed in 
exile. For most their only contact had been the traffic between Iraq and Jordan, which 
has assumed the role of Iraq’s portal to the rest of the world for most of the last three 
decades. This fact made a discourse of Iraqi art (Iraqi art in Iraq and that developed in 
exile) absurd. 

For example, until 2003 Iraqi artists inside of Iraq believed that the ultimate progress in 
form is abstraction, as was understood by the 1950s and 1960s generation and evident in 
their move from representation to abstraction. It is only quite recently when few Iraqi art-
ists traveled and gained access to major museums around the world that they were able to 
realise the shift in the postmodern discourse towards representation. This was, in fact, an 
obvious difference between works of Iraqi artists inside Iraq versus those outside. This was 
shared by Iraqi artists who took refuge in Jordan during the 1990s. They resided in a third 
space that literally existed in-between – while they were physically in exile outside of Iraq, 
they remained emotionally connected with Iraq, particularly in seeking support because, 
for various reasons, including that Jordan itself was culturally isolated. 

Works by Iraqi artists residing in Jordan continued to embody Iraqi daily existence yet 
without reference to specific contemporary imagery, they relied entirely on memory. In 
Card of Illumination, produced while in Jordan, Nazar Yahya used his personal experience 
to negotiate the eminence of the identity card in Iraqis’ daily life—as indicative of an 
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individual’s being as an element of identification, and as a facilitator of life where one 
had to produce the card to receive rations during the years of sanctions. The continuous 
piercing of the card, recording the act of receiving, ultimately obliterates the image (the 
individual’s photo) and thus the individual from being. 

Iraqi artists who endured years of hardship and deprivation inside Iraq developed a new 
relationship with their country and history. Hana’ Malallah, for instance, credited their 
isolation as the reason behind her generation’s return to their ancient Mesopotamian 
heritage, which in her view was not the consequence of nostalgia but rather “a conscious 
return to the roots made more palpable existentially and creatively by the precarious 
realities that have continued to bear on every aspect of their lives.”11 She evaluated this 
return as the generation’s effort to reconcile the contradictions it faces: a glorious past 
and a ruinous present.

Kareem Risan’s work, produced in Baghdad, provides continuous reference to the 
notion of erasure and replacement. In Baghdad Burning or Book of Sanction, he refers to 
war and occupation. Risan also addresses the “de-Baathification” policy that has led to 
removal of certain monuments and their replacement with others. Another new, post-
invasion phenomenon that Risan explored is that of individuals expressing thoughts 
and opinions in the form of graffiti on the urban surfaces of Baghdad, which is erased 
and replaced by the words of another, in Graffiti of Occupied City, where the space of 
the daftar (Arabic word for notebook),12 is transformed to urban walls.13 Using available 
material, such as the ready photo-album, and various techniques of collage and relief, 
Risan transforms local icons into pictographs capable of expressing humanity’s collective 
suffering. In 2006, Risan had to leave Baghdad with his family after receiving threats. 
In 2005 in Baghdad, Malallah told reporters, “fine arts [are] an Iraqi treasure, on the 
scale of the country’s oil. It needs to be preserved.” She added, “The war hasn’t crushed 
the creativity of Iraq’s artists,” nor she said was Iraqi art deteriorating. She was hopeful 
for a chance of a new artistic development, “The shock of the war is still fresh … any re-
action might take a long time … German artists started to work again twenty years after 
Hitler. I think postwar works [in Iraq] will show up later on.”14 

She might still be correct in her prediction. Unfortunately she too had to leave Iraq after 
exhausting all efforts of fortitude to remain. She frequently told me that she will not be 
able to survive spiritually outside of Iraq. Her teacher Shakir Hassan Al Said had reiter-
ated these exact words to me in 1997. Having a number of threats against her life, as 
female artist and a professor at the Iraqi Institute of Fine Arts, she had no choice but to 
accept life outside of her beloved city. Despite thinking of her displacement as tempo-
rary, soon after arriving in London her work began speaking of memories.15 
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Back to Baghdad: Muted Creativity

While flying colorful kites in Baghdad in 2003, the artist Rashad Selim was hopeful. 
Amidst the debris and carnage, he pondered the possibility “To reoccupy the sky with 
our dreams [and] regain the future with our imagination.”16 In a presentation in London 
at Aya Gallery’s Exhibition Preview Expressions of Hope: Iraqi Art, Selim said: 

Despite the depth and intensity of the abominations, I felt from those I met 
a weary, yet vital and infectious strength, a power even, that, in my fresh from 
abroad self, took the form of a strange euphoria that I am still in the process of 
understanding! Happily, with other “outsiders” who have visited and felt the same 
intense mix of feelings [ - ] A growing group of not so anonymous Iraq optimists! 
Well sort of, as the situation remains miserable, the path highly dangerous, the 
optimists have sometimes divergent grounds to base their hope on!17 

Other Iraqi artists inside of Iraq shared that cautious optimism as well. It was, neverthe-
less, short lived. The faded optimism resulted in a rapid mutation and then a noticeable 
void of creativity inside of Iraq. 

After the fall of Saddam Hussein’s regime, Hammad, an Iraqi sculptor declared that he 
was one of the cautiously optimistic Iraqis about the future. Yet the continuous absence 
of law, order and structure demonstrated otherwise. Thus, as did other artists, Hammad 
left Iraq.18 While rumors and facts violently collide, incidents of harassments, threats, 
and death among Iraqi intellectuals increase. As the number of killed Iraqi academics 
rise, non-academic intellectuals and creative individuals join the list. 

Baghdad has been dubbed by many as a “graveyard for artists”.19 Artists, however, are 
known to be resilient. Despite of, or perhaps because of, a looming fear from disapprov-
ing religious groups, in 2007 a group of artists participated in a public work program, 
presented as part of a project of “beautification works financed by the U.S. military, 
the Iraqi government and aid organizations as part of an often-foiled effort to renovate 
Baghdad, as well as to improve its security. More art projects will be planned for other 
sites if the program wins popular support - and if the artists stay alive.” They named 
themselves Jamaat al-Jidaar, the Wall Group. For painting images of warriors, kings and 
myths from past millennia onto fifty two slabs of twelve-foot-high concrete beside the 
River Tigris, they were paid modest stipends that started at around fifteen dollars a day.20 

Camouflaging the misery of their daily lives, these artists believe that “This is something 
beautiful, to do such work bringing to life these dead blocks” said Tahar, thirty years old 
and a graduate of the Institute of Fine Arts in Baghdad who was among those hired by 
the Ministry of Works and Social Affairs. “This is seen by all [people]” Perhaps they are 
looking at it as a transient ‘happening,’ an event that will end. “If the security situation 
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stabilizes enough that they throw my work of art away, that will be for the sake of my 
city,” said Tahar. “The most important thing is for Baghdad to be secure, that children 
are not being killed. Even if it is at the expense of my art.”21 

In format, the idea is reminiscent of the project undertaken by the American mural-
ist and activist Judy Baca in her work, The Great Wall of Los Angeles.22 The message 
it delivers however is more of compliance than resistance. In connection to the Los 
Angeles Wall, which depicts various episodes from North America’s and in particular 
California’s ethnic history, Baca states: “I want to use public space to create a public 
voice for, and a public consciousness about people who are, in fact, the majority of the 
population but who are not represented in any visual way.”23 To execute the project she 
trained groups of unemployed local youth, including those on the margins for exam-
ple gang members, and viewed their inclusion as a mechanism of social reform. The 
Baghdad wall project, however, is all about exclusion and separation by the very nature 
of its formation. Moreover, it is conceived and executed by the powers of occupation. It 
is thus another form of cultural destruction and the subjugation of art to the will of an 
external authority. The choice of images portrayed: warriors, kings and myths from past 
millennia, romantic landscapes and Orientalist’s views of ‘traditional’ Baghdad neigh-
borhoods devoid of their inhabitants, on the one hand they could be seen as perpetuat-
ing denial and acquiescence to the authorities, but on the other, they can be seen as 
subdued and subtle acts of defiance by artists who refuse to participate in Iraq’s “new 
vision” but instead present a past as a suspended moment in history. They thus partici-
pate in a distortion by recycling old visual clichés and not construction new imaginary 
ones. These artists’ visual creations, nevertheless, will be perceived historically as an “act” 
and not making art or new aesthetics. 

Fast Forward to now

In the midst of what has been perceived by many Iraqis as a deliberate campaign of 
memory destruction and erasure, executed through a program of de-Baathification and 
de-nationalization as a result of the post-invasion rhetoric of sectarianism and within 
a discourse of division, the current regime seems to repress memory to initiate a new 
campaign for identity reconstruction. State patronage was reinstated in order to prepare 
Baghdad as the Arab Cultural Capital of 2013.24 Marking a decade since its invasion, the 
occasion served as a wake up call for the current regime and a need for a rush to visual-
ise the ideological changes, that are argued were the reason behind the invasion.

The Iraqi Minister of Culture has argued that the grand projects campaign is/was 
meant to reflect Iraq’s diversity while combating the one-sided official culture previously 
promoted by the Saddam regime. Clearly they also proclaim a supposed better security 
conditions in Iraq as whole, as cultural projects were also planned for number of other 
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provinces outside of Baghdad. The number of monuments to be erected in the city of 
Baghdad seems to vary and reaching towards one hundred monuments and memorials. 
One of these projects is an Iraqi Opera House, which the Ministry of Culture declared, 

“will be the largest of its kind in the region.” The new monuments are to portray signifi-
cant figures and events drawn from Iraq’s history and culture.25 

Capitalizing on current Iraqi sentiments as well as the rise of nostalgia for the Karim 
Qassim era, plans included converting the houses of major Iraqi artists and intellectu-
als, such as the sociologist Ali al-Wardi, the sculptor Jewad Selim, the poet Mohammed 
Mahdi al-Jawahri and, of particular significance, the first female Iraqi minister under the 
Qassim regime Naziha al-Dulaimi, who was prosecuted under the Baath rule and spent 
her life in exile, into museums displaying their achievements and contributions.

The proposals and recommendations by The General Secretariat of the Council of 
Ministers include setting up competitions as well as invitations to artists, restoring pre-
Saddam sites and monuments, removing pro-Baath ones and preparing sites for the new 
commissions, to as stated “reflect the government’s indebtedness to the Iraqi people 
and their authenticity by honoring innovative figures that devoted most of their lives 
and intellectual offerings to the service of their people, advancing them and enriching 
their culture, and their admirable struggle to achieve [the people’s] noble objectives of 
independence, social justice, democracy and freedom of opinion.”26 

Among a number of “offending” monuments to be dismantled and stored—instead of 
destroyed as has been the practice since 2003 – is the Shahid Monument. Designed by 
the renowned Ismail Fattah, its iconography displays no references to the Baath, other 
than of course commemorating the Iraq-Iran war. The announcement said that “…the 
committee asked the General Commander of the Armed Forces’ office to clear the site 
of the Armed Forces Martyr’s monument to comply with the directives, approved by 
the Prime Minister, to transfer this monument to a museum to house relics from the 
former regime.”27 

Nevertheless, despite the announcements of these ambitious plans and despite large 
sums of allocated funds, no efforts were proclaimed to address cultural destruction. 
There is no discussion about updating cultural policy or reviving cultural institutions. 
And most importantly, there is still no official Iraqi entity in charge of locating and 
stopping the trafficking of looted works from the National Museum of Modern Art and 
other official and private collections.28 Thus the collection of the museum is still at large. 
The museum itself has not been opened to the public nor has the approximately 1,700 
retrieved works been restored or conserved. 

The selection of Baghdad as the Arab Cultural Capital of 2013 seems to have reinsti-
tuted state patronage after a decade of neglect, and instigated yet another campaign for 
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the fierce inscription of an Iraqi identity, not so different than what Saddam did when 
he shaped the country for the purposes of glorifying himself. This cycle of identity 
making, however, is specifically devoid of any representation of the long Baath era. The 
policy of a systematic destruction of identity and memory repression of the modern state 
of Iraq undertaken since the invasion and geared specifically at the deBaathification of 
Iraq resulted in new historiographical voids as well as tensions in generational memories. 
Moreover, this ideological and systematic reimagining of the culture of a “new Iraq” by 
its current regime necessarily denies Iraq the value of a state of suspension, and Iraqi 
artists the chance to partake in its transformation.
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A Philosophical Aesthetic Introduction to Genetics and the Monument 

Monuments are so conspicuously inconspicuous. There is nothing in this world as 
invisible as a monument. They are no doubt erected to be seen – indeed, to attract 
attention. But at the same time they are impregnated with something that repels 
attention, causing the glance to roll right off, like water droplets off an oilcloth, 
without even pausing for a moment. 1 

This essay will question if the human body is the ‘invisible monument,’2 a physical 
repository for memorialisation, trauma and cultural inheritance. 

The essay argues that the human body is the situ where the monument3 should be em-
bodied since it is within the body that biological alterations and experiential ‘memories’– 
due to cultural and traumatic events – are situated.4 The body should be considered 
‘the monument’ since it is through the body, that the genetic transmission of traumatic 
experiences embedded via chemical and biological alterations might be possible.5 This 
idea of a biological alteration of the human body due to traumatic experiences, and the 
possible genetic transmission of these experiences through chemical and genetic altera-
tions, has been part of bio-cultural debates that, from the fields of zoology and ethology, 
have increasingly moved into areas of research on human biology and cultural studies. F. 
T. Cloak Jr. in the introduction to his essay “Is a Cultural Ethology Possible?” presents 
the genetic inheritance of culture as a possibility to be considered “in order to describe 
and explain human behaviors which are species-specific, panhuman, and presumably 
genetically controlled.”6 

Reactions, Inheritance and Memories: 
Genetic Transmissions of Trauma through 
Blood and Neurons 
Lanfranco Aceti
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If the body as the invisible monument is the situ where traumatic inheritances and 
memories are located, the analysis of the body as locus of embodied memorialisation 
and possible genetic transmission creates a new relationship between the individual’s 
body and the body politic.7 It is literally the skin of the individual and not the ‘skin/sur-
face’ of the monument that would provide a point of exchange “between the inner self 
and the outside world,”8 bearing witness to the traumatic experience and the narratives 
of the ‘losers’.9 The traumatised human body, in this consideration of a genetic context, 
would then become the ‘invisible monument’ for the memorialisation of war, Diasporas 
and other traumatic events. It is therefore the biological body that embodies the experi-
ence of trauma. The essay argues that this is a biologically embodied legacy, genetically 
transmitted to future generations that, through genetic inheritance, become living 
memorials10 calling “on the spectator to witness the follies and excesses of the state.”11 

The process of memorialisation, even when referred to diasporas, following a result of 
violence and destruction, could be interpreted no longer simply as a subject or phenom-
enon for the purpose of documentation, so as to be subjected to a kind of delocalisation 
and assumptions of access to a transparent representation of their trauma. But, because 
of the genetic inheritance of trauma, those who have been subjected in this way should 
also be recognised and ‘seen’ as the site of the preservation and making visible of the 
‘invisible genetic’ trauma memorialised within the monuments/bodies of the victims and 
their descendants.12 Making visible these monuments/bodies of the victims becomes a 
challenge to the body politic and its officially endorsed historical interpretations.

Nevertheless, it is ultimately the narrative meaning conveyed that is crucial to the 
success or failure of any large-scale public monument or act of memorialisation. 
The ability of a memorial to function as a memorial rests in part in its ability to 
convey such meaning and for such meaning to be appropriately apprehended.13 

Thus, the bodies of the victims of violence become a profoundly different and perma-
nent biological monument: a permanent reminder, albeit as invisible monument and 
alternative narrative, to the body politic and its violence. This is a monument that is 
invisible because it’s not visualised through the process that Michel Foucault defined as 

“the nomination of the visible.”14 

Art as a monument at the service of the state can no longer be understood as the 
embodiment of the traumatic event and its memorialisation, for its function is actually 
embodied by the biological bodies of these victims of violence, that have become the 
vessel of the invisible monument. The body, as a biological monument with its legacy of 
violence, is still able to escape scrutiny, because of the biological invisibility of the traces 
of trauma and violence. 
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Therefore the art monument no longer “exists in that space between the memory of the 
witness and those documentary facts that the historian accepts as ‘objective’”15 and it 
no longer has to “seek and explore and make visible that indefinable perfect moment, 
knowable only from instant to instant, in which a person becomes a witness.”16 Rather it 
is the body, its neurons, its blood, its entire biological structure that is the constant place 
of memory: an invisible monumental living record made of neurons,17 flesh and blood.

Beyond the Dichotomy of Essentialism and Determinism

For more than 50 years sane voices have called for an end to the debate. Nature 
versus nurture has been declared everything from dead and finished to futile and 
wrong – a false dichotomy. Everybody with an ounce of common sense knows that 
human beings are a product of a transaction between the two. […] The discovery of 
how genes actually influence human behavior, and how human behavior influ-
ences genes, is about to recast the debate entirely.18 

Over recent years the idea that – in the entanglements that constitute both ‘human 
life’ and ‘humanity’ – there are pre-determined genetically inherited ‘components’ has 
continued to inflame debates. These debates and dissensions become pricklier when 
the idea of genetically inherited behaviors is transferred from the sciences into cultural 
and aesthetic frameworks. To clarify my approach in this essay, it is necessary to overtly 
declare that this is not a defense of determinism as a philosophical aesthetic approach 
to art/art practice. The essay is directed, instead, to an aesthetic understanding of the 
cultural implication of the scientific premise that behaviors and cultural predispositions 
may be in part genetically inherited. This would support a re-thinking of contemporary 
aesthetics in relation to art and the analysis of the complexity of human nature within 
which pre-existing events and, pre-determined factors, mixed with unpredictable factors 
and the proposition of ‘free will’ contribute to, and generate, approaches, ideas and 
personal interpretations: these are the unpredictable composites of non-predeterminable 
life events and genetic inheritances, made of determinate and undetermined reactions. 
 
In Theodor Adorno’s words, re-addressing the role of art and its aesthetics would require 
an analysis of “the truth content of artworks.”19 This analysis could be achieved, in the 
case of the monument/body by rendering visible its genetic underpinning and inherit-
ances, thereby reflecting upon human life and humanity’s incommensurability. “What 
is essential to art is that which in it is not the case, that which is incommensurable with 
the empirical measure of all things. The compulsion to aesthetics is the need to think 
this empirical incommensurability.”20 

Reactions is the title of an artwork commissioned by NeMe as part of the exhibition titled 
Through the Roadblocks. In the context of this international event it becomes important 
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to clear the conceptual underpinning to this artwork and the research that inspired it to 
provide a framework.
 
The Cartesian model of body / mind dualism has historically generated a fractured 
interpretation of reality, a mythology21 that is based on either / or interpretations or this 
versus that analyses, based also upon a desire for ontological certainty and a clear defini-
tion of identity and belonging. This process of defining either /or and in / out plays in 
conformity with the construction of identity and belonging of the body politic and can 
be traced back to sedimented misinterpretations of Manichean philosophy that over 
the centuries have perhaps become oversimplified into a moral dualism resulting in an 
eternal binary opposition. 

Reactions as an artwork acknowledges the existence of trauma as a bio-physical alteration 
of the brain and proposes the hypothesis that if cultural experiences can be inherited, 
then perhaps traumatic experience may also become part of an even more complex 
legacy. It is the inheritable nature of trauma that generates a genetic legacy that obliges 
us to profoundly re-think the contemporary body politic, and to reject the memorial as 
the monument or locus able to identify a traumatic event for future memory and memo-
rialisation. How could any monument or memorial represent the disruption and ripple 
effects that the genetic inheritance of trauma will cause, wreaking havoc in the genera-
tions to come? Monuments and memorials are political interpretations of a historicised 
reality, while the bodies of the traumatised are the repositories of the genetic inheritance 
of trauma; millions of invisible monuments, legacies and memories. These monuments/
bodies are the invisible incommensurable upon which, in aesthetic terms, it is necessary 
to base reflections on and provide analyses of their historical impact and genetically 
inherited legacy.

“On the one hand, we find an integrated, dictatorial memory - unself-conscious, com-
manding, all-powerful, spontaneously actualizing, a memory without a past that cease-
lessly reinvents tradition, linking the history of its ancestors to the undifferentiated time 
of heroes, origins, and myth - and on the other hand, our memory, nothing more in fact 
than sifted and sorted historical”22 and I would add, genetic traces. 

The bodies of those who survive trauma become a monument to their tragedy. Their 
genetic legacy is the constant reminder of a memorialisation that perhaps cannot and 
should not be embodied in a static representation – such as the monument -, but in the 
genetic and biological tragedy of inheriting and continuing to carry the cultural and 
genetic elements of the traumas of violent conflicts23 and war. 

In this context of a complex cultural and genetic understanding of trauma, artworks 
then may function as memorials and monuments to become a composite, a chain reac-
tion of events – events both visible and invisible –, that in an unusual mixing should 
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produce a personal vision, an interpretation of reality, a reflection of the relation 
between mind, and the body’s biologic and genetic inheritances. 

Thus, to reduce our understanding of memory into a coherent framework – when it 
is constituted by pre-determined events, ungraspable chaos, biochemical impulses or 
spiritual connections, and as I have mentioned, deprives traumatic events and those that 
have lived through them, or have themselves inherited them as a cultural, psychological 
and possibly genetic legacy. It reduces those bodies that carry these legacies and their 
memories to monuments/puppets of body politic, for the purpose of an aesthetic repre-
sentation that is nothing other than propaganda under a different name, and devoid of 
the horror and incommensurability of human events. 

The Artwork as a Genetic and Biochemical Theoretical Analysis

Reactions is an analysis – through genetics, biochemical structures and various materials 
and media – of cultural entanglements, the body politic, memory and psychological 
inheritance as well as personal narratives that shape the understanding and perception 
of cultural events.24 This artwork’s symbolism creates the logic for a world without logic, 
a framework for events that have no framework: neither structure nor justification, in 
their attempt to create an explanation and rationale for traumatic events that cannot be 
explained or rationalised. 

This attempt to justify and rationalise chaos has been a doomed endeavor from the 
very beginning. Nevertheless, in the mayhem ensuing from nationalism, and its con-
flicts built upon an imposition of the meaning of identity and belonging, perhaps it is 
possible to discover a pattern, a sequence of actions and reactions that may lead to an 
understanding and discovery of alternative realities to those staged by the body politic 
and narrated through institutional discourses.

The mixing of genetics and biochemical structures with chaos and violence, along with 
the dynamic of actions and reactions, leads here to a visual representation of events 
informed by scientific models; as a consequence chemical formulas could explain the 
events of war and become cultural formulas to understand the collapse and future tur-
moil in our societies. Life is staged, narrated and visualised as a concatenation of events 
that are bound together by the simple principle of action and reaction, creating complex 
formulas and symbolisms that do not escape the cultural reality of human biological and 
chemical natures. 

In this context, the theory of art becomes a theory of the human body that is conceived 
as a genetic invisible repository of social and political upheavals. Within the long tradi-
tion of artists that engaged with politics, gender, activism, cyborgs and utopias, the 
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genetic inheritance of trauma and violence, this theory adds a further layer, that of 
embodied cultural genetics. Art here is, therefore, a theory of human biological bodies 
based on the analysis of the political and social bodies within their contemporary and 
historical context, and as determined by, genetic and biochemical conditions. If the 
analysis is conducted at the molecular level – the aesthetic discourse should be about 
the genetic and biochemical influence of the body politic on the body at a genetic 
level and as inter-generation inheritance. This study, then should encompass both the 
influence and responsibility of the body politic in it’s traumatising of the body and its 
legacy – both in genetic and cultural terms. In this context, molecular aesthetics should 
not be intended as the aesthetic representation of molecules but as the contribution of 
the ‘molecular realm’ to the complexity of the body, its individuality, its consciousness, 
its existence and its legacy. 

The hierarchical structures of the body politic are the perversely organised hierarchi-
cal structures that convey the message, within the social body, that conformity – as an 
expression of a seamless link between personal and state identity – should be achieved at 
the genetic level. The single traumatised cell is the invisible monument to the violence 
of the state since it is able to capture, preserve and transmit, as a genetic inheritance to 
the human body and its descendants, the memory of the trauma inflicted by the body 
politic. Therefore, are these memories – memorialised through cultural, psychological 
and genetic behaviors –, the narratives which create an antagonistic sense of identity, 
reality, vision, purpose and memory for the whole body?25 

There is an overwhelming need for a reconsideration of our realities – a challenge that 
should be met, even at this early stage of scientific and aesthetic knowledge, we at least 
require it as a speculative intellectual exercise, in order to provide a different understand-
ing of the broader impact of this span of violence and war, and the resulting trauma – as 
well as of their inheritance.
 

Monumental Fakes

In light of the complexity of contemporary memorialisation and memorial processes and 
their representations, the function of the monument, both historically and in contempo-
rary society, requires an analysis and re-contextualisation in genetic terms proposed here. 
This is necessary because the monument is a partial expression of a socio-political vision 
that does not in fact symbolise or reflect the complexities of social upheavals, struggles 
and conflicts. As such, the monument – as embodiment of the body politic and its narra-
tives - represents the genetic disinheritance of large groups from the ideals of identity and 
representation implemented and enforced by the body politic.
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One example from biological science; if food deprivation preceding the moment of 
conception could have epigenetic effects, alter the child’s genome, what is the legacy that 
post-capitalism and post-society will leave in the wake of the Great Recession? Should 
there be a reconsideration of the words trauma and violence within contemporary post-
state politics? What will be the aesthetic and genetic implications of ‘monumental’ lega-
cies, public and private, built to celebrate contemporary body politic as much in London 
as in Abu Dhabi, in Beijing as in Rio de Janeiro, in New York as in Chungju?26 

The UN Memorial call for projects by the city of Chungju in South Korea saw the 
architectural firm ACME being awarded a third place with a molecular memorial that 

“should represent the nature of the United Nations, where many individual nations 
come together to create one entity, but without losing their individual identities.”27 
The molecular nature of this UN Memorial complies with the body politic of the UN by 
representing its super-partes status as a combination of a range of body politic discourses 
that are disjointed and detached from the incommensurable consequences of actions 
and reactions in relation to human suffering. The visibility of the monument if it was 
conceived in genetic terms is that it is no longer possible to look at a monument without 
imaging the impact of the violence that the monument celebrates as a victory over the 
‘losers’ and generations to come. The monumental presence is a monumental fake.28 In 
the analysis of the monumental work of art, the struggle is between monumental fakes and 
monumental untold truths. 

As much as a historical monument to a monarch does not betray – in the cornucopia 
often represented in these monuments, including paintings – the origins of the wealth 
acquired and gained through catastrophic wars, suffering and pillaging, in the same way 
contemporary monuments do not reveal the reality behind the simplistic representations 
constructed to reinforce a prescribed identity and identical destiny.

The reality of violence – the violent acquisition of wealth - is the very memory that the 
monument should enshrine and represent. Yet it is not, it is discarded and overridden 
by the propaganda of the body politic, institutionalising and misrepresenting a process 
through propaganda – a kind of memory loss that conceals the physical loss of the de-
feated as well as the genetic inheritance of their suffering. 

These losses of memory and representation in an ‘institutionally validated and coherent’ 
vision of the body politic are simultaneously embodied in the monument. The first, the 
loss of memory: an invisible element shadowed by the visibility of the body politic vision 
through its propaganda and self-affirmation. The second, the representation of the ideal 
vision of the body politic is a structure created to unite, re-affirm and obfuscate alterna-
tive interpretations of the history of a nation. Two monuments exist, side by side, the 
invisible monument of a rejection of humanity’s identical destiny and the visible monu-
ment of a faked vision. The monumental body politic is then the politics of obfuscation, 
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dissimulation, simulation, and ultimately of the simulacrum of a vision that will enslave 
reality for political ends, determined by economic and hierarchical interests within an 
entire nation.29

For this reason the body – in its genetic and bio-chemical alterations that may produce 
a biological cultural inheritance – could be considered as the only locus where the 
monument of social conflicts, wars and trauma reside. The human body, at the level of 
its smallest biological building blocks and with its cultural and genetic inheritances, can 
stand for the Universal.30 The body itself, visibly or invisibly torn apart, can be exalted as 
the ultimate monument to humanity’s history of violence and psychic terror. 

The Artwork as Reaction 

For these reasons, the work Reactions could never have been realized as a large-scale 
monument for such public display. It had to be conceived as a private and intimate art-
work – in a similar structure to that of the ‘cabinet of curiosities,’ but a much humbler 
one. Reactions was envisaged as an itinerary of a present life through past lives; a personal 
credenza,31 one of those so often found in Mediterranean countries, where knickknacks 
that represent the family history are kept. Often, these trinkets are nothing other than 
the visual code used to unravel memories that translate into oral histories of family 
fortunes and tragic events. 

The use of the terminology ‘cabinet of curiosities’ in English intentionally overlays the 
credenza (in Italian, beliefs) with modalities that ensure viewers’ engagement and consid-
eration for the objects of history, without emotional connection, and, quite often, with a 
voyeuristic and fetishist curiosity or worse with simply the glance, like that of the flâneur 
who, distant from the events, can afford a detached and ‘objective’ understanding. 

Reactions as an artwork was intended to, and knowingly struggled with the problem of: 
visualising the emotions, emotions linked to complex oral histories and memories in 
a kind of game of reflections that allow an overlaying of new narratives onto the visual 
cues in the work. If there is a grain of truth in the complexity of cultural, genetic and 
biochemical elements in the body, that both impact the emotions and affect the body 
itself, leaving traces of tragic events in the molecular and genetic structures of our bod-
ies; then emotions, narratives, oral histories and personal representations - all together 
considered as expressions and extensions of the body itself - may become the experiential 
key to grasp the incommensurability of chaos that dominates human life and humanity. 

Reactions becomes a reaction to a) ‘officialised’ and institutionalised narratives, b) to the 
propaganda machines of the winners and c) to the monumental fakes, made of stone, 
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that are supposed to symbolise the life, struggle and death of those who tried to make 
sense of the chaos of their own times or of the events in which they became embroiled. 

The narratives that surround the artwork itself began with the transport of Dr. Turtle, 
a tortoise shell that traveled from Turkey to Cyprus, and has provided the opportunity 
to add to personal and intimate narratives those other large scale events of war violence 
and enforced migration, offering the opportunity of envisioning these traumas through 
the lens of the work of art. The artwork is a composite, like the narrative and the experi-
ence of life, of a series of elements which taken singularly provide a snippet, fragment of 
a reality, in this instance a reality of things, that when juxtaposed or combined offer a 
powerful reaction to that institutional narrative of monumental fakes. 

The confrontation is therefore, in the context of the body politic, between the personal 
inherited credenze32 versus the institutionalised forms of representation, between the idea 
of a golden past versus an entartete cultural present33, between national identity versus 
the identity of the body via genetics. More importantly the confrontation is between the 
idea of place and identity offered by the monument of the body politic, which promises 
through its own ‘truth’, a secure permanent existence. It is the solidity of this truth of-
fered by the monument that renders it ‘not invisible,’ as Musil remarked, but potentially 
overlooked. Nevertheless, the monument remains embodied through the identities con-
structed by the body politic. So much so is the monument embedded that it would be 
missed if it were rendered invisible. What is at stake is the fundamental claim, presented 
by the body politic as a truth: that national states and corporate institutions at large are 
able to offer and define a place, an identity, a home to return to. 
 

There Is No Home to Return to

There is no home to return to. The loss of place, identity, existence is indelible. 

Reactions, in its aesthetic manifestation as an artwork also focuses on this concept of 
loss. There is no home to return to, since home is both a complex and essential idea and 
an illusion. Home is constantly in transformation and change, a process dramatically 
accelerated during extraordinary events of violence, and home, as such, is a renewed 
commitment to an idea of place continually reconfigured. The Home of the body politic, 
presented as truth, is a place that does not exist and never existed as much as never 
existed a golden age of much of contemporary and historical rhetoric of belonging and 
identity. The human process of identity and belonging is no other than the accretion 
and sedimentation of body politic in a context, that of the home, of constant reaffirma-
tion and commitment to the simulacrum of the monumental fake. 
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The desire to believe in a ‘golden age’ that exists as a place to return to; an ideal home, 
in a perfect community, that as such cannot be perfectible is a desire that does not corre-
spond to lived historical realities or biological determinants. Historically there has never 
been a perfect community and the many calls to a return to the land of Prester John,34 a 
world made of milk and honey bordering with the Earthly Paradise, or a return to the 
land of the Nibelungen with its perfect race, have resulted in catastrophes. 

In biological terms our bodies, the home of our consciousness, as much as what we call 
our physical home, are objects of constant chemical reactions and change under the 
pressure of environmental, social, economic and political processes of evolution and 
biological erosion. The changes although minimal, if accumulated over time, generate 
the paradox that the home that we leave in the morning is not the home that we return 
to in the evening. As much as, from the perspective of the home, the person that leaves 
in the morning is not exactly the same person that returns at night. 

This is a context in which, defiantly, we constantly recommit to the identification of 
a perceived reality despite it not being the same reality that we think, or know, we are 
recommitting to. The simulacrum in Baudrillard’s terms, and the false truth we live in 
according to Parmenidean philosophical thought, are nothing more than the commit-
ment to a version of the real that as a convention requires no further analysis and upon 
which it is assumed ‘the construction’ of a home can take place. 

The monumental fake is, therefore, the embodiment on a larger scale of this false con-
struction that is made by the body politic to assert its existence as a continued process of 
renewed alliance and allegiance. It also reconfirms the version of reality that reflects an 
established hierarchical order within which a community lives and to which its citizens 
conform. To question the monumental fake is to question the reality of home within 
which hierarchies are established, and to challenge the sense of identity and place, in-
cluding the social status, assigned to each individual by the body politic.

Hence the choice in the artwork to use biological material in the form of a tortoise’s shell; 
a tortoise that had been killed and therefore embodying the impossibility of returning to 
a ‘home’: a ‘home’ that was decaying, eroded by the elements on the outskirts of Istanbul. 
And as much as there is no home to return to for the tortoise, the use of the other biologi-
cal material in Reactions such as the feathers of a dead stork represents the persistence of 
the broken link of the renewal of life between the home, a place and a time. The body is 
disjointed - violently detached from its idea of place - and this is a permanent existential 
condition that can only be partially and generationally overcome through the creation and 
reaffirmation of new bonds between the body and its place, but that can never return in 
time to heal the scars of trauma, given that there exists also the alteration of the amygdala, 
hippocampus35 and of the RNA36 as physical and arguably permanent alterations. All of 
which lead to new experiential and behavioral engagements with a place, which, if it can 
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be culturally inherited through generational psychological behavioural transmissions de-
rived from trauma (neurotic unadaptive behaviours37), might also be genetically inherited 
in a culturally ethological context. 

Reactions, as an artwork, points to the de facto impossibility of the tortoise to return to 
its shell with all the potential of an analogy. The artwork attempts to reveal the impos-
sibility of returning to a status prior to traumatic events such as war.38 The alteration of 
the body is a physical alteration of the brain as well as a genetic alteration.

As a consequence, if there is no home to return to, also there is no body that will 
return ‘home’. 

Conclusions: Multiple Bodies, Multiple Times and Multiple Houses

Multiple bodies, carrying their biological traumatic changes and their infinitesimal 
alterations, are the bodies that will return to the home. However this is not a home but 
a strange house within which things have changed and can no longer recognise or have 
a sense of ownership of the person/body it once belonged to – as much as the person/
body that no longer recognises or senses the house as its own, will not completely feel at 
‘home’ in the house. 

Time becomes the bookkeeper of biochemical changes and physical alterations, of the re-
actions of the body to cultural experiences and transmitted cultural behaviors and genet-
ic inheritances. The combination of these factors shapes the body and the consciousness 
within. It also shapes the relationship with the body politic and the terror and horrors of 
nationalistic and ideological visions to which we commit, over and over again, with the 
false illusion and hope of living in a semblance of truth that can be called home. 
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Introduction: a moment of rupture at the removing of a roadblock

Roadblocks are a loaded sign in Cypriot culture. Apart from an indicator that a road is 
closed due to “temporary work/reparations”, they also signify a crucial representation 
of the bicommunal conflicts of the period 1956 – 1974. Its features include, networks of 
roads becoming dead ends, divided and segregated neighborhoods, a Buffer zone sepa-
rating north from south, or spaces identified as occupied and non-occupied. Roadblocks 
are a sign in space, but in Cyprus they are also signs of Time – of frozen past conflicts, 
memories, and for some, hope, to the degree that regardless of how persistent is their 
presence, their disappearance is inevitable – they are temporary.

In the 1980s and 90s, channels of communication between the two communities, sepa-
rated in the north and the south of the roadblocks, meant that someone had to send 
messages via, or travel indirectly through, Turkey and Greece in order to arrive a few 
miles north or south of where they lived. And then suddenly in 2003, this regime of sep-
aration collapsed. It was one of those rare moments when the apparatuses of the mass 
media seemed to fail to maintain their grip on the public mood.1 Despite the negative 
attitude of most opinion makers in the media, who were seeing still another conspiracy 
by the ‘national enemy’, masses of Greek Cypriots [G/Cs] went to the places where the 
roadblocks were removed, in order to pass to the other side. In a strange, but fascinating 
way, the outpouring of sentiment in April 2003 coincided with a deeper violation of 
taboos – one having to do with the way Space and Time intersected until then. Those 
who crossed the roadblocks didn’t simply move temporarily into a different, previously 
forbidden geographical Space – judging from their comments in daily exchanges and as 
they were reported in the media, they also appeared to be moving into a different histori-
cal Time: the Greek Cypriots [G/Cs] were moving into their past, while the Turkish 
Cypriots [T/Cs] into the future. As they were crossing the roadblocks, the Cypriots were 
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carrying with them expectations and perceptive maps, which were shifting as they were 
moving. And those shifts were causing a crisis of power.

The South as Future/Europe, the North as Past/Nostalgia for pre-74 Cyprus 

The G/Cs were moving into a segment of Time, which had been constructed in their 
social imaginary as an ideal purified past, a paradise lost.2 ‘Return’ as an individual, ‘visi-
tor’ without the millennial imagery of returning to the pre-74 status, implied a perceptive 
shock – those who defied the hegemonic call to resist temptation, were daring to see the 
Space of the ‘North’ in its reality and thus inevitably to remove it from the imaginary of 
Time as the past. Northern Cyprus was becoming Space again. So, inevitably alongside 
the moments of reunion of friendly natives, which forced the media to change their 
tone on the visits, there were also comparisons of “what happened to “our” space, which 
wasn’t anymore…” For the T/Cs, on the other hand, the south was the future, denied 
to them after 1974, due to the international embargo and all that occurred under, ‘the 
Cyprus problem’. The T/Cs were the real agents of rebellion at the time, since they had 
managed to shake the nationalist establishment by mobilizations in favour of a solution 

– they wanted to be ‘part of Europe’ in a unified island. They were seeing, in that sense, 
the potential of what their own experience could be if…3 

Paradoxes of Language?

The peculiar link of Spatial and Temporal categories is only part of a broader set of para-
doxes in Cypriot culture and its modern history. One can sense these paradoxes in the 
equally strange relation of the islanders to the linguistic forms they use.4 There are several 
languages spoken on the island. The politicians’ speech and media discourse is usually 
conducted in official Greek or Turkish according to the community, though English is 
widely used.5 The two communities have their own linguistic forms related to the families 
of languages of Greek or Turkish origin but which are different from the official versions 
that are imported, and reproduce the official linguistic idioms of Greece and Turkey. This 
linguistic situation has been described as diglossia,6 in this instance between the official 
languages and the everyday linguistic form used by the majority, a majority language that 
is nevertheless excluded from the schools/educational system and the media. The paradox 
is, that given the diglossia in existence for more than a century, the Cypriots seem to accept 
the hegemonic discourse that their language is somehow ‘lower’, while at the same time 
they stubbornly continue to use it.7 Actually the adoption of official [Greek or Turkish] 
linguistic versions in everyday language is treated suspiciously: it is called kalamaristika 
among G/Cs and karasakallasmak among T/Cs and both words convey a sense of irony 
and distrust implying that the speaker is talking in a fake manner.
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In this case, the division between Time and Space acquires a new twist reminiscent of co-
lonial experiences: the Cypriot linguistic form is like Space, while the foreign imported 
languages resemble the imported colonial Time - narratives of modernisation, which rely 
upon the negation of the native experience. It is the operation of the orientalising gaze 
in Cyprus.8

Genealogy: from Eastern Tradition to Western colonial Modernity 

In the late 18th Century, we have what may be called the first modern history of Cyprus, 
written by Archimadrite Kyprianos.9 In that text, Cyprus was conceived primarily as 
a Spatial unity, rather than as place where Time, as history, unfolds. The latter model 
became dominant since the early 20th Century, when the inhabitants of Cyprus were 
defined as Greeks or Turks descended from nations which had, according to their 
mythological narratives, a temporal continuity of centuries, and thus their inhabiting of 
Cyprus was part of that broader unfolding of history. On the contrary in Kyprianos’ nar-
rative, which reflected the until then existing hegemonic culture, Cyprus was originally 
inhabited by descendants of Noah with the defining characteristic being the permanence 
of Space, rather than the historical continuity of a certain people/nation/culture. That 
understanding positioned Cyprus decisively in the East – the account of origins was 
Orthodox Christian and Semetic.10 In that framework the main spatial-geographical 
reference points for Cypriots were Istanbul (as administrative and religious centre) 
Jerusalem and Mecca (as religious centers) Beirut and Alexandria (as cultural centers),11 
while the imaginary space of the traditional religious communities spread from the 
Middle East to the Balkans.12 

With the paradigm shift to the new Regime of Truth about History, and thus of the 
way in which a concept of Time was organized and disseminated in the 20th Century 
through the newly created mass educational system, the future was positioned in the 
West. The traditional religious communities became redefined as national extensions of 
other Spaces – Greece and Turkey. In this context, Cyprus, as a Space, was demoted to a 
residual category, an extension of some other national/state’s Space, beyond its natural 
Borders at the sea. 

Cyprus may have been a colony of different empires, but it was conceived as a distinct 
Space due to its obvious geographical boundaries as an island. During the Byzantine pe-
riod, any consideration of Cypriot autonomy became a contested issue, which was finally 
settled when the Church of Cyprus gained it autonomy as early as the 5th Century. In 
the Latin-medieval period, Cyprus was clearly conceived as a country/Hora.13 The more 
recent transformation of the island into an imaginary province of another country/state, 
was constructed as a ‘desire’ for modernisation,14 due to the other spaces/countries - 
initially Greece and then Turkey for the T/Cs - being identified with the future, a future 
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that embodied, strangely enough a nostalgia for an invented past. The ‘other country’ 
was presented as being more advanced, as a goal to be reached, but at the same time, as a 
‘Mother’, a ‘place to return to’ – an interesting psychoanalytic slip in itself. The paradox, 
here is due to the embodiment of a frozen conflict: the modernity promised by the 
hegemonic discourse was an effort to maintain local power while simultaneously restruc-
turing it. In effect, the Cypriot natives were defined as barbarians-to-be-civilized by both 
the colonial gaze and the imported nationalisms. These forces generated an aspiration 
for Cyprus to exist as provinces of neighboring countries. The orientalising gaze was now 
internalised as hegemonic ideology.

Hegemonic ideology: The paradox of a country without natives

It is in this context that one can best appreciate the central paradox of post World War 
II Cyprus: as the world was entering the era of decolonisation, in Cyprus the dominant 
ideology remained colonial. This ideology envisioned annexing Cyprus to another state – 
a project which may have been understandable in the ‘age of empires’ but which was out 
of context in this new era of decolonisation. Thus, if one was to rely on the dominant 
discourses, Cyprus was a space with no locals – there were Greeks and Turks of Cyprus, 
but no Cypriots.15 The phenomenon was highlighted by an almost funny incident: when 
the British suggested in the late 1940s and early 50s that some of the local school books 
could be written by Cypriots, there was a vehement reaction from the Right wing and 
the Orthodox Church: the argument was that anything written by Greek authors or 
intellectuals was bound to be better, than anything written by Cypriots.16 It was an amaz-
ing testimony, one of accepting oneself as a colonial native when faced with the higher 
authority of an external power or culture. We have a document here of the Nietzschean 

“slave mentality”.

There was a broader sense of censoring the local, and this had a strategic function in 
constructing the locals as ‘barbarians-under-civilisation’. And this was especially reflected 
in cultural arenas related to identity – in language, for example, where the local linguis-
tic form was demoted just as had been the Space of the island.17 

Yet under the surface of roadblocks, there was movement…

The 1940s was a period of intense social conflict.18 As Loizos has so perceptively ana-
lysed,19 the 1940s was a period, where modernisation became Cypriot – i.e. the locals 
demanded for themselves, ‘here and now’, those promises for the future that had been 
proclaimed by the colonial power and discourse. And in this context, the existing local 
powers (whether of the upper classes or of cultural forms such as the ones embodied in 
the Church and patriarchal structures),20 who were historically friendly with colonial 
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rulers, had to face a ‘crisis of authority’. Here there was another crisis of a Regime of 
Truth – extending almost into a decade. There was lower class and youth revolt, but 
also an increasing questioning of traditional culture by secular trends in society. In this 
context, 1947-48 was a period of intense political, economic and cultural conflict.21 The 
Church, for example, wasn’t reacting due to a concern that its ‘own intellectuals’ should 
maintain control over the writing of school texts – it feared that local secularizing trends 
might control the educational system.22 It preferred foreign control – and as it moved 
away from its alliance with British political colonialism, it shifted its discourse to the 
messianic demand for cultural colonialism by the mother-country (Greece) of nationalist 
narratives.23 And so did the secular Kemalist leadership of the T/Cs. Thus, the Cypriots 
were told by their local elites, that yes they could question the British now, but they were 
still underdeveloped natives, who needed guidance and education from superior authori-
ties from abroad. For the G/C elite and its power through its institutions, the conserva-
tive turn of the Greek state during and after the Greek civil war, was a guarantee that the 
new hegemonic ideology would be under the control of the Church again.

If one tries to interpret this hegemonic ideology, that had adopted western Time over 
local Space, the interpretation should be traced to the way local power functioned for 
centuries: the Church and the local upper classes tended to rely on external powers for 
controlling the ‘natives’. Cyprus was a valuable Space – both economically and politi-
cally/militarily – and the local structures of power sought control by offering loyalty to 
foreign powers. This willingness to invite foreign intervention, without realizing the 
consequences - as the coup which led to the invasion of 1974 demonstrated - was evident 
again recently. When the local leftist government was trying to negotiate with the Troika 
in the second part of 2012,25 most of the media attacked the government for not accept-
ing the terms of the Troika. One may argue that, most of the media were controlled by 
those who worked to pass on the devastating consequences of the banking crisis to the 
Public/its citizens, but there again there was also something of the old colonial belief 
about the superiority of outsiders in the rhetoric of the media. 

Sources and Forms of resistance

Initially, modern Cypriotness emerged as a residual category.26 The first claims for 
independence emerged among the lower classes and their ideologists - the communists 
in the 1920’s, who provided the first forms of organization of the modern working class. 
The Cypriot linguistic form, as the everyday sign of Cypriotness, eluded all attempts to 
contain it – it resisted – outside the school classrooms and despite the hegemonic aura 
of Greek and Turkish languages.

Where did Cypriot resistance draw its inspiration and its lasting ability to emerge even 
when it seemed confined to a “dead zone” between roadblocks? The answer must be 
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traced to its geopolitical position as a Border society.27 It was too valuable to be given to 
one state, and its open position enabled the natives, despite the discourse of the elites 
and those in power, to also show awareness of broader dynamics – and use the alliances 
of various actors.28 The Cypriot linguistic form resisted successfully, precisely because it 
could evolve in an open environment interacting with other languages. After all, the rea-
son the British chose Cyprus in 1878 was its proximity to the Suez Canal, leaving only 
when the Arab Revolt climaxed in the nationalisation of the Suez Canal in 1956. In 
this sense, Geopolitics determined the reality within which political dynamics unfolded, 
despite the semi-religious colonial form of the hegemonic ideology and of the way the 
local elites interpreted the events. 
The 1950s was the apotheosis of reification – in that decade the two communities were 
caught in a form of anti-colonial - and sectarian - struggle in which the dominant ideol-
ogy was either enosis,29 or taxim/partition. Yet, they ended up with independence, which 
was the dominant trend globally, but also the practical solution for two rival national-
isms compromised by geographical space – Greek Cypriots were the majority but the 
island was next to Turkey while Greece was far more distant.

These geopolitical realities created the context within which local conflicts unfolded and 
the local elites seemed constantly to be a step behind events. The wisdom of the Border 
seemed to have existed more among the lower classes and the everyday – albeit cast into 
the sphere of the profane in contrast to what was considered “High culture”.30 It was in 
the everyday that Cypriot consciousness matured, affecting the political terrain in the 
period 1964-74. But the two communities were already divided by roadblocks – the first 
separation had started in the late 1950s and climaxed in the 1963-64 period. 

Epilogue

During the period which followed 1974 internal distances expanded as the internal 
boundary signified by the roadblocks became solid, while up to the 1990s externally the 
island moved from a period of staunch independence into new forms of dependence 

– as the accession talks for the EU signified. The burgeoning banking sector became 
emblematic of this new ‘opening’ of the Republic of Cyprus, while the T/Cs remained 
secluded in the ‘North’ under the auspices of the Turkish army and International 
embargos. It was this process that led to the ‘entry’/integration of Cyprus in the EU and 
the events of 2003 that I have narrated at the beginning of this essay.

Postscript

Between March 15 to 23, 2013 there was another collapse of the hegemonic framework – 
just as in 2003. The news that the new government had accepted or even promoted the 
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idea of taking money from all deposits, in order to finance the banks, caused an uproar, 
creating public protests which the media now failed to contain – and eventually the 
Parliament rejected the plan. And so Cyprus became a country which effectively forced 
a change to a decision by a Eurogroup, a change that to a large extent protected lower 
and middle classes bank deposits. They were removed from consideration as a source 
of revenue devised to save those banks ‘too big to fail’. The new plan had targeted the 
Cypriot banking sector in a context which had the aura of geopolitical conflicts31 – but, 
at least, it targeted its sins. Cyprus will still, however, enter the problems of external 
loans for austerity and bear the social and economic impact of those measures. In that 
climate of revolt, Europe, as the desired future, was demystified as was Greece in 1974, 
while Cyprus was quite suddenly re-affirmed with the same passion that Cypriot con-
sciousness/identity was asserted in the 1960s and the 1970s. The perceptive maps with 
which the Cypriots had been ‘marching into the future’ as embodied by Europe (another 
intersection of Time with a Space outside the island) collapsed – and in that moment, 
again, local Space, Cyprus as ‘our’ country, as a valuable geopolitical, and now, econom-
ic, site, emerged as the hidden, but always, present source of the peculiar, and at times 
unexpected, resistance of the natives. It seemed like a moment where the present and 
the imagining of the future in terms of Time were conceived in direct relation to the 
material reality of the experience of local Space and the everydayness of the locals. 
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both argued for enosis, the discourse of the Left was strategic, while that of the Church-
Right was ‘messianic’. See: M. Attalides, Cyprus and International Politics (New York: St. 
Martin’s Press, 1979). 

24.   In 1974, the coup, which opened the door to the invasion by the Turkish army, was organ-
ised by the Greek military Government which relied on the violence of the G/C extreme 
right wing. The pre-coup campaign to undermine democratic institutions and independ-
ence, had the support of networks of power in the Church, the army, and the state which 
seemed willing to invite or accept foreign intervention against the overwhelming majority 
which supported the then president, Makarios.

25.   The conflict continued for two years, since the local leftist government was not only trying 
to avoid the coming of Troika, but also the implementation of austerity for the sake of 
those banks, which involved in risky investments in Greece. The banking sector had man-
aged, in the period prior to the spring of 2012, to hide its problems from public discussion, 
hoping to get state or European support and shift the bill of damages to the Public.

26.   It was a form of experience, which couldn’t be accommodated in the modernising narra-
tives of ‘Greekness’ and ‘Turkishness’. The existence of different institutions in Cyprus and 
the neighboring countries, the coexistence of the two communities, and the linguistic dif-
ferences have been sources of these residuals, which coalesced subsequently in the modern 
forms of ‘Cypriotness’. For further discussion see: M. Attalides, “The sources of Cypriot 
Consciousness,” in Cyprus and International Politics (1979). Attalides referred to the G/C 
community. The T/C community witnessed analogous currents in the 1970s. See: A. A. 
Mehmet ed., Turkish Cypriot Identity in Literature, 1990.

27.   For a work on the border status of the island in the middle ages see: Theodore 
Papadopoulos, “Frontier Status and Frontier Processes in Cyprus,” in The Sweet Land of 
Cyprus (Nicosia: Cyprus Research Centre, 1993). On the application of the framework 
of the Border on the analysis of Cypriot social and historical movements see: Andreas 
Panayiotou, “Border Dialectics: Cypriot Social and Historical Movements in a World 
Systemic Context,” in Beyond a Divided Cyprus, ed. Nicos Trimikliniotis and Umut Bozkurt 
(London: Palgrave, 2012), 67-83.

28.   The first political force to raise the issue of multiple alliances was the Left from the 1940s. 
Subsequently Makarios, Archbishop-leader of the G/C Right-wing during the anti-colonial 
struggle and subsequent president of the Republic, moved also to adopt a non-aligned 
policy. This policy proved clearly helpful, politically and economically, in the period of the 
1960s and 1970s when the Republic of Cyprus faced multiple pressures: sectarian conflict, 
external intervention, coup, war and division.

29.   ‘Union’/ Annexing to Greece.
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30.   For a contrast of lower and upper class culture and politics in relation to historical dynam-
ics see: Andreas Panayiotou, “Hegemony, Permissible Public Discourse, and Lower Class 
Political Culture,” in Cyprus and the Politics of Memory, ed. Rebecca Bryant and Yiannis 
Papadakis (London: I.B Tauris, 2012), 71- 94. It was lower class political culture, actually, 
which seemed much more aware, also, of the ‘need’ for cooperation between the two com-
munities in face of the danger of foreign interventions.

31.   There was a heated debate on the ‘aims’ of ‘German Hegemony’ to control the flow of 
Russian capital. During the negotiations with Troika in 2012 the issue of Russian relations 
with Cyprus was often invoked by the western media.

Dr Andreas Panayiotou was born in 1960. He teaches social science, communication, and cultural 
studies courses at the Frederick University Cyprus. He has worked and written on social history and 
the processes of identity formation in the experience of Cypriot modernity. His broader interests 
include the effort to decipher patterns and dialectical formations in the interaction between the 
dynamics of the dominant cultural and political structures in the world system, with social move-
ments and other forms of resistance.
 His recent works in English are representative of this dual emphasis: “Hegemony, Permissible 
Public Discourse, and Lower Class Political Culture”. In Cyprus and the Politics of Memory, ed. by R. 
Bryant and Y. Papadakis. 2012. I.B Tauris. “Border dialectics: Cypriot social and historical move-
ments in a world systemic context”. In Beyond a Divided Cyprus: A State and Society Transformation, ed. 
By N. Trimikliniotis and U. Bozkurt. 2012. Forthcoming in Palgrave MacMillan
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Revisiting Inarticularcy 
Iannis Zannos

Excerpt from J.S. Bach’s Cantata Gottes Zeit ist die beste Zeit («Actus Tragicus»). Section, Es ist der Alte Bund (Andante), 

ending in a bar of silence.
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Introduction: Music, Inarticulacy and Silence

It has been said all too often that our culture is a culture of the image, favouring the 
sense of vi-sion at the detriment of other senses. As Christoph Cox points out, “pre-
vailing theoretical mod-els are inadequate to [sound art]. Developed to account for the 
textual and the visual, they fail to capture the nature of the sonic.”1 Cox argues that the 
resistance of sound based arts to analysis on the basis of representation and textuality 
has been noted early on, and has given rise to inter-pretations of music as either “sub-
representational” (addressing raw emotion) or “super-representational” (addressing the 
universal and absolute). This conceptual split seems to be cou-pled to a sociological and 
anthropological one. The realm of sound attains both a privileged status and a banished 
one. Music plays a central role both in sacred rituals and in socially pro-scribed practices. 
This ambivalent status is reflected in the treatment of musicians and dancers in many 
traditions, a combination of reverence and anathema. One of the central ancient myths 
ex-pressing this ambivalence is that of Orpheus, a favorite myth in western culture, from 
Claudio Monteverdi’s Opera in 1607 to Jean Cocteau’s film Orpheus in 1950. 

Between and beyond these two examples lie numerous others, such as the reconstructed 
references to Orpheus and Virgil in the Brandenburg Concertos of Johann Sebastian 
Bach,2 Gluck’s popular Orfeo ed Euridice (1872), Beethoven’s commissioned portrait as 
Orpheus (painted by his friend Joseph Willibrord Mähler) and his programmatic refer-
ences to Orpheus in the fourth Piano Concerto (1807), Jacques Offenbach’s satirical opera 
Orphée aux enfers (1858) and Jan Kott’s critical analysis of Orpheus as the prototype of 
the musician, artist and actor in The Eating of the Gods.3 The Devadasi in India, the 
Geisha, but also the Sarugaku and Kabuki actors in Japan, are well-known examples of 
castes that are both shunned and revered, while the Gypsies and Roma are marginal-ized 
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groups whose role as bearers of musical craftsmanship is recognized throughout modern 
history. These are prominent examples of the subaltern in the context of music.4 
In present essay I reflect on an installation about Narcissus and Echo presented at the 
Through the Roadblocks project, as a result of a collaboration between Jean-Pierre Hébert 
and myself. The installation was inspired by Ovid’s version of the Narcissus myth, 
how-ever it evoked an absent Echo, one replaced by the sounds of swallows circling a 
tensegrity structure reflected in a pool, a stand in for the figure of Narcissus – with all 
the counter-intuitive meeting of strength and delicacy this represents. Occasionally, this 
installation would be silent and it’s the experience of these silences that over time have 
given rise to further thoughts about silence, and which are pursued in the present essay. 

The connection of music to the subaltern is rooted in a deeper affinity between the 
mode of existence of marginalized social groups and music as a manifestation of the 
non-representational aspects of consciousness. Martin Vogel has made a rare attempt to 
uncover hid-den links between music and the animal element in the beginnings of west-
ern culture through linguistic, archaeological and anthropological studies. His thesis is 
summarized in the epilogue of “Onos Lyras” (“The Donkey with the Lyre”):5 In contrast 
to Nietzsche’s “The Birth of Trag-edy from the Spirit of Music”,6 Vogel proposes to show 

“The Birth of Music from the Spirit of the Domestication of the Donkey”. In pursu-
ing his controversial thesis, Vogel exposes numerous links between musical practices 
in Africa, the Near East and Europe and banished tribes or castes that follow ancient 
practices of animal domestication. In a series of books, one of which is en-tirely dedi-
cated to the etymology of European words related to the origins music,7 Vogel uncov-ers 
hidden traces in the sound of words and in social practices and myths, linking music to 
the animal element. These are symbolic hints to substrata that remain from the birth of 
ancient civi-lizations and of technologies based on the domestication of animals. One 
of the threads in Vo-gel’s investigation regards the connection of words used in chant 
and music, such as Halleluiah, and the mating calls of donkeys. In the world of pre-
modern cultures, the essential characteristic separating animal cries from speech is their 
inarticulacy. Animal cries represent the instinctive, non-thinking part of animal being 
in contrast to the logical aspect represented by speech. At about the same time as Vogel, 
Jacques Attali looked at the unstructured, illogical parts of music from the point of view 
of its means of production and of power struggles: In his book Bruits (Noise) he took a 
different sociological approach to the phenomenon of music and representa-tion, link-
ing attitudes towards musical form and function to technological means of production 
and social hierarchies of power.8 

The title of Attali’s book, Noise is indicative of the turn of attention away from the struc-
tured to the in-articulate aspects of music in the 20th Century. The switch of focus from 
concepts such as articulation, formal unity, relations of whole and parts, proportion and 
structure to the contrary concepts of noise, chaos, flow and the inarticulate in the 20th 
Century, reflects a rising preoccu-pation with those levels of culture and consciousness 
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that lie beyond the reach of logic. Cage writes that “music is continuous only listening is 
intermittent”,9 while Deleuze writes that “One can [...] conceive of a continuous acoustic 
flow [...] that traverses the world and that even en-compasses silence [...] A musician is 
someone who appropriates something from this flow”.10 The recognition of the chaotic 
and unformed as a substratum of music, contrasts with the older focus on logic, articula-
tion and structure as the axiomatic and indisputable foundations of musi-cal art. While 
recognizing the link of music to affect, the theoretical tradition of western music had 
cultivated an approach emphasizing the structured and articulate. Since the late Renais-
sance, music has been based on rhetoric as the art of persuasion, of expression and of 
the com-munication of ideas. The development of polyphonic and harmonic musical 
genres that led to the Classical Style of the 18th Century is founded on highly formalized 
rules for the construction of musical form in a manner analogous to rhetorical argu-
ment.11 This goes hand-in-hand with Rationalism and its bias towards clear structure and 
order. Thus, the failure of modern theory to disengage from the representational, and 
its preoccupation with the textual approach has deep historical roots. As Kim-Cohen 
puts it: “If there is such a strata of experience, we must accept it mutely. It finds no voice 
in thought or discourse. Since there is nothing we can do with it, it seems wise to put 
it aside and concern ourselves with that of which we can speak”.12 In this con-text, Cox 
calls for “a different sort of theoretical analysis – not a theory particular to sound, but 
one capable of accounting for sound and the other arts.”13 An undertaking at that level 
requires some fundamental methodological considerations. As a step in this direction, 
the present essay considers an element of the sonic universe that is perhaps least ana-
lysed in relation to its impor-tance: Silence, the absence of sound. Silence relates to the 
topic of inarticulacy in several ways: It is unstructured itself, yet it is the most absolute 
and clear structural element. It may be re-garded as the quintessence of music as an 
art of the ineffable; for it is empty of content and by virtue of this it can adopt or be 
charged with any content. By consequence, the spectrum of se-miotic uses of silence 
in music is remarkably rich, arguably richer than that of any other element. Yet while 
there exist morphologies of melody, harmony, rhythm and timbre, no morphology of 
silence has ever been proposed. One might say that attempting such morphology would 
be con-trary to the essence of silence as an object of study. Because of its protean nature, 
silence resists categorization. How might one then approach the topic of silence within 
the scope of a theory that starts with sound but embraces other arts, as Cox has posited? 
The objective of the present essay is to indicate some of the roles that silence can play in 
the formulation of such a trans-disciplinary theory.

Silence and Repetition: Echo and Identity

In Dracula’s Legacy,14 Kittler uncovers a relationship of the mechanical recording of 
sound and speech to the ambivalent role of the female gender in the genesis of psycho-
analytical discourse. As Josh Epstein notes, “Kittler seems to be approaching the issue of 
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the different ways in which we as subjects receive sound as emanations from the indi-
vidual signifier, and not as signified objects of “sound.”15 Since mechanical reproduction 
is what enables the separation of sound as an object from its source, and sound is a 
prime conveyor of the signified, it is a natural (but brilliant!) idea of Kittler to investigate 
the impact that this separation has on the relationship between the sender and receiver 
of the sound as carrier of a communication act. Kittler argues that mechanical reproduc-
tion caused the split of the communication process of psychoanalytical discourse into 
two separate feedback loops: one feminine and one mechanical.16 He points out the 
parallels between that and another recording activity in which women played a key role: 
The recording of proceedings on a typewriter. As exemplary subject in this scenario, he 
analyses the role of Mina in Bram Stoker’s Dracula as the typist whose records create the 
main cohesive narrative in the novel. On the transition from the animalistic Id to the 
rational Ego, Kittler remarks: “In order to replace the Id with an Ego, to replace violence 
with technol-ogy, it is necessary that one first fall into the clutches of this violence. The 
beginning of every romance reverses for a certain period of time the roles of hunter and 
hunted.”17 Geert Lovink remarks that in this essay Kittler develops for the first time his 
thesis of “the woman (Mina Harker) who controls the registration apparatus (in this 
case, the newly invented typewriter) as medium of the man”.18 In his later works, Kittler 
turned increasingly to antiquity, and this is where a story about the separation of the 
voice from the speaker can be found, one that involves the concepts of the hunter and 
hunted, in reversed roles than those of Dracula. It is the story of Narcissus and Echo as 
told by Ovid. The starting point for the parallel is straightforward: Like Mina, Echo has 
no voice of her own, but repeats the sayings of her male interlocutor. However, there 
are multiple reversals, and some telling differences. Here the hunter is identified with 
a female supernatural being who repeats the sound: Echo. Contrary to Mina, Echo is 
simultane-ously the hunter and the supernatural being (note that Narcissus is out hunt-
ing deer when he is first spotted by Echo). The alternate source repeating the sound 
is not a technical medium but a (super-) natural phenomenon. Underneath this lay 
manifestations of silence: The silence of Echo that never voices words of her own. The 
silence into which the words of the caller are ech-oed. And finally, the silence separating 
individual repetitions of an echo. Here is silence re-vealed in its purest incarnation, as an 
articulating inarticulate element. The primal musical coun-terpart of Echo is antiphony 
(a call and response type of singing), a ubiquitous, primeval musical form. Deleuze made 
this form a central subject of his thought through is writings on “refrain”, in conjunc-
tion with further central notions: repetition and difference. One may say that silence is 
revealed as that which makes repetition possible. Furthermore, the myth of Narcissus 
and Echo exposes silence as a vital if inaudible element of dialogue. The refrain is a 
special variant of an-tiphony, which separates the roles of the partners in a dialogue: 
One partner spins the tale for-ward, while the other provides a stable ground through 
repetition. In the refrain, the repetition becomes decoupled from the forward-moving, 
changing discourse of the narrating actor, in order to provide a stable ground or orienta-
tion point that provides the setting for the narration. Here we already have terms that 
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start from sound to encompass other realms of expression: “Ground” or “ground bass” 
denotes a repeating theme that is steadily repeated (Italian: Ostinato), forming the basis for 
a piece through variations. In discourse, the Ground is the Echo, the partner that reflects 
the tale spun by the active narrator. The term ground expresses the foundational, stability-
lending role of this element. The term ground also links to the idea of background in the 
visual arts.

Silence, Rupture and Distance

Silence started being used as an expressive device in music at the point of transition 
between the Renaissance and Mannerism and the Baroque period. Notable examples are 
found in works by Gesualdo da Venosa, and in the Italian Madrigals of Heinrich Schütz 
(1610) and Claudio Mon-teverdi. The importance of silence is acknowledged in Baroque 
musical rhetorical theory through a group of figures used to express either silence or a 
break in the composition: Apokope (an omitted or shortened final note in one voice), 
aposiopesis (a rest in one or all voices), abruptio or ellipsis (the sudden breaking off of musi-
cal passage), homoioptoton, ho-moioteleuton, tmesis, suspiratio, and pausa. Abruptio is used 
to express loss, downfall, or de-struction.19 Johann Sebastian Bach’s work contains an 
extraordinary example of abruptio com-bined with aposiopesis, a rare instance of a piece 
ending with an incomplete melody fragment followed by notated silence. It occurs in 

“Actus Tragicus” (“Tragic Act”, BWV 106), a funeral cantata that Bach composed when 
he was barely 23 years of age. The silence is situated at the pivotal point of the piece, 
separating the first part representing the Old Testament view of death from the second 
part representing the New Testament’s view. This is one of the most striking expressions 
of rupture in the musical repertoire. It is introduced by a dense, sombre and disso-nant 
passage embedded in an antithetical setting: Low strings and voices illustrate the words 

“human, you must die” while a single high female voice contrasts this, chanting “Yes 
come, Lord Jesus”. The parts of the low layer break off one after the other, leaving the 
high voice soaring alone, until it also fades away (pianissimo) with a phrase suspended in 
mid air. There follows a bar of silence. This setting connects silence to death, to rupture 
and to the expectation of transi-tion. Here, silence forms part of a group of signs that 
signify rupture and death: The contrast between high and low register, downward melodic 
leaps, and finally, what one might call the “broken” or “crossed” tetrachord. This is a 
sequence of four scale steps (g a b c), which is bro-ken in the middle by a downward leap to 
the lower octave between a and b. The motif figures prominently in the beginning of the 
above movement, as theme of a fugato to the words “It is the old testament”. Here empti-
ness is expressed by the distance between a and b, heard as a break in the stepwise move-
ment of g a b c. This motif is found in many other works, spanning Bach’s entire output 
(e.g. “Motet Komm Jesu Komm” BWV229, the theme of the g minor Fugue from the Well 
Tempered Clavier, WTK 861, the middle movement of Brandenburg Concerto No 6 BWV 
1051, divided between two oboes in the the opening of St John Passion, BWV 245). It also 
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figures prominently in major works of the classical repertory such as in the last movement 
of Mozart’s 40th Symphony, the Scherzo of Beethoven’s 5th Symphony and the last move-
ment of his 3rd Piano Concerto.

Silence, Spans, Erasure, Stasis

In “Music Discomposed” Stanley Cavell gives the following example of a question that 
a critic might ask about a work of art: “Why does Beethoven put in a bar of rest in the 
last line of the fourth Bagatelle (Op. 126)?”20 Of all possible questions about Beethoven’s 
work, this is one of the most perplexing ones: The pause appears quasi out of nowhere, 
with nothing to suggest its place in the flow of the piece. The context of the Bagatelles as 
playful explorations of formal possibilities suggests that this piece is an experiment with 
pauses. Two previous pauses in the same piece confirm this. These pauses are reminis-
cent of Haydn’s experiments with pauses, as for example in the String Quartet op 33 
No 2 (“Joke Quartet”). While Haydn’s style is still close to baroque rhetoric, it extends 
beyond that: His pauses, embedded in the symmetric structure of periods of the classi-
cal style, trick the listener into trying to complete mentally that which appears to have 
been missed or discontinued. Haydn’s pauses are not just semantic complements in the 
rhetoric of the piece; they challenge the structure of the narrative itself. They create a 
puzzle: Why is the performance suddenly interrupted between phrases? Here silence is a 
device that points to the performance of the piece itself as an object consisting of sound 
and action. In other words, Haydn’s pauses are no longer just signs in a musical score. 
They point at the sound as object in itself and not merely a manifestation of the written 
text. Heightening the effect of this device, the quartet ends in a silence following the 
initial short phrase of the last movement, thus negating the structural sense of an end by 
a beginning, and creating both a closed circle and an open struc-ture that continues into 

“empty” time. In Beethoven’s Bagatelle, the silence is inserted at the end of a transition, 
as if obliterating the passage that modulates to the next section. It is as if the text has 
been deliberately erased from the score, leaving emptiness where there surely must be 
some-thing. Haydn’s and Beethoven’s pieces are like precursors of Lothar Wolleh’s por-
trait of René Magritte, with a photo of the artist outside the frame, and the head missing 
under the hat in the picture itself.

Silence can also hide behind a curtain of sound. Such is the case in the opening of 
Chopin’s Scherzo No 4, Op. 54. This silence behind a single chord held for the entire 
second part of a pe-riod is the subject of analysis in Hasty’s contribution to a Deleuzian 
theory in music.21 This held pause at once suspends the movement of the piece and 
creates a sense of aporia (“Where is this going, and why are we suspended in air?…”).This is an-
swered in the second appearance of the opening theme in the middle of the piece, where 
the (previously removed or hidden) chords are inserted underneath the held chord. The 
above pieces of Beethoven and Chopin can be seen as precursors of sound montage, 
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where parts of the sound are removed or added as objects. Silence thus is a prerequisite 
for the conception of the sonic object, Pierre Schaeffer’s “Objet Sonore”.22 

Conclusion

Silence is the element of music that allows the greatest disruptive and semiotic power 
at the same time. The unfolding of its different aspects has been a gradual process 
throughout the history of Western music. The break created by silence opens views to 
otherwise hidden aspect of cultural semiosis. It also acts as a tool to effect a change of 
view, perspective or level. Discontinuity, inarticulacy and emptiness are revealed to be 
potent motors for imagination, creativity, and dia-logue. In the program outlined by Cox, 
that of a theory of sound that encompasses also other arts, silence is the bridge between 
inarticulacy and the articulate. By virtue of this, it opens gateways to the exploration 
of pervading human experiences that are otherwise difficult to exter-nalize, such as the 
sense of absence, separation and distance. 
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“It makes her blind she said”:  
Love, Exhaustion and the Roadblock 
Ghalya Saadawi

Image from the book On Love and Other Landscapes, by Yazan Khalili, 2011
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The notion of the roadblock, if denuded of its literal sense, triggers thinking about a 
possibly inexhaustible set of phenomena and practices such as the military, the barricade, 
policing, the law, occupation, circulation, control, circumvention, smuggling, visibility/
invisibility, tunnels, walls – the exercise of power, no less. Conceptually, these connect 
to a dense constellation of not unproblematic, complex notions: limit, paradox, aporia, 
structures, ideology, even perhaps suspicion, all of which point in some way to a struggle, 
a tension, an opposition, as well as to something beyond that is both constituted and 
generated from within – the movement of a dialectic. 

The roadblock could be understood as a formation that requires a given terrain only to 
exceed it. A way through as much as an impasse, it is a material constraint that high-
lights its own potential to be breached and creates/is its own conditions of possibility; 
those very conditions for it to be challenged and subverted.

This paper will proceed in note-like fashion: notes, as generators for thinking, limited 
by virtue of their constrained style, yet always holding something larger, broader, more 
elaborate within them; little indexes. They are notes inspired by this idea of the roadblock 
as a limit that can generate its own excesses. This does not exclude that in its applied sense, 
a roadblock is essentially a means of surveillance and a means to control the movement of 
peoples, forced migrations or the policing of borders whether for arms or for goods. Yet 
depending on who is on those ‘blocked roads’, it can also be a site for refusal.

This conference, Through the Roadblocks: Thinking Realities in Raw Motion set itself out to 
“examine the complex dynamics and often overlooked inter-connections between inclu-
sion and exclusion, sharing and denial, identity and borders, the status of citizenship 

“It makes her blind she said”: 
Love, Exhaustion and the Roadblock 
Ghalya Saadawi
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and the fundamental aporia of democracy in Europe and the Eastern Mediterranean”. 
It set out to discuss the status of roadblocks, both real and implied, through different 
vectors. Those include artistic practices, as well as a rethinking of activism in the context 
of what became known as the Arab Spring and the Occupy Movements, a resounding 
response to fraudulent governments, the economic crash and the monstrous failures of 
neo-liberal, capitalist politics.

This short paper hopes to unpack certain musings on love and exhaustion in order to help 
us re-think this idea of the roadblock and the possibility of resistance to its operations. It 
does this in part through the context of an ongoing struggle in Palestine against Israel’s 
brutal occupation – as symbolised in the apartheid wall – and returns us to those ques-
tions about what kinds of artistic or documentary representations can still be produced 
given these conditions. Love and exhaustion will be explored through a photographic 
work by architect and artist Yazan Khalili titled On Love and Other Landscapes (2011-2013). 
Through a breed of fiction and a montage of image and text, the project proposes to prob-
lematise the representation of Palestine and its landscape of occupation through forms 
that might just lie ‘outside’ the now exhausted discourses that lead to a rhetoric saturated 
by the habitual and formulaic. As such, these notes, as well as Khalili’s own project, try 
to broach questions of location, dislocation and ‘being-together’ that elide the reitera-
tive, normative modes of speaking about the occupation of Palestinian land and identity 
politics. And by extension, certain tepid strands of conservative, exploitative discourses on 
human rights and activism, most often based on dutifully circulating information in the 
service of garnering media attention, or maintaining the status of victims as victims, or on 
the bureaucratic U.N.–ification of struggles against colonisation. 

Note 1: On Love 

At first sight, the two terms, love and exhaustion are not etymologically related. However, 
on further reflection, we can begin to consider how they could in many ways be accom-
plices and aid in our understanding of the possible. “We know the words of love to be 
inexhaustible, but as to speaking about love, could we perhaps be exhausted?”1 
Following his observations of the language employed by the French dating site Meetic, 
Alain Badiou raises the question of whether love under late capitalism has not become 
essentially about guarantees and safety nets; love without suffering and love without 
chance. He asks whether the logic of capital has not in fact perforated even our very rela-
tionship to love, selling it as insured against risk and inefficiency, making it assured, con-
trolled and commodified. Comparing this risk-free approach to the U.S military logic of 
‘zero-dead’ wars or ‘smart’ bombs, Badiou argues for a re-invention of the idea of love not 
as a contract of gains and losses, or as a strengthening of the social bond through, say, 
marriage, but on a model of life based on risk, desire, adventure: “It is as an existential 
project: to construct a world from a decentred point of view other than that of my mere 
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impulse to survive or re-affirm my own identity”.2 He describes two lovers leaning against 
one another looking at a sunset over a scenic landscape, each knowing that the other is 
witnessing the same scene. It is this very knowledge of their different views converging, 
now incorporated into a ‘subject’ that can see the landscape “through the prism of our 
difference” that this world can be born not just to represent what fills my own personal 
gaze, but so that “love constitutes precisely [...] the paradox of an identical difference.”3

 
Talking and thinking about love could well be exhausting or exhausted, inviting a deep 
uncommunicativeness. Has not everything been said? Do words of love not ‘deflower’ or 
tarnish themselves as soon as they are declared? Has philosophy also not given thinking 
love over to God and theology? Either way, for philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy, love must 
also be (re)thought through its limit. Love (and thinking love) has been understood as 
marked by a fundamental paradox of losing oneself and finding oneself; of total gener-
osity towards all the possibilities of love and possible kinds of love, and to a reticence 
not to choose between all possible loves; not to exclude or to privilege because love is 
boundless as a singularity and not reducible to a substance or a characteristic that one 
can extricate and observe. It is precisely this which can bring an end to the split between 
a love in which the self is lost and one where the self is recuperated (which he extends to 
the opposition between gift and property for instance, whereby love problematises the 
relation to the subject in both of those). He refers to “generous reticence” as that which 
characterises both thinking love as well as the exercise of thought itself. Love does not 
call forth a certain kind or register of thought, but “it invites to thinking as such.”4 

Taking it further, thinking love also becomes the possibility of thinking the very notion 
and life of community, or of living together, akin to Badiou and Nancy’s thoughts on 
the relation between love and communism (at least on the political notions of commu-
nity not as essence or fusion, but as the sharing of having no identity; on bonds that are 
not based upon ‘the people’, ‘the nation’, ‘generic humanity’ and so on). 5 In a conver-
sation with Avital Ronell and Wolfgang Schirmacher, Nancy elaborates how Christian 
traditions of love are based on commandments to love everyone and as such are founded 
on an essential impossibility and this impossibility, in turn, is what has produced this 
understanding of love (in Western thinking). He elaborates: 

Love consists in my giving from me what is not mine in any sense of a possible 
possession of mine, not even my person. So to love means to give what is behind or 
beyond any subject, any self. It is precisely a giving of nothing, a giving of the fact 
that I cannot possess myself. In that case I would say that to give is the same as to 
abandon [...] In other words, love is to share the impossibility of being a self [...] We 
think the body of political thought not as an organicity, but of community as the 
living to share precisely an impossibility of being–in–common. I would say the com-
munity of love is a community living to share the absence of common being. There is 
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no common property, and that is what we have to share. That’s the first extension of 
this idea of love.6 

We could also sketchily connect these ideas to Chantal Mouffe’s notion of agonistic 
politics founded on a politics of disagreement, or an agreement to disagree; or further 
connect it to Gayatri Spivak’s reticence, hear refusal, to find a name or a definition for 
activism;7 or the much-repeated phrase uttered by Herman Melville’s fictional character 
Bartelby the scrivener, which has come to characterise some political thought in the 
wake of the failures of May 1968 by addressing power with the riposte: “I would prefer 
not to”. Again, the question that seems to chronically present itself is what are the 
grounds on which we can be together (when it can be so deadly)? 

Note 2: On Exhaustion

In an essay titled “The Exhausted”, Gilles Deleuze (writing on the plays, novels and 
television works of Samuel Beckett) presents exhaustion as being far more than tired. It 
is having exhausted all possibilities within, and thus all possibilities of anything outside. 

“The tired person can no longer realise, the exhausted person can no longer possibilise.”8 
When one wants to realise the possible (going out; staying; tying shoelaces; taking shoes 
off; accomplishing a small or a large feat), one does it according to (the inclusion or 
exclusion of) a set of plans, goals and preferences. In exhaustion, however, the set of vari-
ables become combined endlessly and arbitrarily, but not in any order of preference, goal 
or signification. “One was tired by something, but is exhausted by nothing”.9 The ex-
hausted might accomplish something, but realises nothing. Permutations, combinations 
or series come to hold no preference (become inexhaustible). Because she has renounced 
all need for goal, signification, or preference, the exhausted renounces the possible… 
Wherein lays a pursuit of the formless or the as yet unformulated. Meaning how can one 
give form to the impossibility of ‘possibilisation’ – to exhaustion? Exhaustion can only 
affect what he calls an “amnesiac witness”.10 A beautiful paradox, for how can the one 
who vouches for me, the one who has survived to tell, or the drowned, become forgetful 
of the very thing that constitutes her qua witness? For Deleuze, if language names only 
the possible to ready it for realisation, how can one then combine what has no name in 
exhaustion? It must then perhaps invent a meta-language. Words may no longer real-
ise the possible, but must give possibility a reality that is proper to it: cut-up language, 
broken-up, dried-up, interrupted flows and voices. This could mean even silence, and 
even in silence one must decide, following Beckett, what kind of silence one keeps.
Can this understanding of exhaustion (with its inclusive and exclusive disjunctions) and 
of love, be transported to the realm of political tiredness? The tiredness that resembles 
deep fatigue in its exhaustion of possibility and its incapacity to possibilise; the fatigue 
that results from a continuous demand to address and represent the same scenes – in-
cluding the violence that breaches everyday life, of generalised oppression, neo-coloni-
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alism, capitalist sorcery, exploited, exhausted and imprisoned labour – in the same way, 
through a self-identical language, until all meaning has been exhausted or emptied.11 
Rather, what could the posture, image, or language of living inside exhaustion, through 
and as its limit, be? If politics is also about positions, justice, re/distributions, can 
exhaustion be translated as the tactic of turning one’s back to power?12 Tactics have been 
numerous. Opacity, in the words of art historian TJ Demos following Édouard Glissant, 
has come to characterise some art works, particularly filmic, essayistic, post-documentary 
ones, in their modes of address under conditions of constraints and duress.13 Fiction as 
a tactic, or as a constitutive inevitability in matters of testimony to violence and to death, 
has also been explored as a way of reworking victim/witness speaking positions and 
disentangling the traditional witnessing/testimonial trope from its territorial links to 
impossibility, trauma, truth-telling.

Note 3: Yazan Khalili’s On Love and Other Landscapes (2011-2013)

Khalili’s work consists of a series of photographs overlain with a textual narrative in the 
form of subtitles. Before being framed and displayed as medium-format photographs 
one after the other on a gallery wall, the series of images were in fact presented as a 
heavy, bound, black canvas book.14 The book is akin to a landscape-format family album. 
It is silent; it conjures remembering; it is haunted by ghosts that make demands on 
the present, and like most photo albums, it masks those photos that were not taken or 
not included. However, it is not a family album, but a landscape series, and imaging a 
landscape much less a series, in as loaded, chopped-up and militarised a territory as that 
of occupied Palestine is no trivial affair. ‘Stolen’ out of a moving car window, Khalili’s 
images are fleeting, coloured photos of a Palestinian landscape mostly devoid of people, 
houses, walls, or checkpoints. Rather, we see rolling, green hills, blue skies traversed by 
white clouds, plateaus, blurry passing cars, the odd donkey, a lone shepherd, far away 
towns, long roads, a side car mirror... If not for the subtitles, this could be anywhere 
and nowhere. Yet, precisely, it isn’t. It offers itself up like a cinematic narrative (or even 
a set of slides) constructed through the use of digitally pasted subtitles onto the bottom 
of each photograph through which Khalili addresses some third party (or perhaps he is 
talking to himself). With the textual narrative the viewer can easily guess that what is 
at stake is an absent former lover who has left Palestine and left him with these photos, 
before abandoning him and their relationship altogether. The photos are allegedly (so 
the ‘fictional’ narrative goes) part of a material exchange between the two lovers. He gave 
her the photos he took of her while she gave him the photos she took of the landscape 
devoid of him, leaving him with the “landscape of his disappearance”. And importantly, 
a landscape without the Wall because, “it makes her blind she says”. As such, the photo-
book also functions like a photo-montage, or a film essay of still images that essentially 
deals with the problem of representation and of love in/on a landscape marred by a 
ruthless occupation – perhaps a Wall no less. Yet here, love is not (solely) a feeling, but 
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is itself the terrain and the landscape from which to think or to produce thought on 
the very site of occupation, blocks to movement and irretrievable loss. Palestinian land 
epitomises the metaphor, or better the metonym of a (b)lock: a roadblock, landlock, 
sight-block, movement-block. Furthermore, through image and text, we understand that 
the couple had driven around Palestine together that year. Not only does this sound 
unimaginable in the context of Israeli Defence Force (IDF) checkpoints, borders and 
surveillance, but also most importantly, it proposes the slowness of a road trip and the 
temporality of a love story; not the exhausted one of urgency or crisis (not the most un-
natural way the Palestinian question has most often been portrayed). 

For Khalili, it is counterproductive or even blindingly counter-political to continuously 
circulate images of the Wall, or to point to that which it is, for not only is there a form 
of violence inherent in this, but this also reifies and confirms the reality that the Wall 
is, without ever capturing (the horror of) the trauma of what it actually means and does. 
So why contribute further to the industry of images? This is not only the old question 
of whether images can inherently be violent or not,15 but a proposal for a more subtle 
approach; one not couched in an activist, informative or awareness-raising aesthetic, and 
that may be read as melancholically enacting the Melvillian phrase “I prefer not to”. 

The work is a photomontage that acts like a moving image, that wants to be a moving 
image, but paradoxically isn’t, and cannot be, given that it is about standing still, remain-
ing with what is left and engaging the narrative, poetic potential of this standing still. 
It points to movement, but is blocked both formally and internally by the stillness of 
both the photograph itself and that of the landscape (without the Wall in it, which this 
present absence points to).

How far can one really drive around in Palestine the way those lovers allegedly did? On 
Love and Other Landscapes can be read as a testimonial document that carries fiction in 
its heart, and thus produces images that can utter in perhaps more audible though less 
transparent ways (audible images?), despite a voice that has paradoxically been silenced 
through subtitling. Ways that do not list and rehash what has been exhaustedly listed, 
despite how urgent and violent this listing remains today, 60 years later, in occupied 
Palestine. However, like Beckett’s silence, it matters what love and what representations 
one keeps. 

1.   Jean-Luc Nancy, The Inoperative Community, trans. Peter Connor, Lisa Garbus, Michael Holland 
and Simona Sawhney (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991), 82.

2.   Alain Badiou with Nicolas Truong, In Praise of Love, trans. Peter Bush (London: Serpent’s 
Tail/Profile Books, 2012), 25. 



152

3.  Ibid., 26.
4.  Nancy, 84.
5.  Nancy, xxxiv-xl. 
6.   Avital Ronell and Wolfgang Schirmacher, “Love and Community”: A Round-table 

Discussion with Jean-Luc Nancy, August 2011, European Graduate School (EGS), accessed 
August 26, 2013, http://www.egs.edu/faculty/jean-luc-nancy/articles/love-and-community/.

7.   Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “No Definition for Activism” (Distinguished Keynote speech 
given at the conference, NeMe Through the Roadblocks: Realities in Raw Motion Conference, 
Limassol, Cyprus, November 23, 2012). 

8.   Gilles Deleuze, “The Exhausted,” in Essays Critical and Clinical (Minneapolis: Minnesota 
University Press, 1997), 152. 

9.  Ibid., 153. 
10. Ibid., 155.
11.  We do not have the space to enter into this long debate, however, in passing we point out 

that the problem of violence and representation has been discussed across disciplines, and 
grappled with across generations of filmmakers and photographers, particularly by artists 
seeking various tactics of what some have called negative representation (i.e. not showing) to 
problematise these questions. See for example work and essays of Allan Sekula and Martha 
Rosler (1970’s USA), Jean-Luc Godard, Chris Marker, Walid Raad/The Atlas Group and 
Walid Sadek (Lebanon), the Otolith Group, etc. The work by Yazan Khalili that we discuss 
could easily fall within this field of practice. 

12.  Kodwo Eshun cited in T.J. Demos, “The Right to Opacity: On the Otolith Group’s Nervus 
Rerum,” October 129 (Summer 2009): 113–128.

13. Ibid.
14. Published as part of the Jerusalem Show in 2011.
15.  For an incisive analysis see for example, Marie-José Mondzain, L’image peut-elle tuer? 

(Montrouge: Bayard Éditions, 2002).

Ghalya Saadawi was born in 1975 in Beirut, Lebanon. She has lectured in the Social Science and 
Art History departments of the American University of Beirut, and in Sociology at the Lebanese 
American University, and has worked as a consultant and researcher for various non-governmental 
organisations in Beirut and London. Some of her art writings have appeared in Bidoun, Third Text, 
Nowiswere, Art in America, Frieze, and several other publications and artist monographs. Her poetry 
has not yet been published. In 2010 she co-edited the book Untitled Tracks: On Alternative Music in 
Beirut, and in 2011 she was editor of Plot for a Biennial, the 10th Sharjah Biennial Catalogue. Most 
recently, she wrote and performed a walking tour of Beirut in 2080 titled After the Future: Heritage 
Redux (in collaboration with 98weeks, Beirut and AIR International Research Programme/FARE, 
Milan). She is a PhD candidate at Goldsmiths, University of London, interested in whether/ how 
witnessing/testimony/fiction can be understood/reconceptualised through certain artistic prac-
tices in Lebanon and beyond, and if/ how that reconfiguration can become political/critique. She 
lives between Beirut and London.



153



154



155

Love Letter to a Union 
Lara Khaldi & Yazan Khalili

Do you agree on the union between Syria and Egypt under the United Arab Republic? Agree 

Don’t Agree
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Two friends distanced by their constant travel, exchange emails about their stories of 
love, of futures and more amidst banal, daily events. They use the letter/ email format by 
tricking it; they use it and what it elastically permits, for weaving different contemporary 
events with long-forgotten ones. A slippage in time occurs here between the writing of 
emails and the past. During the lecture performance Lara and Yazan exchange archival 
footage, listen to songs and watch films together. In the performance – which also incor-
porated projected images – Khaldi and Khalili weave together the events that lead to the 
formulation of the United Arab Republic (1958-1961) between Syria and Egypt, and its 
failure, while also speaking about the contract of marriage, love, labor, and Pan-Arabism. 
They question their friendship and love; they wonder, what is a union? But they are 
afraid to answer, so they write to each other about failed love stories. 

Slide (Opening Scene. Love Stories song by Najat As-Saghira over Abdal Nasser’s 
speech on the day of the separation September 29, 1961. We hear Nasser saying: “I 
chose to be with you in this tough day. As you all know the story…”)

January 11, 1958

Dearest,

I’m sitting on an iron cold chair at the airport, brain drained, my back is killing me, but 
I can’t stop writing postponed offline e-mails, I’m wondering if you responded to my 
last e-mail, if you didn’t then its taking you some time. I also wonder if you were up last 
night and decided not to call me. I’m dried out, my ego needs some watering...

Love Letter to a Union 
Lara Khaldi & Yazan Khalili
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It’s been very volatile, the Turkish and Iraqi armies are stationed on the northern 
borders of Syria, and there are American military ships on the shores of Beirut...they say 
Syria is Russia’s puppet…

So the affair starts today; a secret Syrian military delegation just landed in Cairo, they’re 
here to negotiate the contract without the knowledge of the Syrian government…Nasser 
is weary of this contract, he would rather have a Federal unity, one that is strong enough 
to silence the communists here and the conspiring neighboring allies.

Slide (Silent Video of a BBC report in Syria in 1957 of the Syrian people glorifying 
Nasser.)

They tried to manipulate him with people’s love, their Pan-Arab sentiments, you would 
let down the enamored Arab millions, they said…he attempted to fight for internal 
autonomy, but his fatherly commitment took over!

It’s important that we do some research into rethinking Pan-Arabism for our project, 
you have any books in mind? maybe diaries or a novel?, but we need some other sort of 
historical background, ask your father? 

I thought you would find this funny; I read in Akram Hourani’s diaries while surfing the 
net that the Baathists were worried that the communists were gaining popularity for the 
next elections due to the Soviets’ successful space project…So the Baathists thought they 
would use the union as their sputnik against the communists!

I started looking for letters, exchanges between lovers, friends, generations…then I 
thought you would like this quote from Judith Butler to perhaps get us started…as 
I’m not sure if our exchange of e-mails, with the loose weaving of love, marriage, Pan-
Arabism and the union will suffice…

She writes:
“Love is not a state, a feeling, a disposition, but an exchange, uneven, fraught with his-
tory, with ghosts, with longings that are more or less legible to those who try to see one 
another with their own faulty vision.”

Would you come to Beirut for the weekend? Or the 23rd perhaps and we go back togeth-
er? we could all go up to the Hermel...
Anyways I’ll shut up now, lets skype soon?

Kisses
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January 16, 1958

Beloved,

I’m sitting at home in Ramallah, beside my big window overlooking the dark view of the 
lightless valley... I can’t see anything, but I can hear a cockroach singing, a dog barking and 
the fridge… I’m still waiting for my new desk to arrive, Samer “the carpenter” is taking 
longer than expected, and I find it hard to write while sitting on the couch, I feel sleepy…

Slide (Photos of the Syrian military delegation with Nasser in the middle)

But I think this is how the story went: Actually the communists are the ones who insisted 
on full unity; It’s either full unity/a marriage or nothing they said, they thought Nasser 
was not ready for that, that he would pull out, but he tricked them; it had been three days 
of intense and continuous meetings between the two committees, and everyone was there; 
Jado, Afeef, Jamal, Abdel Hakeem, Amin, Salah…But Shukri al Kuwwatli wasn’t there – he 
felt as if it was going to be a coup d’ètàt but was powerless to stop it.

I like the sentence you sent me, where did you find it? Butler could have been writing 
about the union in question! There was an uneven exchange in this union, just like 
ours! or ‘those lovers who unite in order to complete their selves with no recognition of 
the other…the unionists’

Did I tell you what my father once told me about how they, in the Arab nationalist 
movement, began reading Marx? He said that they did that simply to be able to defeat 
the communists when they had debates, only to end up becoming Marxists themselves, 
this is why he is afraid to read Islamic thinkers, he is afraid to fall in the trap again... this 
love- hate relationship that surrounds Pan-Arabism... I tell you something (that you told 
me once) Pan-Arabism is a failed love story... and nothing else. 

lets not skype… let our thoughts flow in the emails…

enjoy the Alps… be safe, and be fine…

January 22, 1958 

My dear,

Here I am in Saas Fee faced by the sublime Alps, poaching on a sun bed in my lunch 
break...I’m so fed up with those continental philosophers, a couple of days ago we were 



159

talking in class about the orifice in which you allow knowledge to enter you, and how 
sometimes it turns and turns in your belly and makes you nauseous, I feel so nauseous, I 
need time to digest...

Alain Badoui said something interesting in his seminar yesterday; “Love and politics are 
the two great figures of social engagement. Politics is enthusiasm with a collective; with 
love, two people. So love is the minimal form of communism.” but something is wrong 
with this; two people make up a binary ...Perhaps that’s why the marriage might not 
work out. 

Slide (Newspaper clipping on the agreement to call the new state, The United Arab 
Republic)

Today is the wedding day; they publicly announced the union; they called it the United 
Arab Republic they were hoping other lovers would soon join the union; like Yemen, 
Iraq, Libya…

Slide (song Wihda Ma Yghlibha Ghalab – “A union that can’t be defeated”)

Interesting what you say about the lovers completing each other…The other day I 
decided to go join a public reading group with a friend, they were discussing a text by 
Mikhail Bakhtin titled, “Author and hero in aesthetic activity”, in it he discusses the rela-
tionship between the author and her hero; as the “I and the other”… that one can never 
see oneself in completeness, even if mediated by say, a mirror, one is always fragmented, 
alienated from one’s own body in time and space, I now try to look at my own hand, it’s 
true…while the other sees me in my completeness and finitude…One completes oneself 
through the other’s gaze … perhaps that’s what they were attempting, perhaps that’s what 
we all attempt … They were each other’s evil eye…

Will you perhaps try not to look at me anymore? perhaps those e-mails that we exchange 
are an attempt at a certain iconoclasm between us? 

Stay well and anxious. Lovingly

March 5, 1958 

Slide (Newspaper clipping. “99.9% voted for the union”)

Today Abdel Nasser became the president of the UAR winning most votes of the refer-
endum. His idea of unity was about one dissolving into the other; his two conditions for 
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the realization of this unity was to dissolve all political parties, and the a-politicization of 
the army, he wanted the two provinces to be the same, isn’t this what a union is? 

…but this will be the core of its problems, a total disregard of the different histories of the 
two “lovers”. In Syria there were grass roots political parties … while in Egypt the revolu-
tion was lead by the military elite enforcing its agenda; there were hardly any political 
movements in Egypt...

The gaze isn’t to the outside, but rather to the inside, the feeling of marginality that the 
union produced … although they were the initiators of the union, soon after its success, 
they were put aside in the name of this same union, the third party, the others... no, as 
long as there are others, there is no us... Was he punishing them for their desire for a 
contract; was he acting like a bitter lover who has been tricked into marriage?

Shukri Al Kuwatli became the first Arab Citizen! what does that mean? Is it like being 
the first lady?

By the way, happy Eid, I have to finish the text about issues of representation in 
Palestinian art by tomorrow evening, and I don’t like what I have written. I’m totally 
uninspired by anything, especially this topic of representation, the more I think of it the 
more I get obsessed with this question: who the fuck are we? 

Is it by trying to answer this question we are pushed to the margins of humanity?

I miss you...  

Best

June 27, 1960 

I’m sitting in my office, but on the couch, as this way the heater is closer, and I don’t 
need to pretend to be the Director . . .You’re gone, and as I was getting ready to devour 
the mtaffayeh I cooked for my sisters today, I thought of you, and how I promised to 
cook you some...

Slide (Newspaper clipping. Revolutionary Resolution, 25% of the profit goes directly 
to the workers)
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Nasser had just realized the socialist Pan-Arabist dream; he nationalizes the cotton in-
dustry, banks, heavy industries, insurance companies … Land reforms were introduced; 
interest rates were eliminated for farmers, taxes were instituted for the rich, the average 
work day was reduced from 8 hours to 7 hours without reductions in pay … .

I was reading the Simone De Beauvoir letters to Sartre yesterday and decided that maybe 
letters, e-mails, even sms carry the unsaid; the scandals, the secrets...but I guess we are 
doing just as Mahmoud Darwish did when he wrote to Samih Al Qassim; we trick the 
format, decide to write to each other in the format of the letter knowing that it’s going 
to be published . . . read...knowing that some stranger will be chewing on our very inti-
mate thoughts . . . are we exhibitionists? or has this become the only way for us to speak; 
not only to each other but to others? 
Anyway I did a few studio visits yesterday and it seems that the map as a form/an image 
is so present, does this forebode some event of loss? isolation? you mentioned it; the 
lines/borders of Palestine when traced, drawn, bordered conjure a sense of isolation; it 
marks an absence of the rest of the geography, the other Arab countries that surround it 

… when did we start using this map? 

I finally got around to asking my father why the Arab communists were against the un-
ion . . . and as usual he denied that they were at first, defended Abdel Nasser saying he 
had to do what he had to do, but then explained that their problem with Pan-Arabism 
was that you can be a Pan-Arab capitalist, chauvinist, conservative...etc. they wanted 
Pan-Arabism to be socialist . . .They also were trans-nationalists so nationalism wouldn’t 
make any sense for a communist…He also said with a bit of bitterness that the Arab 
union was built on the basis that all parties were to be dissolved, the first of those was 
the communist party…It was strange, always to hear him contradict himself … and I said 
something towards all part of an ideology and that they were perhaps a bit blind? — that 
closed off the conversation, I shouldn’t have said it . . .

Oh by the way I’m free on the 28th let’s meet then, but till then stay sane and be good.

July 23, 1961 

You and your long e-mails…

lying down on a mattress in Los Angeles.. enjoying my jet lag while everyone is still sleep-
ing and I’m awake like an owl (awl)… I slept a lot on the plane as usual, got so drunk in 
Frankfurt airport . . . 12 hours later I landed in the image . . . LA was like a frame in a 
movie, the policemen were like extras in a film, I wanted to touch them to make sure 
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they were real, to make sure that I wasn’t in a movie, and that I wasn’t an extra too . . . 
everything looks familiar, every photo I took felt like a dèjà vu, wherever I pointed my 
camera to frame a scene, I made a photograph that I could relate to. America is the real-
ity of its image…

I feel vulnerable, powerless, secondary...

Yes, he nationalized but he never asked the Syrians or anyone else what they want; yes 
the distribution of labor is maybe a bit more fair but what about the distribution of 
power? the elimination of political parties? 

Slide (photograph of Nasser, Abedel Hakim Amer, and Sarraj in Syria) 

Nasser never wanted to share power…Even the most callous (calus) of them all; al Sarraj, 
Nasser’s man in Syria became a blind man in Cairo. Tearful, he asked Nasser to be sent 
back to Damascus…everything was centralized, they abolished regional governments, 
controlled the army, appointed Abdel Hakim Amer to rule Syria…so what do you mean 
by the socialist dream of yours? 

Slide (photographs of a crack that resembles the map of Palestine)

Basel and Farah woke up… their kids are all around me… and I’m trying to read your 
email to get inspiration from… the map... the map of the Arab world that looks like a 
rhinoceros, detached from all surroundings, a rhinoceros running in space to nowhere... 
while singing that song that names the cities on the edge of the map... 

Slide (song, Bilad L-Aorb – The Arab Countries) We sing together

… a floating map like the map of Palestine... the triangular map, with sharp edges…like a 
dagger it that stabs through our hearts... the killer map... 
What does a map propose for a pan-nationalist movement? a separation from the rest of 
the world? no I’m not meeting you on the 26th... 

bye

September 27, 1961 

… “a giving which gives only its gift but in the giving holds itself back and withdraws, 
such a gift we call sending” I’ve been reading Derrida’s The Post Card ...and I’ve been 
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thinking about our acts of “sending each other” those e-mails, “I send you”, “you send 
me” I send you back yourself...I speak through sending you an e-mail and you speak 
through me...what is this exchange? What if I receive your reply before I send you mine? 
what’s the sequence of events here? Anyways as I was reading I kept thinking of how, 
when in love we project on each other a desire, remember my problem with clichés? 
when a lover calls me their habibti, their lover, their wife I become only that; a body 
called lover in which they can project their fantasies on...That’s unity; remember your 
father in his diaries wrote that the young Pan-Arabists in Syria grew tired and frustrated 
with the unity because Egypt was rehearsing it’s authority / projecting its fantasies of be-
ing umm el dunia . . . It created tension between Arabs instead of any sense of unity...

Slide (Photographs of a crack that resembles the map of Palestine)

Here I am sitting in neo-liberal Ramallah, while taking a peak every once in a while at 
the news from Gaza, here, for this even there’s no sense of unity, distance makes the 
heart grow colder and not fonder...The map of the dagger is full of daggers within it...

News travels fast; they told Nasser that there’s something being concocted in the north-
ern Provence…He was in denial… “But the people love me” he said in confidence…they 
won’t abandon us...

Meet me tomorrow
Kisses

September 28, 1961 

I just landed in New York.

A coup d’étàt in Damascus. An end of the Union with Cairo. The demands are simple 
they want the unity but with a genuine sharing of power. Nasser is in shock, but he 
decides not to send the army to bring order back to Syria because he didn’t want to keep 
on carrying a moody and multiple political burden …He declares he would never give 
up his goal for the establishment of an ultimate Arab Union, he keeps the flag and the 
name of the United Arab Republic even if Egypt was alone in it…What does the second 
star in the flag refer to now? an absence?

… but I have no energy of any kind... what can one write when one is away from a war? 
From a distance war becomes so huge that one can’t see anything but it... do you still go 
out in Ramallah? do you still talk to each other? it is strange how one sometimes forgets 
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how it is to be in a war... how life always continues… I wonder, does the idea of unity 
separate people... is unity a separation...?

I think its goodbye for now...
x.

Slide and Screening of film by Jumana Emil Abboud, The Diver, 2004

Lara (born in the year of Israeli invasion of Beirut and Palestinian exodus from Lebanon) and 
Yazan (born in a year where oddly nothing happens in the Palestinian history of failure except 
that his father registered him a couple of days before his actual birthdate so that it coincides with 
the anniversary of the Libyan revolution) they usually exchange e-mails if an unfinished thought 
comes to mind, or one of them is having a difficult day, or perhaps sitting in a cold chair in some 
airport feeling lonely and jet lagged… They do not necessarily watch films together, but like the 
same ones, they usually also share the same palette for both food and art and, according to face-
book, they have 267 mutual friends. They curated two video programs with Arab shorts, at the 
Goethe Institute in Cairo, in 2009 and 2011.
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The Utopia Disaster 
Bernd Bräunlich

Marianna Christofides, Stereoscapes ≠ 1, 2011, (detail)
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The Utopia Disaster, which sounds as if it had been derived from some contemporary 
querelle on the loss of the Utopian imagination, was an inscription we discovered on 
a file dating from 1891 in the Gibraltar Government Archives. It was in March 2011, 
in the course of artist Marianna Christofides’s work on a cycle entitled Stereoscapes – 
which hinges on two or more divergent but at the same time complementary images of 
reality, – that we travelled to Gibraltar to discover the history of two magic-lantern slides 
we had found, depicting a street scene in the Gibraltar of the early 1930s. The outcome 
of that research was the work Stereoscapes # 1.1

The two identical – yet differently cropped and coloured – glass slides interestingly 
enough bore different captions: Buying Flowers and Flower Seller which prompted us to 
consider the pictured from another perspective in each case. These otherwise unremark-
able images thus initiated different narratives. We aimed to deal, on the one hand, 
with the consumer of such slides, on the other with their production – as well as the 
depicted scene itself. Based on in situ research, archival material and associative streams 
of thought we sought to provide the ‘stray’ image deprived of its story, with spatial depth. 
To traverse a story in this way always implies accepting and making use of intersections, 
refractions, and even abrupt shifts in direction.

At the Archives in Gibraltar, we chanced upon a weighty file. It contained a host of 
documents on the sinking of the SS Utopia in 1891. On March 17, en route from Trieste 
to New York, she had been due to call at Gibraltar. In stormy weather, the ship collided 
with a British warship in the bay overlooked by the town, and sank within a short time. 
She was carrying 880 passengers, most of them Italian migrants, of whom only some 
300 were saved. 

The Utopia Disaster 
Bernd Bräunlich
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The symbolic power of the label ‘Utopia Disaster’ with its components of idealistic 
hopes and terrible failure was the spur for the present joint contribution. The com-
plementary perspective that is characteristic of Christofides’s work in general and the 
transfer to a different medium, has informed the content and structure of this paper 
which sets out to examine the Mediterranean’s role-changing identity between bridge 
and boundary: 

The Mediterranean as an arena of lively exchange amongst cultures and people, as 
Braudel2 described it; and as a ‘wall of water’, that delimitation to human action it had 
been in ancient prehistory. A leitmotif running through this paper will be the assimila-
tion, past and present, of ancient history and mythology, and its significance for the 
growth of European identity and the setting of borders, and the role of myth when it 
comes to inclusion or exclusion. 

One of the two texts forming part of Stereoscapes #1 ends: 
In these stories, desired traits are emphasised, unfavourable ones suppressed and, where memory 
has darkened, colours, largely in milder shades, applied to lighten the former. (...) The glass 
transparencies are likely to be the once rejected editions of reality, sorted-out parallel landscapes 
that would paradoxically become the point of departure for my exploration. 

Paradoxically, because the pictures in themselves are, if anything, nondescript, it is this 
indeterminateness that leaves space for a story to begin. These are images that achieve a 
depth, just as the apparatus of the stereoscope widespread in the nineteenth century al-
lowed, and to which the title alludes – imitating three-dimensional vision by juxtaposing 
two slightly staggered views. 

Since the Mediterranean has become, in recent years, a kind of buffer zone for the 
EU, hope and desperation in the region have been nowhere so close as in the Strait 
of Gibraltar. Gibraltar itself – although the Rock was a fortress for centuries – is an 
eloquent testimony to the Mediterranean as a common social and cultural domain. 
Its population, numbering some 30 000, is a mixture resulting from manifold cur-
rents of migration.3 

In the city, ethnic pluralism and religious tolerance are praised; just fifteen kilometres 
away, on the opposite side of the Strait of Gibraltar, a revival of the non plus ultra, the 
Up-to-here-and-not-a-step-further message of the Pillars of Hercules prevails – in the op-
posite direction though to that sung in Classical times. 

For many centuries, to ignore that deterrent taboo amounted to leaving God behind and 
venturing into the perilous zone. Ruin awaits those who lack respect – witness Odysseus, 
who, in Dante, is encountered in Hell. He has become a sinner and passes the Pillars 
under the spell of curiositas - until he arrives at the Mount of Purgatory, which should 
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be pictured as situated in the Atlantic Ocean; and where a terrible gale is unleashed, and 
Odysseus must die “– as pleased Another”. (Inferno, XXVI, V. 141) 

In the landmark year of 1492, with the Moors being expelled from Spain on the one hand 
and America being discovered on the other, there is a shift in the axis of deterrence. 

The sea itself becomes an open space of opportunity. There the Utopias of the early 
modern age lie, Bacon’s Nova Atlantis, Moore’s Utopia. A mare liberum that has found its 
modern thinker in the observations of Carl Schmitt; “The sea remains outside any spe-
cific organisation of space, by or in terms of, nation states. It is neither a state territory, 
nor colonial space, nor occupiable”.4 

In that same year of 1492, the Pillars of Hercules turn: the axis of deterrence pivots 
a whole ninety degrees, to the South. In the battle against the Moors, classical myth 
becomes a wherewithal in a greater political propaganda effort. Non plus ultra serves 
Ferdinand II of Aragon as a motto and reminder of the decree that applies, now that the 
Emirate of Granada, the last Moorish state in Andalusia, has fallen: henceforth Islamic 
Moors are allowed to settle only beyond the Strait. 

Although soon replaced by a plus ultra under Charles V to symbolise Spain’s overseas ori-
entation, the original non plus ultra, interestingly enough, has survived in the arms of one 
city. The city is Melilla, neighbouring Ceuta, which lies directly opposite Gibraltar, one 
of the two Spanish exclaves on North African soil. In 2005 it attained dubious notoriety 
when twelve refugees died in their attempt to cross the border installations with home-
made ladders.

In 2003 the EU had ratified a programme to combat illegal immigration, based on the 
premise of the “concept of the virtual maritime border”.5 Ceuta and Melilla are impor-
tant outposts in this process, parts of a programme, a system of surveillance of the sea, 
that returns to the mythology of Ancient Greece and Rome in the terms it finds for its 
operations against illegal immigrants.6

While, in the regions where these myths originated, Greece and Cyprus, such operations 
are referred to in more prosaic terms as epichirisi skoupa – that is, Operation Broom -, the 
European centres of power set their sights somewhat higher and, as if searching for a 
common European legitimation, take to archaic narratives and a supply of figures out of 
Greek and Roman mythology such as Hera, Jason, Triton, Poseidon or Odysseus. 

Does that make those responsible, simply enthusiastic players of martial computer games, 
unaware of the possible symbolic significances, or is there rather more underlying their 
choice? Whatever the answer, it strikes me as interesting that, consistently, the lenders 
of their names are either deities that rule the sea, or humans who venture onto the high 
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seas. True, the latter are heroes, but they are roundly punished for it and there is always 
a resonance of censure for hubris, for the transgression of divine laws and for having 
offended divine will. 

Tellingly, ‘Ulysses’ was the name chosen for the first of these maritime operations, in 
which the Strait and the waters off the Canary Islands in the Atlantic were patrolled. 
The choice of deities linked directly with the sea may, of course, be explained simply by 
the patrols being maritime; but Hera, who was taken recourse for the most recent large-
scale operations, is not the most compliant of sponsors; the sole source for her link with 
the sea is Virgil’s Aeneid, the Roman national epic. Hera, the Latin Juno, is Aeneas’s 
great enemy power. Her obstacles keep him, fleeing from Troy, from reaching his fate-
defined goal, Rome, before he can become its founder as the forefather of the Etruscan 
people; and she stops at nothing: 

“great Aeolus!” she says, “a race with me at war
now sails (...) towards Italy,
Hurl far and wide, and strew the waves with dead!” 
(Aeneid I, V. 65-70) 7

Whether intentionally or not, those responsible at the European authorities are avail-
ing themselves of a metaphorical system that has its charge of significance. To make 
use of Greek mythology is always also to draw on something that has been an impor-
tant factor in shaping Europe’s identity, and a building block of demarcation against 
non-European cultures. 

One has to look no further than Virgil’s tribute to Roman power and greatness to find 
a first use of such demarcation against North Africa and Asia. Aeneas takes the route 
sailed by Odysseus not long before, but with two crucial differences. Aeneas lands 
at Actium and Carthage. This effectively redraws the mythical map with altogether 
new contours by inscribing Roman history into it. For ‘Actium’, read dominion over 
Cleopatra, Egypt and the Orient; for ‘Carthage’, dominion over Dido, the Phoenicians – 
and the Orient.8 

For thousands of years, European empires drew their justification from being suc-
cessors to the Roman Empire. Yet, whenever a European nation’s identity was to be 
established, parts of that history would be blanked out: the contributions made by 
Asia and North Africa to the intellectual heritage of the ancient world. Egyptians and 
Phoenicians were swept under the carpet of history in order to purge one’s pedigree of 
undesirable ancestors.9 

In Germany, for example, an idealised, purged image of the Greeks was a large factor at 
least in the first phase of the elaboration of a national consciousness. Its original aim 
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of educating the individual toward political freedom turned into its own travesty in 
an “anti-humanitarian aristocraticism of intellect”10 - an attitude that banished human-
ity from the public domain of political activity and made it entirely the privilege of the 
private sphere. 

For Germany’s foreign affairs the notion of the superiority of German culture was fuel 
for German aggression. Thus the First World War was waged as German culture’s battle 
against western civilisation. Contempt for politics, that education to be un-political in 
the name of the ideals of humanism, however, was to have no small share in the failure 
of the educated classes in the face of the barbarism of National Socialism. 

In the creation of the German Empire in the nineteenth century, the identity of the (e)
merging structure under initially highly equivocal frontiers was bolstered by ideological 
segregation from what lay without; the mechanisms at play in the process of European 
unification are not so different. In order to establish external European frontiers, there 
has to be talk of assaults on these frontiers and of the need to protect them.11

 
The European Commission cultivates a vocabulary of living under threat that has all the 
air of having been inspired by the centuries of Rome’s defensive battle on the Rhine and 
Danube. If talk is of “growing migrant pressure on the external EU borders”, of “mass 
migration”, “surge” and “invasion”, then myths are being invoked which, in the shape 
of collective fallacies, generate social cohesion and have often had calamitous effects 
through history. Verbal representations of migration should therefore be salvaged from 
the realms of myth and be brought back down to earth; and the facts, as Saskia Sassen 
demanded, be considered as part of the process of globalisation, of the internationalisa-
tion of the economy and of labour.12 

One-sided narratives obstruct one’s view. To return then, to Gibraltar. Of course, 
national consciousness there too, only arose out of an act of demarcation, in this case 
an abrupt and fast one. Between 1969 and 1985, Spain, under Franco, had the border 
crossing between Gibraltar and Spain closed. 

During those years, the Gibraltarians had an enhanced sense of sharing a common 
destiny, in particular with relations to Great Britain cooling off at the same time.13 After 
the border was closed, thousands had left to live and work in London. Their experiences 
there of being second-class Britons, strengthened their motivation to discover their own 
character, which is based on a hybrid identity. The search continues. On our visits to the 
Government Archives, we encounter lively activity, local historians and amateur genealo-
gists in a constant stream, and even the most fragile of documents are freely accessible. 
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“Genealogies are an age-old means of bestowing to the chaos in the world and to people 
an order, and of establishing relations”,14 we read in a work on Vergil’s Aeneid. There, 
Vergil set himself a fundamental problem – namely, how to represent an Oriental and 
aggressor on Italic soil as a proto-Roman. A dangerous precipice, which he skilfully cir-
cumnavigates by availing himself of another tradition, according to which the forefather 
of the Trojan kings originated from Italy, and wandered to Troy via Crete.15

 
Leaps in temporal and spatial linearity enable a multi-layered cultural consciousness.
Christofides works with displacement, with shift and transformation through different 
media. Magic-lantern glass slides become stereoscopes to then be translated through 
writings that depart from any literal reading of their imagery, but always in shadow of its 
support, the photographic medium and its history. What she creates are highly ramified 
family trees, a genealogy of images. She is not in search of definitive, complete histories; 
that is the reason she does not give the viewer the apparatus that would prescribe a way 
of seeing. Its place is taken by the two texts that facilitate another kind of spatial vision, 
by offering each a different prospect. 

In Christofides’s work The Strait – also exhibited –, a series of photographs, the inevi-
table act of comparison unsettles the gaze while the images themselves allow sufficient 
ambiguity to suggest an opening of time. Though taken in the present, there is to them 
an aura of time distant. As in the stereoscope, viewers take their positions before the 
pictures and “direct their gaze at some vis-à-vis, which, as an object, is close, but the 
pictorial content of which, suggests remote distance.”16 The introduction to the first text 
of Stereoscapes #1 puts it like this: “In front of the entrance to the building, evidently a shop, a 
young man stood, watching, as I was, what was most likely a staged scene, or, to be more precise, 
the act of exposing a photograph that was being taken on a level with me.” 

There is here an interaction of proximity and distance that is integral to every kind of 
reception. It implies nothing other than to discover in history diachronous links – just 
as it is with myth – to create a rapport through parallels transposed in time. 

1.   It was given its first showing at the Venice Biennale (Temporal Taxonomy, curated by Yiannis 
Toumazis, Cyprus Pavilion, 54th International Art Exhibition – La Biennale di Venezia 2011) 
and was on view in the exhibition Through the Roadblocks in an extended form.

2.   Fernand Braudel ed., Die Welt des Mittelmeeres. Zur Geschichte und Geographie kultureller 
Lebensformen (Frankfurt a. M., 1987), 95.

3.   Regarding references to Gibraltar, I draw on Dieter Haller, Gelebte Grenze Gibraltar. 
Transnationalismus, Lokalität und Identität in kulturanthropologischer Perspektive 
(Wiesbaden, 2000).
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Constructing hybrid spatial 
experiences for documenting the 
narratives of everyday life 
Dimitris Charitos with Martin Rieser and Daphne Dragona

Codes of Disobedience and Disfunctionality: QR Code Sticker examples
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1. Mobile locative media affording hybrid spatial experiences

The use of mobile computing, wireless networks, and digital media for the purpose of 
associating information and meaning with geographic locations via location-detection 
technologies, has led to the concept of locative media (LM).1 These media are considered 
systems of technologically mediated interpersonal and group communication providing 
the ability to situate information, as well as the mediated interpersonal communication 
process, onto physical space. Users of these systems may therefore experience a sense of 

“hybrid space”,2 which may function as the context for social and cultural activities. This 
may lead to new ways of creating, representing and communicating meaning in relation 
to space, with an artistic intention.

Souza e Silva defines a “hybrid space” as “a conceptual space created by the merging of 
borders between digital and physical spaces, because of the use of mobile technologies 
as social devices. Nevertheless, a hybrid place is not constructed by technology. It is built 
by the connection of mobility and communication and materialized by social networks 
developed simultaneously in physical and digital spaces”.3 

However, the manner in which communication via LM may enrich our interaction with 
other people and the environment is not yet fully understood. The use of LM in emer-
gent artistic practices may reveal ways of diverting their use as services and commodities 
towards supporting communication, spatial awareness and collaborative location-specific 
activities. 

Constructing hybrid spatial experiences for 
documenting the narratives of everyday life 
Dimitris Charitos with Martin Rieser and Daphne Dragona
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2. Emergent artistic practices using locative media

LM are most often implemented within the urban spatial context. Consequently, they 
may result in the creation of digital representations of the city that are continuously 
augmented with the lived experience of its inhabitants, as indicated by the digital ‘traces’ 
of their movement and action. Artists may use location-aware and pervasive computing 
technologies to create artistic interventions which aim to reconfigure our understanding 
of their use and to question the way they may affect everyday life in the city. LM art-
works may also result in raising public awareness on various issues such as surveillance, 
the tracking of human bodies and objects, location detection, the process of map mak-
ing and the ability to form social networks in the city.

When considering locative media in the context of artistic practices, it is also important 
to consider those art forms which have related information to places for creating more 
meaningful spatial experiences, by utilizing a variety of media. Through these efforts, 
several artists have attempted to move the context within which their work is presented 
out of the gallery space and into geographical or urban space, which then becomes the 
terrain of the artwork. There are so many examples of 20th Century art forms that make 
use of communication systems and network technologies, whether in performance art, 
installations, land art, public art, as well as those forms that utilise the everyday act of 
walking – as is the case say, in the work of Francis Elys. Of course a part of this tradi-
tion is the foundational work, writings and interventions of the Situationists through 
their idea of the walking in urban space as ‘derive’ - its openness to new encounters and 
unexpected events, in the context of the social and political – revolutionary - moment of 
Paris in 1968.

3. Hybrid spatial experiences overcoming physical boundaries

Irrespective of whether the spatial experience afforded to users of LM is hybrid or 
un-mediated, the physical spaces within which they act still comprise material objects 
as environmental elements, which partly determine the users’ spatial experience and 
may often function as boundaries limiting movement and activities within space. 
Lynch has identified certain elements of physical space which determine the nature 
of the spatial experience: nodes, paths, districts, edges and landmarks.4 Sometimes 
an element may function in different and often contradictory ways. For example, if 
you move along a path you experience it as a channel of communication but if you 
navigate towards a path which cannot be crossed then it may function as an edge or 
boundary (as in the case of a motorway).

Castells introduces the concept of the “space of flows” as the “material organization 
of time-sharing social practices that work through flows,”5 supported by information 
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and communication technologies (ICTs) and networks. People acting in the “space of 
flows”, also exist within the “space of places”; this “space of places” organizes experience 
around the confines of locality, while the “space of flows” links up electronically sepa-
rate locations into an interactive network that connects activities and people in distinct 
geographical contexts. So the hybrid environmental experience of a locative media user 
may be partly bounded by physical constraints and borders. The mediated aspect of the 
experience which exists within the “space of flows”, however, may also incorporate links 
and bridges amongst otherwise remotely located or physically distant users and locations, 
thus overcoming the material boundaries and borders imposed on social life. This signifi-
cant characteristic of LM applications can be utilized for creating hybrid spatial experiences 
which could be communicated to any citizen, irrespective of physical or social boundaries 
or any type of ‘roadblocks’, which may hinder their actions and mobility. 

4. Whose stories? Whose cities? Whose urban media?

The potential of LM and the ubiquitous computing discussed above, however, is only 
one perspective when discussing the possible hybrid cities of tomorrow. User generated 
cartographies, augmented reality city walks, location based social networking sites and 
urban data visualisations are undoubtedly offering citizens new ways of experiencing 
and comprehending the urban environment. This charming scenario however has not 
been implemented without a cost. As multitudes of citizens in the metropoleis around 
the world started enjoying the comfort of constant connectivity and the instant trans-
action of information at any place and time, an amazing wealth of data has begun to 
be circulated, aggregated and appropriated by governments, corporations and network 
companies and any number of unidentified interested third parties. 

Today’s cities are not only “database cities” in the sense that Gordon has argued,6 when 
describing a new conception for a web-a-like city which feels like it can be personalized, 
possessed and organized. The new powerful cities therefore have “eyes and ears”, they 
can “smell and feel” as Donath,7 and this means that they do not only gather data but 
they can also make predictions about the city’s inhabitants and their environment. 
So whose cities are they that are defined to a great extent by urban media? Who controls 
their mechanisms and regulates their invisible and subtle networked infrastructures?8 
The ‘high tech imagery’ used when visualising matters of concern might prove to be 
unsuccessful in bringing any change to the inhabitants’ behaviour. Visualisations can 
possibly reveal facts and patterns but they can’t reinforce the potentiality for change and 
resistance. Are there ways for urban media to move people and to help tell their stories? 
And could this be possible especially when living in a country severely hit by financial 
crisis, unemployment and its depravations, both the social fragmentation that comes 
with it and possible resistance or insurrection? 
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5. Codes of Disobedience and Disfunctionality

Responses to the questions raised here can be found in locative media projects be-
ing developed in the context of the arts. In the last section of this paper, one of these 
projects is briefly presented and discussed: Codes of Disobedience and Disfunctionality,9 was 
the result of a workshop headed by Martin Rieser, curated by Daphne Dragona, organ-
ized by Dimitris Charitos and conducted in the context of the 1st Hybrid City sympo-
sium,10 in Athens in 2011. The aim of this workshop was to study elements of the urban 
environment and to collaboratively create new locative trails in the form of a structured 
narrative. This narrative aimed to enrich the urban experience by presenting interactive 
audiovisual content which reflected the contemporary situation and the abrupt trans-
formations which have occurred in the everyday life of the local citizens. Digital media 
and location-detection technologies were utilized as a research tool for documenting 
aspects of everyday life in Athens in this period of social, financial and political unrest. 
Volunteers participating in the workshop,11 engaged the public and after interviewing 
them, they used material from these interviews to create a series of personal stories relat-
ed to inner city street locations, as trails triggered by GPS or QR codes, constructed and 
developed by using Empedia software.12 Inspired by the numerous palimpsests of posters 
and the dense graffiti encountered in the city centre, the workshop connected the urban 
surroundings of Athens to opinions and statements of its inhabitants: their response to 
some commonly experienced characteristics of everyday life in Athens, namely: anger, 
disobedience, opposition, disfunctionality.

Stickers and posters carrying these QR codes,13 visually composed with imagery from the 
immediate environment, were placed in selected locations. A series of videos, based on 
documentation of the experiences of place by local communities and their relations to 
these locations, were fleetingly revealed at various sites in the chosen streets by scanning 
these QR codes on the posters with their mobile phones. The result of this process was a 
dynamically evolving online interactive representation, comprising narratives in the form 
of time-based, audiovisual content, afforded to participants located on site, as well as 
to online users. More precisely, the work formed after the completion of the workshop 
was presented in the center of the city (on the streets Skoufa - Navarinou -Tzavela), on 
the internet as well as at the premises of the National Museum of Contemporary Art in 
Athens. Thus, the project investigated appropriate forms of content and delivery for loca-
tive textual, aural and visual media as a means to animate urban space, through the de-
velopment of a shared contemporary archive. To achieve this, elements and techniques 
of urban intervention, public art, gaming and performance were combined. 

Codes of Disobedience as a spatial context within which the LM artwork could take place 
utilised an emblematic street in central Athens, running from the fashionable Kolanaki 
district down towards the area of Exarhia: an area considered as a centre for resistance 
to the recent imposition of austerity measures; an anarchic region of the city, squatted 
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and occupied resisting urban planning projects that saw early self-curated social projects 
positing a communal alternative to this new austerity.14 

With the above in mind, the workshop team asked passers-by and other members of the 
public who participated in the creative process, the following questions:

“Do they see disobedience as a positive or negative issue?”
“How has their life been affected in the last months?”
“What forces them (if anything) to disobey?”
“Is it a matter of ideology, or severe economic difficulties?”
“Has it perhaps become a lifestyle choice?”
“What would they write on the walls?”

Stories emerged through many such encounters in the street and also through delibera-
tive interviews with local workers, including amongst others, a local plumber, a street 
vegetable stall-holder and the owner of a juggling emporium. Other narratives were more 
generic, ranging from an examination of the drug culture of Exarhia at the very end of 
Navarinou Street, to satirising the Greek Orthodox Church’s obsession with barcodes as 

“works of the devil”. In addition, at the gentrified Kolonaki end of the street virtual graf-
fiti was re-imposed on walls where it had been previously painted out, via the mobile de-
vice interface. In this project, the link between the stickers and posters to the place was 
crucial. We were attempting to get the participants to revisit the textures, the faces and 
the facades of the location in great detail, to notice the uniqueness of each place, to re-
imagine the city as a place of potential and beauty through the energies of the everyday.

Pervasive media and ubiquitous computing technologies have brought the vision of a 
smart, sentient city closer to its realization. Urban infrastructure capable of sensing and re-
sponding to the events and activities transpiring around them is already installed in many 
cities around the world. Imbued with the capacity to remember, correlate and anticipate, 
this near-future ‘sentient’ city is envisioned as being capable of reflexively monitoring its 
environment and our behavior within it, becoming an active agent in the organization 
of everyday life in urban public space. However, while code reconfigures governance and 
enables new modes of regulation and automated management, urban media can become 
at the same time a powerful mode for civic engagement, a weapon for control or a flexible 
tool for urban exploration, critical awareness and possibly, resistance.15 

Codes of Disobedience and Disfunctionality is an example of a collaborative artistic inter-
vention utilizing mobile and locative media, which had critique and resistance at the 
heart of its enterprise. It attempted to document narratives from the everyday lives 
of citizens in a city in the midst of the trauma of financial, social and political crisis. 
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Thus agency was given to the citizens for creating a new type of embedded history, 
constructed through a bottom-up participatory process, and representing a very differ-
ent form of ‘sentience’. 
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Knowledge Transfer Partnership, which dealt with information in the field using a combina-
tion of authored and user-generated content see: <www.empedia.info>

13.   A QR code is a two-dimensional barcode that functions as an optically machine-readable 
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more info see: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/QR_code 
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(Cambridge/London: The MIT Press, 2011), 249.
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Hybrid Landscapes and Soundscapes, 
and the Ideologies of Borders 
Antonis Danos

Yiannos Economou, Autumn, 2012 (Still from 3 channel video)

The international financial crisis with all its reinforcing of the irrepairable, can be characterised through the two 

Island spaces, Iceland and Cyprus – the planet bleeds, we see dying whales on an Icelandic shore. 
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1. The [his]story of the world through the millennia, has been unfolding in a state of 
(only recently theorised as) ‘hybridity’

The notion of ‘hybridity’ has been at the centre of discourses in cultural anthropology 
and post-colonialism, and more recently in an increasingly transnational/globalised 
world. The extensive, and seemingly easier, flow of information, and the extent of 
cultural interactions across the globe, along with the great mass of migrations – whether 
voluntary, largely for economic reasons, or forced displacements through armed con-
flicts – has led to narratives of hybridisation and hybridity, in order to describe such 
a globalised world. It is a state of affairs that is also historically traced, by most writers, 
to the centuries of colonial expansion by the West, followed by the conditions of a 
post-colonial order, which in essence is more a state of neo-colonialism (rather than a 
post-environment in which the previous world order is a thing of the past). In an article 
on three Latin American films from recent years (namely, Alejandro González Iñárritu’s 
Amores Perros, Alejandro Springall’s Santitos and Maria Novaro’s El Jardín del Edén), Brent 
Smith points out that the notion of hybridity is “[e]mployed equally by postcolonial 
theorists interested in the uneven and syncretic cultural exchange between (neo)colon-
iser and (neo)colonised and postmodernists proclaiming the end of the division between 
high and popular cultural forms […]”; going on to say, “[i]n its postcolonial intonation, 
hybridity emphasizes the impossibility of returning to any notion of essential national or 
cultural identity after the colonial encounter, particularly in the present context of social, 
economic, and cultural globalization.”1 

Hybrid Landscapes and Soundscapes, and 
the Ideologies of Borders 
Antonis Danos
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I believe that in both, on the one hand, the more critical postcolonial theorising, as well 
as in what has been derided as an uncritical, postmodernist celebration of hybridity (as “a 
balanced and innocuous mixing of cultures”2), and, on the other hand, the related notions 
of ‘transculturation’ and ‘inter-culturation’, there exists a latent acceptance of the validity, 
or of the reality of separate, distinct, or even, ‘pure’ cultures. These supposedly separate 
cultural entities, the narrative continues, at some point (largely, during the centuries of co-
lonialism) came into contact; they interacted and collided, resulting in new hybrid realities 
that, through their hybrid state, have called into question the hitherto different character 
or essence of each of the formerly distinct cultures.

Contrary to such narratives, it is my contention (and certainly one that has been put for-
ward by other scholars as well), that throughout the course of civilisation – and certainly 
ever since the first Sumerian (and other) city-states in the third millennium BCE – what 
we have only recently termed as cultural hybridity (or transculturality or inter-culturality) 
has always been the central trait of cultural development: a lived, embodied experi-
ence, both on collective and individual levels. Notions of separation, of borders as fixed, 
largely impermeable lines, of uniquely defined cultures, have in fact all been ideological, 
hegemonic constructs in the service of power struggles and conflicts. The way civilisa-
tions have been formed, developed, declined and re-formed, has been for the most part 
characterised by those processes that in our times we have come to theorise as hybrid, as 
multi-, trans- or intercultural, in recognition of the millennia-long history of human ex-
perience, of which we have become more acutely aware in our contemporary condition 
of globalisation. According to Renato Rosaldo,

…hybridity can be understood as the ongoing condition of all human cultures, which 
contain no zones of purity because they undergo continuous processes of transcul-
turation (two-way borrowing and lending between cultures). Instead of hybridity 
versus purity, this view suggests that it is hybridity all the way down […]. From this 
perspective, one must explain how ideological zones of cultural purity, whether of 
national culture or ethnic resistance, have been constructed.3 

In other words, both the individual, embodied lived reality and the collective cultural 
experience have overwhelmingly been, over the centuries, of a fluid, constantly changing 
and becoming state of existence. Equally persistent throughout time has been the opera-
tion of a hegemonic project – one of enforcing, ideologically and otherwise, a state of 
separation and the insidious structures of inclusion/exclusion. Divisions, borders, and 
roadblocks in all their forms are the more immediate manifestations of this project.

2. Strawberry Fields… – works at an exhibition

Works by Yiannis Christidis, Yiannos Economou, Nicos Synnos, and Yannis Yapanis, 
were presented, under the overall title Strawberry fields…: Global economic crisis, simulacra, 
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maps, and simulated borderlines, as a curated section within the exhibition Through The 
Roadblocks (Limassol, 2012), that ran concurrently with the conference. These works ne-
gotiate in a variety of ways the theoretical, formal, aesthetic and ontological dimensions 
of borders. They expose the ideological/political undercurrents in their perpetuation as 
lines of division, separation and exclusion, not so much by deconstructing their ideo-
logical make-up, but rather by approaching them in the sense of Homi Bhabha’s “third 
space”, which constitutes (again in the words of Brent Smith) the “in-between space of 
cultural translation and negotiation where notions of an essential national identity are 
destroyed and a contingent and indeterminate hybrid identity is constructed.”4 

Bhabha’s “third space” negotiates borders more as habitation zones than as lines of 
demarcation; even when they operate as roadblocks or other forms of division, borders 
are, nevertheless, porous membranes through which ideas, trade of all kinds, and people 
pass. Perhaps nothing exposes more this porosity than sound. In the work, a sound-block.
ed would not resonate (‘soundscape’, 2012, 7’28’’), Yiannis Christidis created a soundscape 
composition which uses the existing multidimensional aural ambience in the so-called 

“buffer zone” in the old centre of Nicosia. It sonically develops in stages, making use of the 
most significant sounds in this ‘zone’; the sound properties, rhythm, pitch and timbre, are 
morphed and evolve throughout the composition, parallel to the exploration and exposi-
tion of characteristic and culturally intensive sounds: people speaking in Greek, Turkish or 
English, perhaps at the crossing check points; musical and religious sounds associated with 
the two main ‘ethnic’ communities in Cyprus, and sounds of footsteps and traffic. This is, 
in effect, a composition of processed recordings, not only from the old centre of Nicosia, 
but also, from various locations in Greece and Turkey. The structure of the information 
is organised, firstly, by negotiating the nature of the people’s ‘situated’ identity through 
sound, and secondly, by exposing the fluidity of the borders in the area, and their tran-
scendence and/or nullification by sound.

The ideological nature of borders and their perpetuation, have also served and been ap-
propriated by the very same hegemonic forces that otherwise benefit from the enforcement 
of such divisions, and is all the more acute in the present due to a globalised world of 
multi-national corporations, transnational institutions and trans-border transactions. Neo-
liberal socio-economics sweeps over countries and peoples, overturning living patterns and 
micro- as well as macro-environments, commodifying subjectivities, consolidating control 
and policies, and policing, through national, economic and cultural boundaries.

In his triptych work Autumn (2012, three-channel video loop), Yiannos Economou 
considers this contemporary, neo-liberal globalisation through images from Cyprus and 
Iceland – two island spaces at opposite ends of the European and Euro-market periphery, 
both hit hard by the new state of economic affairs. His initial reference points include 
quotations from Fernand Braudel (“…every capitalist development of this order seems, 
by reaching the stage of financial expansion, to have in some sense announced its matu-
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rity: it [is] a sign of its autumn” [Civilization and Capitalism 15th-18th Century: The Perspective 
of the World]), and from Giovanni Arrighi (“…financial expansions have always been the 
initial and concluding moments of systemic cycles” [The Long Twentieth Century: money, 
power, and the origins of our times]), thus inserting into the images the offer of a histori-
cal reflection on the present financial crisis: on the one hand, the neo-liberal impunity 
of the financial system, and on the other, the accumulation of virtual wealth – with 
an additional reference in the work to the role of art. In a screen triptych (perhaps, an 
unwitting reference to religious painting triptychs), he also explores these themes in rela-
tion to ecological destruction. The real estate bubble – the construction boom and bust 
in Cyprus; mass-produced ‘Mediterranean’ villas and apartment blocks for easy sales 
to ‘foreigners’ and locals – is the subject of one of the videos, in which a camera travels 
frantically around such houses, interspersed with quotations drawn from articles in The 
Economist on Damien Hirst and his strictly-business approach to art. The second video 
is a dramatic close-up of a drill – a symbol of demolition, as much as of construction 
on massive scale. The aggressive, violating action of the drill is juxtaposed, in the third 
projection, with a pathetic image of a dying whale, lying on the beach completely still, 
but for the most subtle hint of last remnants of life.

What is, then, the place of art in these contexts? Economou has implied (in the case of 
Hirst), that much of the art world benefits from the current conditions. Art provides, 
however, also the capacity for resistance – a kind of re-construction through a reimagin-
ing of a world that does not reduce resistance to a repetition of the representational and 
rhetorical structures it challenges. Moreover, art can aesthetically, formalistically and 
conceptually re-construct ‘reality’.

It is this reality of the current, gritty state of economic crisis, of neo-liberalism’s new 
order of planned chaos (such as the financial crisis), and of ecological disasters, that the 
work, Strawberry fields… (2012, video, stop motion animation, 9’, loop), by Nicos Synnos, 
sets out to re-construct. The idea about strawberries as a sign for the absurdity of the 
on-going division of Cyprus, originated from a real, mundane incident one morning: a 
young man, in the south, selling strawberries that come from the north, when asked of 
the provenance of his produce, referred to the village which is one of the crossing points 
between the island’s two halves, unwittingly, transforming the division/crossing line into 
a space of production and of activity. The inability to firmly locate the actual strawberry 
fields of the above story (thus left stranded as an imaginary place), led Synnos to another 
virtual space – that of a song, The Beatles’ Strawberry Fields Forever, particularly, the lyric, 

“nothing is real and nothing to get hung about.”

In this work, multiple photo stills compose animated sequences in the manner of cin-
ematic shots. The scenes are being mutated temporally in a stripy form, in order to present 
twenty-four different moments of the same ‘time’ or of the same experience. The visual 
time, in this sense, is not only the present, but also a simultaneous fit for the immedi-
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ate past and the immediate future. Each one of the twenty-four stripes that assemble the 
picture is separated by one second. Therefore, each second of watching equals twenty-four 
seconds of video. We never know exactly which time we are watching, nor are we sure if we 
are looking at artificially constructed images or real footage. Actually, there are no added 
visual effects; only the vertical ‘time-slicing’ of the scenes. The sound, a ‘sampling’ of the 
Beatles’ music and lyrics, is subjected to the same time mutation – as we watch twenty-four 
moments of the same scene, we simultaneously hear twenty-four moments of the song. 
It all amounts to a process of constructing a more desired reality out of images from the 
surface of a coal mine in western Macedonia in Greece (an environmental disaster with 
abandoned and ruined villages, huge craters, heavy industrial constructions and power 
plants); TV news footage of the flow of coins dropping off the mint’s machinery; minting 
banknotes; abandoned buildings and barbed wire from the Nicosia border area. Along 
with the scenes of construction development at the Limassol coastline, there are coun-
ter images of scenes of ethnic celebrations and minority demonstrations in Turkey and 
Cyprus, culminating in a show of fireworks!

By transgressing borders of visual and aural narration, Synnos’ work also explores ways 
of re-presenting reality, whereby, the processes of representation themselves become a 
reality – they become simulacra.

Today abstraction is no longer that of the map, the double, the mirror, or the concept. 
Simulation is no longer that of a territory, a referential being, or a substance. It is 
the generation by models of a real without origin or reality: a hyperreal. The territory 
no longer precedes the map, nor does it survive it. It is nevertheless the map that 
precedes the territory – precession of simulacra […].5 

The starting point for Simulacrum (2012, video, 4’, SD 16:9), by Yannis Yapanis, was 
the Jorge Luis Borges’ one-paragraph story, “Del rigor en la cienca” (“On Exactitude in 
Science”), first published in 1946 (as part of a piece by both Borges and A. B. Casares), 
and fictionally credited as a quotation from “Suarez Miranda,Viajes de varones pru-
dentes, Libro IV, Cap. XLV, Lerida, 1658”. In the story, the cartographers of an empire 
draw up a map so detailed that it becomes the exact size of the territory, therefore 
supplanting the ‘reality’ that it was mapping. In Yapanis’ work, the process of mapping 
is examined – following Jean Baudrillard – as a code-generated [re]product[ion], and 
the map itself as a simulacrum. On filmed sequences of lab and research spaces of the 
Department of Multimedia and Graphic Arts at the Cyprus University of Technology, 
he has superimposed stills of these spaces’ same interiors in their previous lives as 
cabaret, coffee shop and brothel – a mapping of a reality no longer present, yet no less 
real than the buildings’ present actualities. All of the images amount to mappings and 
reproductions, but ultimately, they are simulacra. According to Baudrillard, Borges’ story 
is, by now, “unusable”:
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[The] imaginary of representation, which simultaneously culminates in and is 
engulfed by the cartographer’s mad project of the ideal coextensivity of map and 
territory, disappears in the simulation whose operation is nuclear and genetic […]. 
No more mirror of being and appearances, of the real and its concept. No more 
imaginary coextensivity: it is genetic miniaturization that is the dimension of simu-
lation. The real is produced from miniaturized cells, matrices, and memory banks, 
models of control – and it can be reproduced an indefinite number of times from 
these. It no longer needs to be rational, because it no longer measures itself against 
either an ideal or negative instance.6 

No more ‘origins’, just ‘codes’.

3. Deterritorialising borders

Maps and mappings are also the means and processes through which the world is made 
abstract: “The abstract categories come first – lines of longitude and latitude, scales 
and conventions. Into these abstractions the earth fits. The earth is governed by the 
abstractions.”7 Maps define borders as lines of separation and of inclusion/exclusion. 
According to Bruce B. Janz, maps turn places – which we find ourselves in, and that have 
meaning for us – into spaces – “bounded and abstractly defined” territories.8 Following 
on this distinction, and as a means of conclusion to this essay, it is my contention that 
the artworks elaborated upon above, not only expose the functions of mappings and of 
representations of (places into) spaces; most importantly, they negotiate our visual and 
aural milieus not as abstractly defined spaces, but as sensorily experienced places: as 
places in a state of becoming, of flux and fluidity, and, in Deleuze and Guattari’s terms, 
of constant deterritorialisation. What is made manifest, therefore, is that, while borders, 
roadblocks and all such demarcations are territorialised as violently enforced barriers, 
they are, simultaneously, deterritorialised as crossing-over lines, and as zones of activity, 
interaction and hybridisation.
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Trauma as a political tool, parodic 
art as a response: A glimpse at parody 
within ‘a small picture’ in Cyprus
Çağlar Çetin

A Small Picture, Çağlar Çetin, 2012. Proliferated and relocated mold specimens
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With an analysis of an artwork called A Small Picture, this paper questions if art can 
encounter and reference trauma without repeating the very operations of power that 
suppress the subject and lead an exploitation of the traumatic experience. It also asks if 
parody could be a means to respond: against the operations of power and the repetition 
that lies at its heart.

For Michel Foucaut, power, as the dynamic of the relationship between individuals or 
groups,1 functions to organize the subject’s life.2 Bodies, which are threatened, con-
trolled, and exposed to violence, or, on the contrary, which threaten, control, and exert 
violence, identify power through daily actions:

In itself the exercise of power is not violence; nor is it a consent which, implicitly, 
is renewable. It is a total structure of actions brought to bear upon possible actions; 
it incites, it induces, it seduces, it makes easier or more difficult; in the extreme it 
constrains or forbids absolutely; it is nevertheless always a way of acting upon an 
acting subject or acting subjects by virtue of their acting or being capable of action. 
A set of actions upon other actions.3 

When political violence creates trauma it is, as Foucault describes above, not an isolated 
act nor simply limited to a progression of events but that it leads to and prescribes 
the experience of trauma as a continuation, a kind of inevitability of the sustaining of 
trauma. This is to say, the experience of trauma can function as a successor and given 
this it has the potential to sustain the particular set of operations of power or to generate 

Trauma as a political tool, parodic art as 
a response: a glimpse at parody within ‘A 
small picture’ in Cyprus
Çağlar Çetin
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trauma again simply in another form. Therefore, in what I am referring to as ‘the big pic-
ture,’ its not only violence that is a manifestation of power, but the situating of trauma 
can be deployed to support these very same operations of power.

Trauma is significant in the context of a construction of a ‘politics of memory.’ Graham 
Dawson in his article “Trauma, Place and the Politics of Memory” analyzes the construc-
tion of political identity through the public recognition of trauma and suffering follow-
ing the events of Bloody Sunday.4 Dawson emphasises that the traumatic effects of politi-
cal violence are further exacerbated by the production of “political narrative[s] about 
past, present, and future.’’5 When “the personal suffering and mourning of the survivors 
is publicly recognized, affirmed, and given dignity and meaning,” political identity is 
then identified and “strengthened through communal bonding.”6 In other words, suffer-
ing becomes a defining emotional response affecting all aspects of the subject identity as 
well as a definition of the community.

Consequently, trauma following political violence may not merely be a result of an 
exercise of power, but exploited through the means by which power reproduces itself. 
Considering trauma may be located in a way that it becomes instrumental to power, the 
artwork dealing with trauma does not escape this dynamic, it too is open to tacit rein-
forcement, if not itself becoming instrumental to institutional and political powers. On 
the other hand, Amy Tang, who discusses repetitions in Kara Walker’s artistic practice in 
relation to trauma (“racism” in her case), rejects the assumptions “... that agency func-
tions as a kind of zero-sum game.”, and that the only two options for the artists are either 
to “defeat” the operations of power which secure violence or “be defeated.”7 According 
to Tang, Walker’s repetitions of “the injuries of the past [...] signal the limitations of 
[the] politicized identity we know.”, whereas these limitations are not “inevitable.”8 Such 
an artistic gesture of repetition might function to indicate identities that are not fixed 
but in constant formation –and those that are a part of “... an unimagined future in 
which fulfillment might become possible.”9 

This raises the question as to the role of art and the work of artists and their potential 
complicity with the forms of repetition that reduce art to its instrumentalization. Could 
I, as an artist who deals with trauma in my work, interrupt this set of actions in the 
operations of power?

To Position Art within Power & Parody Offered by Feminist Discourse

When there is no longer any violence, there is no need for help / Therefore you 
should not demand help, but abolish violence. / Help and violence form a whole / 
And the whole has to be changed.

Bertolt Brecht10 
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To claim for art the capacity to represent trauma in a transparent way is to negate the 
very condition of trauma. As may be claimed by art, in which some “help” is offered to 
those who have experienced trauma, may very well have the effect of steering the focus 
away from the continuous existence of the cause or more precisely the continuity of the 
cause: the exercise of power. Artistic approaches that consider trauma accountable, com-
prehensible and something to be “helped” or assisted bring a resignation to the inevita-
ble existence and presence of trauma. Approaches that are complicit with the operations 
of power in terms of these repetitions risk the perpetuation of other actions in the opera-
tions of power as they reveal the wounds of trauma and promise the well being of those 
who are affected. My argument here might also encompass Slavoj Žižek’s argument 
on the operational mechanisms of today’s power: “... taking care [solely]of the psychic 
welfare of workers instead of changing the exploitative conditions which are responsible 
for their psychic breakdowns.”11 

Cathy Caruth, a well known scholar in the field of trauma, defines trauma based on 
Freud’s research as “the wound of the mind –a breach in the mind’s experience of time, 
self and the world– [which] is experienced too soon, too unexpectedly to be fully known.”12 
So consciousness is silenced in the face of the impossibility of fully comprehending the 
experiences of trauma –the tramatic events of the past are repeated unchanged. For the 
traumatic experience these unaltered repetitions are necessary so as to impose themselves 
again and again in order for them to be “... available to consciousness.”13

 
Judith Butler in her book Gender Trouble discusses the condition of the possibility of 
expression within the structures of power: “I am not outside the language that structures 
me, but neither am I determined by the language that makes this ‘I’ possible. [...] What 
it means is that you never receive me apart from the grammar that establishes my avail-
ability to you.”14 The expression of art might be put through the same conceptualization. 
Following Foucault, art too is constructed and received within power. However, artists 
imagine subversive means of a construction. Feminist discourse, has debated the ways 
in which identity construction is possible with a focus on power relations, including 
proposing a method: parody. Although “[p]arody by itself is not subversive” for Butler, 

“there must be a way to understand what makes certain kinds of parodic repetitions 
effectively disruptive, truly troubling, and which repetitions become domesticated and 
recirculated as instruments of cultural hegemony.”15 

Of course parody is not a new concept. It is stretched across centuries across different 
cultural and political contexts and art forms, consider the extraordiany eighteenth-centu-
ry notions of wit and ridicule.16 From a feminist perspective throughout the 20th and 21st 
Century the relationship between parody and the parodied is not to do with the relation-
ship of the copy and the original, nor does it represent a transition from fiction to real: 
parody and the parodied are simply two forms of fiction. This is to say, the original is al-
ready a result of producing fiction through the operations of power. Butler underscores 
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this with her observation that power constitutes identities, and therefore itself, is within 
its repetitions. The so-called ‘normal/original’ is actually a copy and therefore fictitious. 
Her theoretical inquiry reaches the critical task that is “not to establish a point of view 
outside of constructed identities,” but “to affirm the local possibilities of intervention 
through participating in precisely those practices of repetition that constitutes identity, 
and therefore, present the immanent possibility of contesting them.”17 

Although Butler is theorizing the significance of repetition on the subject of gender, I 
will propose the applicability of parodic repetition against other constructions of power. 
The key perception for Butler, one that my work engages with –and one that disrupts an 
inevitability of the operations of power and that makes one re-consider the individual’s 
agency– is to interpret the engagement of individuals in the operations of power as 

“performative” rather than “performed.” There is a crucial difference between performing 
and performative: it is the difference between “playing a role” and “producing a series of 
effects.”19 Gender, for Butler, is culturally formed, but there is also “a domain of agency or 
freedom.”20 Whereas gender is a phenomenon which is “produced and reproduced all the 
time,”21 the possibility of subversion exists within the repetitions that constract gender.

If trauma constitutes itself in repetitions as an unconscious and uncontrolled repetition of 
the past. Then parody, as an artistic tool, on the other hand, is a set of conscious and con-
trolled repetitions22 that can disrupt those repetitiveness in the operations of power. Parody 
in art has the potential to break the relation of trauma that secures a form of repetition 
without being complicit with reinforcing the operations of power that maintain trauma.

A Personal Approach to the Bond of Parody and Trauma:
A Small Picture of Cyprus

When I started looking closely at what had historically happened in Cyprus, I found 
myself confronted with the effects of violent forced migrations, causing the loss of 
life, home, and community, along with the ecological destructions, whether as a result 
of the accelerated development in the south or the broader range of destruction that 
governements are capable of causing.23 As an artist, and one from Turkey, how could I 
provide a field of consideration that could propose agency for the subjects suffering as a 
result of these operations of power? How could I articulate the facts; whose facts, which 
facts, how to rely upon them? So like Alice, I tumbled down the hole, I struggled with 
the impossibility of ‘speaking.’ And faced the possibility that silence is nothing other 
than the continuation of violence by other means.24 I then started to question if it would 
be possible to speak without being included in a hegemonic discourse.

I designed my work A Small Picture by repeating, not a representation of art but of 
politics (forced migrations) from a parodic perspective, one of a microscopic dimension. 
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A Small Picture is a photographic installation that depicts a narrative of the relocation of 
several mold specimens. The mold specimens were collected in Turkey from the house 
of a family who had been forced to leave their village in Northern Cyprus. The mold was 
proliferated in Petri dishes, then traveled from Turkey to Northern Cyprus where it was 
relocated on the rotting walls of an abandoned house. The artwork hopes to layer the 
present with the past and the new with the old, questioning the notion of ‘other’ and 
‘foreign,’ and importantly any linear trajectory when it comes to memory.

The representation of the entire process is made evident through the camera’s display 
screen in a single image that bears testimony to all of the steps of this relocation. From 
the first photograph onwards, each image is nestled within a historical series of images 
documenting the process. The unprinted last image is a small picture exhibited only 
through the medium of the small display screen of the camera, hung on the gallery wall, 
being barely perceptible and certainly questionable in its ability to create and represent 
the project’s story and the history of Cyprus.

Although it carries the intent of parody and recognition of the operations of power as they 
encounter trauma, any connection to the beholder of this work however is unpredictable 

–given that they are mold specimins, in this instance that were forced to relocate. The ob-
served effects of dislocations of communiciations and the violence this too can engender 
along with the difficulty of a people to relate to those who suffer –they are believed to take 
into consideration only their own sorrows; in other words, limiting their sympathy to those 
they identify with.25 Yet the tenuous and loaded nature of this work in relation to how the 
beholder might respond was at the foreground of my mind, being unable to predict the 
audience’s response to the image. This is probably the strongest motivation behind the 
making of A Small Picture. Albeit parodic, it repeats a process of forcing ‘living entities’ to 
relocate, but without a resolution – what to do with this situation? And as for the audience 
it is defined and present, but at the same time it is not.

Museums and galleries may undertake exhibitions on issues of memory. Not only patri-
otic ceremonies, commemorarions and monuments, but also documentations presented 
by museums may politically function as “imposing a a common memory of violence.”26 
It is however problematic given that members of the audience are affected by their own 
remembrance –constructed through personal experiences, necessarily embedded in 
power relations. The installation of A Small Picture is designed as a response to this issue. 
For this specific purpose, I installed the camera in the exhibition hall with only its view-
ing screen unfolded, to show the image as temporary, it narrates a story with all of its 
problematics with regard to visibility and invisibility.

A Small Picture may be read as a question: Is the process of merging and transplanting 
microorganisms a way to remember? One may suggest the gesture of the artist is a literal 
and small contribution to both loss of, and perception of, memory. In reference to the 
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forced migration of Cypriots between 1963 and 1974, the artwork repeats the action of 
relocation in reverse, on microorganisms. If this gesture is defined as a microscopically 
small homage, and even one that is undertaken in vain, it also becomes a question of 
whether or not the artwork points at its own nullity. However rather than nullity, A 
Small Picture attempts a microscopic gesture through the movements of parody. The 
process and its presentation parodise the idea of transparency in relation to origins with 
a complex yet all-in-one final image. While the overriding desire in our culture is often 
for the big picture, this artwork aims to present a small one, a very small one indeed.
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