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AnA VujAnoVić And 
livia andrEa piazza
introduction

To think the public and the community together in the 
performing arts, especially in critical and sociopolitically 
concerned segments thereof, presupposes a direct in-
teraction between the artists and the audience and usu-
ally implies a great investment of hope. However, while 
reading and writing on topics such as performance and 
politics, the artist-citizen or participatory performance, 
we have realised that there is a neglected procedural dif-
ference between performance and politics today which 
obscures our understanding of their relations. Apart from 
the long history of the idea of teatrum mundi, which deep-
ly embeds theater in its social environment, a number of 
twentieth-century authors explored the proximity of per-
formance and politics. These voices come not only from 
the field of performing arts. Hannah Arendt is especially 
important in this regard, owing to her explicit insistence 
on the performative character of political practice and on 
the political dimension of artistic performance alike. In 
Between Past and Future, she explains this proximity in 
the following way:

in the performing arts (as distinguished from the crea-
tive art of making), the accomplishment lies in the per-
formance itself and not in an end product which outlasts 
the activity that brought it into existence. … The per-
forming arts have indeed a strong affinity with politics. 
Performing artists – dancers, play-actors, musicians 
and the like – need an audience to show their virtuosity, 
just as acting men need the presence of others before 
whom they can appear; both need a publicly organised 
space for their work, and both depend upon others for 
the performance itself. (arendt 1961: 153–154)

However, although this oft-cited explanation is largely 
used to analyse the sociopolitical relevance of the per-
forming arts, we find it pretty ahistorical. It is ahistorical 
in its neglect of procedural differences between the politi-
cal practice of Athenian democracy (direct participation 
of citizens) and the official political practice of modern 
Western society (representative system). That is to say, in 
today’s representative democracy ‘a people is missing’, 
as Deleuze would say.

Neglecting that problem and counting on procedural 
overlaps between performance and democratic politics 
– and thereby on political leniency towards claims, sub-
jects, images, voices and social relations that derive from 
artistic performance – is a trap that a number of critical 
and engaged performance makers and theorists have 
failed to negotiate. That trap especially – and unfortu-
nately – addresses an alternative and critical segment of 
the performing arts in the twentieth and early twenty-first 
centuries which sees the political power of performance 
in the direct interaction between, and live (co-)presence 
of, people in public. For instance, ‘liveness’ is what Peggy 
Phelan sees, next to immateriality, as grounding perfor-
mance’s political potential within capitalism. There it op-
erates at a symbolic level as ‘a representation without 
reproduction’ that by virtue of its immateriality and non-
mediation remains ‘unmarked’, escaping absorption into 
the system (Phelan 1993: 146). Explicit examples of the 
idea that the political power of performance lies in its live 
social situation can be found in contemporary artivism, 
based on a spontaneous and direct method of political 
acting: one steps out onto the public stage as a responsi-
ble citizen, spotlights a particular social problem by aes-
thetic means and calls for public debate.
However, the problem we see here is that this basic mode 
of political practice doesn’t correspond to the social par-
adigm of (democratic) politics today, which is representa-
tive: it is mediated and mediatised to such a degree that 
it almost mutes citizens’ voices in the process of making 
decisions, while corresponding too much to the econom-
ic paradigm of politics that revolves around immaterial 
value.

How to understand and what to do with this kind of his-
torical asynchrony, between the live gathering of public as 
we know it from the performing arts and the one that used 
to characterize democratic politics, is the main question 
we wish to raise with this book. Deleuze’s thoughts about 
the missing people from Cinema 2 further sharpened our 
reflections since it seems that the missing people today 
are citizens themselves:

Art … must take part in this task: not that of address-
ing a people, which is presupposed already there, but 
of contributing to the invention of a people. The mo-
ment the master, or the colonizer, proclaims ‘There 
have never been people here’, the missing people are 
a becoming, they invent themselves, in shanty towns 
and camps, or in ghettos, in new conditions of strug-
gle to which a necessarily political art must contribute. 
(deleuze 1989: 217)
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The fact that today’s democratic politics diminishes the 
relevance of physical co-presence of living people dis-
cussing their society in public is in our view not only a 
failure on the part of the performing arts. If thought self-
reflectively in a wider social realm, it can also be an invi-
tation to rethink politics itself. In other words, what per-
formance certainly does politically today is to mark that 
empty place of democracy and publicly perform a pro-
posal of a different sociopolitical practice. Wouldn’t this 
make performance a real place on the public scene that 
confronts images of society as it presently is, with those 
of a different, possible and virtual one? In the current 
context, characterised by both neoliberal capitalism and 
representative democracy, performance may not owe its 
political relevance to being unmarked, but rather its politi-
cal potential might lie in the gesture of marking. It might 
mark a space that is empty, inviting the public to engage 
in inventing people who create the social imaginary. It 
could mark a space of co-habitation where differences 
are cultivated and produced. What are the theoretical un-
derpinnings and the concrete dynamics that emerge as 
performance and politics co-inhabit society? Our ques-
tions regard the form as much as the content: how does 
performance have consequences on the world as we 
know it, not only in spite of but also by virtue of its dif-
ference from today’s politics? By reflecting on the proce-
dural difference separating performance and politics, we 
wish to analyse how performance can be a political part 
of its social context today by asking in the last instance: 
what is relevant for a democracy in which the live (co-)
presence of people in public is irrelevant?

* * *

The essays included in this publication are not divided 
into parts and chapters since we want readers to freely 
travel through the texts. In between the lines of these 
texts appears a tacit editors’ movement, as they inter-
weave a network that can be navigated in many different 
directions. The ongoing dialogue between performance 
and politics does not only present the insistent detours 
these two spheres make into each other; it also reveals 
the persistent challenges the texts in this book pose to 
the dichotomies that often mark the way we think and act 
in these spheres. The book proposes a breaking of the 
dichotomy between representation and presence, inves-
tigating the procedural difference between performance 
and politics and opening up different ways of represent-
ing, watching and being in the live presence of others, 
being public. The politicality of performance emerges in 
this break as well as in the break between production and 
reproduction. A parallel challenge is made to approaches 

that separate the private and the public, and the individual 
and the common. In addition to deconstructive analyses, 
there is also a constructive force emerging in the lines of 
this book that regards the practice of instituting. It ap-
pears in unexpected, optimistic turns in thorough analy-
ses of the bleak situation that characterises both perfor-
mance and politics today. That optimistic force concerns 
institutions, of course, those of the arts as much as those 
of politics, but it exceeds them in a chance to institute 
time and space; it travels through this entire book as a 
fight for reclaiming and reappropriating imagination and 
production in lieu of cynicism and deconstruction, which 
have previously countered attempts at the direct political-
ity of performance; it is an instituing at large that might 
start small, in sharing the gaze in performance, in the 
ways we work together and in the micropolitics that act 
as if things could always be imagined and done differently 
in the present; and finally, that optimistic force overflows 
into the possibility of instituting more egalitarian and more 
just conditions of our being alive together.

references
Arendt, Hannah, The Human Condition, Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1998.
Deleuze, Gilles, Cinema 2; The Time-Image, Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1989.
Peggy Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance, London and New 

York: Routledge, 2003.
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a.
apolitical
The apolitical is a regularly longed for myth, often claimed 
by artists in order to dodge questions about their work 
that they find ‘uninteresting’. Rather than seeing their 
work being criticised from a political standpoint, they 
perceive their own work as apolitical. There is no such 
thing as an apolitical book, apolitical speech, apolitical art 
work, apolitical room or apolitical practice. And if people 
seem to have forgotten this, we need to repoliticise the-
ses spaces and point to the politics of every situation. The 
political lives in every situation; it resides in the structures, 
histories and actions that make up every space. The live 
gathering can be the political action of meeting others 
and discussing the society we live in, acknowledging the 
preexisting politics of the space, proposing the politics for 
the future or radically rearranging how politics are made. 
(see: Uninteresting)

b.
ballplayer
Every group needs a certain amount of compromise and 
confirmation in order to function and move things forward. 
The experience of swinging ball after ball to a player that 
just won’t play is the experience of a dysfunctional group 
work. On the other hand, every politically relevant group 
occasionally needs the person who just won’t play ball. 
Who will call out a bad hand and refuse to reply, but who 
will call for a change of the game altogether. In any gath-
ering, the ability to play ball is as crucial as the courage to 
let the ball drop when needed. 
(see: Apolitical, Dysfunctionality)

c.
celebration
Is an unbeatable strategy for a live gathering to sustain 
itself. After weeks of criticality, self-reflection and inter-
nal debate, a balloon, a milkshake and a shakedown is 
needed. Any gathering that does not acknowledge the 
importance of what they do and celebrate each other for 
it will eventually wear itself down and quit. If you do not 
have a boss that gives you a cake on your birthday, do it 
yourself. If you do not receive a retirement vase from your 
institution, buy one for yourself. Do you always feel like 
you could have done better? You did good, now go get 
yourself a fancy margarita. 
(see: Kindergarten)

stina 
nybErg 
a live 
gathering 
dictionary
(a-E)
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D.
Dysfunctionality
All gatherings are dysfunctional. There is no assembly 
of people, no matter how small or big, diverse or homo-
geneous, ambitious or lazy, that is fully functional. Every 
gathering will limp, stutter, be narcoleptic, contract a 
wide array of stress symptoms and suffer from chronic 
anorexia. So rather than assuming that a group is func-
tional from its outset (and only later falls into dysfunction), 
it is advisable to assume that every group is dysfunction-
al in its very formation. And within every dysfunctional 
group, a bunch of dysfunctional characters reside, and 
for a gathering to sustain itself it needs to make space for 
difference. It can help to accept that other people are al-
ways idiots, but that they have their reasons. Maybe they 
are sensitive to body contact? Are slow readers? Maybe 
they are ashamed of their incapacities, exhausted due to 
crappy relationships, consumed by sadnesses and sick-
nesses and need to work differently than you do because 
of that? This does not have to be a problem. It is just a 
special need and although it is not your need, you can 
cater to it with as much caring as they will cater to your 
needs. If we can avoid the norms of functionality, to be 
dysfunctional can become less of a stigma and more of a 
fact of life, even a constituting factor of it. 
(see: Ballplayer, Family, Gymnastics)

E.
Escape route
To allow insignificant details to grow into the thing you 
are focussing on, you need to find an escape route. Or, to 
notice a diverging path and choose it just for the simple 
reason that it makes itself available for you. Insistence, 
determination and focus will only take you so far, for the 
rest you need to deviate. When working in a group this 
can be a way to move intuition into collaboration. Since 
collective intuition takes decades to grow, taking an un-
expected escape route can serve as a fast way to insert 
the unforeseen into group work. You set a plan, and then 
you just escape, escape, escape until you have moved 
into a direction that neither of you in the group were 
aware that you were taking. 
(see: Lucky side effect, Practice)
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livia andrEa piazza 
thinking around the 
idea of overwhelming 
imagination* 

*This text was written for the conference ‘overwhelming 
imagination: Achieving and undermining Contradictions’, 
Beijing 2016 

i

What is the place of imagination today? Among the ques-
tions related to the state of the arts within neoliberal 
capitalism, this one doesn’t seem to be among the most 
urgent ones and yet, it constitutes a fertile point of de-
parture to reflect on art production today, especially if we 
linger on the idea of an ‘overwhelming imagination’. 

Could imagination overwhelm itself and provide a working 
concept that might contrast today’s Capitalist Realism? 
The latter emerges, according to Mark Fisher, as ‘a per-
vasive atmosphere’ influencing the way we produce and 
depict our reality, easily turning into an ideology that privi-
leges efficiency and feasibility, excluding whatever can-
not be measured by labelling it as utopian or useless, and 
reducing our perception of what is possible.1 

In the sphere of art, this ideology is embodied on different 
levels: from the art institutions, whose work is increasing-
ly judged and funded according to the numbers to which 
their value is reduced; to art production at large, where 
the notions of creativity and innovation monopolised dis-
courses and practices. On a more abstract level, capital-
ism uses the ideology of realism in order to present itself 
as a system devoid of fiction or, in other words, as natu-
ral: by explicitly dismissing the non measurable, the over-
whelming, the obscure, capitalism negates the power of 
fiction in order to weave its own fiction, the narrative that 
sets it as the most desirable, if not the only possible, sys-
tem. Here, Fisher refers to the analysis by Alain Badiou, 
according to whom, this narrative is based on a specific 
claim, the one that capitalism freed the Western world 

1  Mark Fisher, Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative?, John Hunt 
Publishing, 2009.

from the dangerous ideologies of the past and today acts 
as a shield against the danger of belief, embodied in ter-
ror or totalitarianism. In this way, capitalism produces a 
contradiction in which ‘a brutal state of affairs, profoundly 
inegalitarian – where all existence is evaluated in terms of 
money alone – is presented to us as ideal’.2

One of the most relevant aspects for the arts is that this 
particular form of realism could be operating by discard-
ing the Real, which is, according to Jacques Lacan, ‘un-
representable’ and because of this, it constitutes what re-
ality needs to erase in order to affirm and represent itself 
as such.3 In a similar way, imagination is prevented from 
being the place of the unrepresentable –from being over-
whelming, in a way – and it is confined within very clear 
borders; placed in a category opposed to reality. Within 
capitalist realism, imagination doesn’t belong to the world 
we live in, rather it’s the place to escape from it, from a 
reality depicted as the only possible one. 

In this context, the function of art is easily confused with 
that of entertainment, and at the same time, the pressure 
on art to take on responsibilities traditionally ascribed to 
the sphere of politics is increasing, as exemplified by the 
return of political art and the rise of social art practices. 
Today, the question of art’s role within society fuels two 
opposite approaches to theory and practice: on the one 
hand, a plea to underline again the political value of an art 
detached from reality; on the other, a strong claim for the 
urgency of an activist art with a clear impact on society. 

Notwithstanding the cry for political change that regards 
also the art worlds, both these perspectives reflect and 
corroborate the borders between the fictional and the real 
and, by doing so, might defuse the transformative poten-
tial of art. 

The idea of art production entailed in these perspectives 
stems from an imagination that, far from being over-
whelming, produces works and narratives that only ap-
parently disrupt the status quo and end up corroborating 
it; an imagination remaining in a space of entertainment or 
escapism, provided in a world that is perceived as impos-
sible to change. 

Yet, as Pascal Gielen writes, ‘art still cherishes what can 
always be otherwise imagined’4 and today, this regards 

2  Ibid., p. 5.
3  Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psyco-Analysis, 
vol. 11, WW Northon & Company, 1998. 
4  4. Pascal Gielen, ‘Institutional Imagination: Instituting Contemporary 
Art Minus the Contemporary’, in Institutional Attitudes: Instituting Art in a 
Flat World, ed. Pascal Gielen, Valiz, 2013.
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the possibility of shifting the borders between what is 
considered ‘possible’ and impossible’. In other words, 
thinking around an overwhelming imagination in the arts 
is about rethinking the production of the new, where the 
latter cannot be imagined as the modernist new, bound to 
become tradition5, nor as the postmodernist new that is 
reduced to a label for marketing a form of production that 
is actually only reproduction.6

ii 

What is the time of imagination today? Modern time tends 
‘to become disembodied and neutral in order to provide 
a scheme for organizing action’ within a specific frame 
that privileges the here and now, ‘composing a continu-
ity of new beginnings’7 that, given capitalism’s ability to 
profit from the artistic lifestyle’s peculiar temporality, is 
mirrored in the arts. Bojana Kunst describes this as ‘the 
project horizon’, where we have always to begin again at 
an increasingly faster pace, ‘but the new start is not about 
difference but about another promise for the future [...] 
Paradoxically, the more creative people are preoccupied 
with creating proposals for the future, the more our time 
is deeply characterised by the impossibility of imagining 
other modes of political and economic life’.8

Unfolding between the temporality of work and the im-
ages of the future, the link between art and capitalism 
corroborates, operating in the material condition of pro-
duction to occupy the realm of imagination. Thinking of 
an overwhelming imagination would mean to go beyond 
the conceptions of time that reduce it to either a singular 
or binary mode,9 and a possibility in this direction could 
regard the dimension of the meantime.

On the one hand, the meantime refers to ‘the intervening 
time’ until something happens, on the other it means ‘at 
the same time’ that something else happens: it’s simul-
taneous to the present and separates us from the future.
Within neoliberal capitalism, the meantime might easily 
become the moment still usable to contribute to the sys-
tem’s production and reproduction. Yet, while being not 
really considered time at our disposal, it is the only time 

5  Harold Rosenberg, The Tradition of the New, McGraw- Hill, 1959. 
6  See among others David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity, 
Oxford: Blackwell, 1989. 
7  Aleida Assmann, ‘Shapes of Time. Transformations of the Modern 
Time Regime’, in Vol.1 How to Build a Manifesto for the Future of a Festival. 
Build the Time, Santarcangelo Festival Teatro, 2015 pp. 58-65.
8  Bojana Kunst, ‘The Project Horizon: On the Temporality of Making’, 
Manifesta Journal 16, 2012, p. 112. 
9  Sarah Sharma, In the Meantime: Temporality and Cultural Politics, 
Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2014. 

we have. Our time is always a meantime as we live within a 
collectivity and its modes of production; it can be the time 
of autonomy, as an autonomous production is always un-
imaginable, and this peculiar temporality might open up a 
space for difference and imagination. 

It seems time on our hands in between the moments ded-
icated to a specific purpose, and appearing as lost time, 
might act as a masked interruption of the linear trajectory 
characterising modern time. In this way, the meantime 
becomes the shelter for an overwhelming imagination, 
a suspension open to (im)possibilities and passionate 
about the utility of the useless; a present time becoming 
again inhabitable. Reappropriating the meantime would 
mean to think of it as a suspension in disguise, where we 
could ground an autonomous and liberated art produc-
tion in the meantime of general rhythms. Not by chance, 
the repetition at the core of the production of difference in 
Deleuze is a repetition in disguise ‘that disguises itself in 
constituting itself and constitutes itself only by disguising 
itself with and within the variations’.10

‘In the meantime: performance remains’ writes Rebecca 
Schneider as ‘a syncopated doubleness which (re)occurs; 
travels and returns’.11 In this repetition, performance is 
hosted in and creates a meantime entangling reality and 
fiction, materiality and speculation. As a temporal shel-
ter for an overwhelming imagination, the meantime might 
be the time of the new, where art could unfold its trans-
formative potential not as much in terms of impact on so-
ciety but as a carrier of the impossible possibilities within 
reality. 

iii

This form of artistic and political imagination might start 
from a reconceptualisation of the new outside the frame-
work of innovation, which narrows down the multiple and 
conflicting aspects of novelty into one single meaning, 
simplifying the contradictions and differences that con-
stitute the experience of the new. 

Within the framework of innovation, the new is equated 
with the unknown. This association was made also by 
Joseph Schumpeter in his description of creative de-
struction12 and still informs the concept of innovation in 

10  Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1994, p. 19.
11  Rebecca Schneider, Performing Remains: Art and War in Times of 
Theatrical Reenactment, London and New York: Routledge, 2011, p. 94. 
12  Joseph Schumpeter, The Theory of Economic Development: An 
inquiry into Profits, Capital, Credit, Interest, and the Business Cycle, vol. 
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economics as a progressive path through which the ‘un-
known’ becomes ‘known’ and thus is automatically at-
tached to positive values.13 It is a process in which by 
holding a clear view on that which exists, it is possible 
to embrace the new as a step forward in a vision of the 
world, which is partially reinforced by the idea of innova-
tion itself. The mechanism is that of creative destruction, 
which attaches to the new a peculiar temporality and, 
through substitutability, attaches to innovation a purpose, 
which has to do more with the reproduction of capitalism 
than with general progress.14

Notwithstanding the critiques to innovation in different 
fields – critiques that were recently extended to the notion 
of creativity – these premises influence also the field of 
sociology of art, where the new can hardly result in radi-
cal change: it is either bound to happen only as ‘partial 
revolutions’,

15
 or to become a systemic form of continuous 

renewal in a paradigm so flexible that it might never bring 
about a revolution.16 

The possibility of thinking about the new outside this 
framework emerges in the humanities as an intriguing ex-
ercise for the arts. At the conceptual level, the new differs 
from the notion of innovation because of the impossibility 
to establish a relationship with it. 

The new is about the impossibility of telling the difference 
and yet, it is the difference that lies at its core. According 
to Kierkegaard, it is a difference that cannot be recog-
nised as such. Being new is conceptually distinct from 
being different and no difference can be new, because if it 
were, it could not be recognised as a difference. Applying 
Kierkegaard’s concept to contemporary art, Groys main-
tains that the new is to be found not in what is different 
but in what is, or actually seems, ‘the same’.17 This is a dif-
ference in time, imperceptible in representation – as the 
difference between the limited life expectancy of mere 
things and the infinity of the ordinary object’s life inside 
the museum – and can be produced exclusively by ordi-
nary objects, like the readymades, in Groys’ example. In 
this sense, innovation may look like the new but is not, 
while the new may look like the ordinary but it is not. 

55, Transaction Publishers, 1934. 
13  See Giovanni Dosi, ‘The Nature of the Innovative Process’, 
in Technical Change and Economic Theory, London: Francis Pinter, 
1998, pp. 221-228; Michael Hutter et al., Cultural Sources of Newness, 
Discussion Paper SP III 2010-405, Berlin.
14  David Harvey, ‘The Condition of Postmodernity’. 
15  Pierre Bourdieu, ‘The production of Belief: Contribution to an 
Economy of Symbolic Goods’, in Media Culture Society 2, 1980, p. 269.
16  Niklas Luhmann, Art as a Social System, Stanford University Press, 
2000.
17  Boris Groys, ‘On the New’, in Art Power, The MIT Press, 2008. 

In the words of the theatre dramaturg and director 
Witkiewicz: ‘on leaving the theatre, one must have the im-
pression of waking form a strange sort of sleep in which 
even the most ordinary things had the strange impene-
trable character of a dream and cannot be compared to 
anything else’.18

By mantling what is ordinary or old with obscurity, the 
new in art instils the virus of doubt on the world as we 
know it, enabling us to imagine it otherwise. The political 
potential entailed here is widened by the idea of produc-
tion that this concept of the new implies. 

It is a production emerging as a cultivation of differences, 
allowing the new to function outside of the category of 
representation, not as a next step towards a progressive 
clarification of the unknown, but rather as a cultivation of 
this unrepresentable unknown. It is in this sense that the 
new is first and foremost overwhelming, as that which it’s 
impossible to establish a relationship with. This impos-
sibility is produced by the coexistence of radically differ-
ent elements in one object or idea that yet remains open: 
the new is ephemeral and eternal at the same time, it is 
ordinary and overwhelming, it is entire and incomplete.19

 

If the act of remembering marks the distance between 
the ‘new’ and the ‘different’, at the same time, the ‘tru-
ly new’ is to be found in the past, according to Walter 
Benjamin, and can be produced through remembrance, 
which is typified by the interplay between remembering 
and forgetting. Remembrance looks at past as a ‘yet-un-
realised-possibilities’20 and by making what is old once 
again incomplete, offers the opportunity to open up the 
future. Here, the old is freed from its duplication and crea-
tive destruction becomes a step towards the incomplete. 
Thinking the new as a step towards the incomplete lib-
erates its production and might bring about a new that 
is not determined to be a substitute, or to become tradi-
tion, but rather can be a trigger of another new, which is 
substantially different from itself. In Deleuzian terms, the 
production of this new emerges through repetition, in the 
space and time in between, and characterises the new as 
something not replaceable, altogether different and con-
stituted by the copresence of conflicting elements.21

18  Hans-Thies Lehmann, Postdramatic Theatre, Routledge, 2006, p. 
65.
19  Livia Andrea Piazza, The Concept of the New: Framing Production 
and Value in Contemporary Performing Arts, Barbara Budrich Verlag, 
2017.
20  Adrian Wilding, The Concept of Remembrance in Walter Benjamin, 
PhD diss. University of Warwick, 1996. 
21  Gilles Deleuze, ‘Difference and Repetition’.



Examining European representative democracy

thinkinG arounD thE iDEa 
of ovErwhElminG imaGination

livia andrea Piazza

PErformancE – Public – Politics

14

As such, while innovation emerges as a reassuring pro-
cess of controlling novelty and as an instrument to con-
firm and reproduce reality, the production of the new is a 
process of making things more obscure and admits radi-
cal change by putting reality in question. 

iv

Thinking about an overwhelming imagination in the con-
text of neoliberal capitalism and its ideology of realism 
means to engage in a cultivation of differences, in nur-
turing a form of obscurity that in its multiple constituen-
cies shelters that which is unrepresentable; the real, in its 
overwhelming ordinariness and the fictional at the core of 
our reality. 

Still, as Lehmann writes with reference to postdramatic 
theatre, the point is not the assertion of the real as such, 
but the production of the ‘unsettling doubt that occurs 
through the indecidability whether one is dealing with 
reality or fiction’.22 In this blurring border between real-
ity and fiction, art might create an obscurity where real-
ity appears as always also shaped by fiction, historically 
contingent and thus, subject to change. 

For this to happen, the direction to take cannot regard a 
battle between different representations of reality or al-
ternative fictions. Rather, art could find a room for action 
in nurturing and sustaining imagination as something not 
separated from reality but in profound relationship to it, 
engaging in what could be defined as a methodological 
speculation on reality.

The way of negotiating between reality and fiction differs 
profoundly in the sphere of art and in that of neoliberal 
capitalism. The latter occupies the word ‘reality’ with the 
meaning it favours building a complete, organised and 
clear fiction so that a coherent narrative can be com-
posed on the exclusion of all other possible meanings.
 
Art could operate through an opposite movement emp-
tying the word ‘reality’ of its meaning, forgetting for an 
instant its content and opening it up to all its possible 
meanings: engaging in a systematic blurring of reality and 
fiction so to create a gap in representation, where imagi-
nation can entangle with reality, unsettle it, disorganise it.
 
Borrowing an idea from Walter Benjamin, art might make 
reality once again incomplete. It is only in the incomplete 

22  Hans-Thies Lehmann, ‘Postdramatic Theatre’, p. 101. 

that the unsettling doubt on the world we know could rise, 
nurturing a form of imagination that has consequences 
on reality; just like Benjamin’s remembrance, art ‘can 
make the incomplete (happiness) into something fin-
ished and that which is finished (suffering) into something 
incomplete.’23 With this happiness, art blurs the bounda-
ries between reality and fiction and can empty reality out 
of its immutable content and fiction of its escapist func-
tion so that they could always be otherwise imagined. 

In this way, art might overcome both some forms of short-
sighted activism and the delusional cynicism of a com-
plete detachment from reality. It could engage in this 
movement that regards an undoing more than a doing 
and at the same time, involves a form of production that 
unfolds in the interruption of reality’s representation. Most 
importantly, what is left is not a void: art fills with potenti-
ality the gaps it creates and gathers a collectivity around 
an incomplete real, to experiment with an overwhelming 
imagination and its consequences. 

23  Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, Harvard University Press, 
1999, p. 471. 
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an undecidable object 
heading elsewhere
Translated by Matteo Camporesi

It’s July 22nd 2012, and we are in the main square of 
Santarcangelo di Romagna, a small Italian city that since 
1971 hosts a famous festival of contemporary perform-
ing arts. It’s Sunday, and it’s the last night of the festival. 
Rain has been looming for hours and there’s lightning and 
thunder in the distance. There is a stage in the square: it’s 
tall, as the stages often used for local festivals or popular 
shows in this area are, and it leans against the wall of the 
primary school, dominated by the big ‘Scuole Comunali’ 
sign. The stage is filled with lights and decorations; two 
men and a woman sit on one of the two short sides. The 
rest of the stage is busy with colourful couples spinning 
around in various folk dances (waltz, polka, mazurka…), 
wearing sparkling and often scanty outfits. They are en-
gaged in a competition, one type of dance quickly follow-
ing the other, and some couples are looking tired, while 
every once in a while a member of the jury stands up and 
guides off the stage a couple that has been standing still 
for too long or that made a mistake with a step. However, 
it’s not the music they’re dancing to that fills the electric 
atmosphere of the square, but a cloud made of repeated, 
processed and digitally altered snaps, creating a density 
that literally fills the void whilst leaving intact a surrealistic 
sensation of silence. The dancers, as one can see by get-
ting closer to them, all wear earphones. Sometimes dur-
ing particularly quick or whirling moves, some earphones 
fall and hang loose, their thin chord messily dancing with 
the dancers. 

The square is packed, the audience stands very close to 
the stage and there’s a feeling of emotional involvement 
and suspense in the air. Many people are friends or rela-
tives of the dancers. They are here to support and root for 
them during the course of this ‘marathon’, and they are 
not going to walk away from the stage until the very end, 
after spending more than four hours with bated breath. 
Others are festival goers (some of them are involved in the 
organisation, some are artists on the billboard): many of 
them know Zapruder filmmakersgroup, the independent 
collective of filmmakers behind this performance, which 
is the last one in this edition of the festival that brought 

the theatre back to the square and that is now filling the 
space with sound and progressively emptying it of danc-
ers, playing with the void. In the audience some peo-
ple are more focussed on the live sound work done by 
Francesco ‘Fuzz’ Brasini: they are listening to a concert 
of concrete sounds and electronic manipulations, and the 
dance marathon is mainly a background image. Others 
live in Santarcangelo and, like they are used to doing in 
the Summer months, they are just having a walk in the 
square after dinner, knowing they will find something to 
see or listen to – after all, this is a typical feature of the 
festival, which has always been known as the ‘festival 
internazionale del teatro in piazza’ (literally, the ‘interna-
tional festival of theatre in the squares’). Amongst these 
spectators are either many elderly or children: the former 
immediately recognise the event as a dance marathon, 
as they have likely seen one before in one of the many 
dance halls scattered throughout the countryside; the lat-
ter stare at the colours and the movements until some-
thing more interesting catches their attention. There are 
also two invisible spectators – maybe they can be seen 
by looking closely at the windows on the school building, 
but no one seems to raise their eyes up to that level: it’s 
Monaldo Moretti and David Zamagni, Zapruder’s camera 
operators. They are filming the marathon from a ‘sharp-
shooter’s perspective’, as they will write, that is to say, 
from a point of view where they can film the audience by 
looking literally through the performance, recording am-
bient sounds and mixing them with the dancers’ steps, 
recorded through contact microphones placed under the 
stage. 

On the other side of the square, the festival centre – some 
tables spread under the portico of the city hall and on the 
street, where the artists and the public can have dinner 
together – is still open, as well as the ticket office and 
the info point. Here, people can find the last catalogues 
of this edition of the festival, where the performance 
we are attending is titled I topi lasciano la nave (Yes Sir, 
I Can Boogie) and is presented with a text that aims to 
be evocative and evasive at the same time without being 
very specific about the nature of the event: ‘For centuries 
folk wisdom has attributed to rats the providential power 
of foretelling the imminence of catastrophic events about 
to occur in that part of the world they inhabit. Nobody 
has ever demonstrated the existence of these presumed 
and unknown paranormal faculties, but we do know that 
rats benefit from a particularly acute auditory apparatus, 
a formidable sensitivity to the noises surrounding them, 
the sounds of creaking, hissing, high and low frequen-
cies. The ‘teatro in piazza’ programme at Santarcangelo 
•12 says goodbye with this image which, in its fulfilment, 
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cancels itself out: at once an invitation to listen and a bow 
to the beauty of removal and the void’.1

What is it, then, this object taking shape in front of us, 
dissolving and disappearing while it becomes real? What 
kind of promises, expectations, betrayals and memories 
does it contain? What forms of spectatorship does it trig-
ger and involve, or reject and drop? What are the hun-
dreds of spectators in this square looking at? What will 
the visitors of art galleries and film festivals, where the 
recorded version of this work will be shown, be looking 
at? What are we looking at now as we recall the event in 
our memory and try to bring it back to life through writing?

It’s impossible to give a unique answer to all these ques-
tions: different spectators would give different answers, 
and they would all be right. No compromise between 
their visions is necessary, nor would it be possible, as all 
the perspectives that have been activated in this square 
do not meet in a single point of observation. Not even 
the artists’ perspective is able to embrace them all, as 
they choose not to be able to anticipate them. The per-
formance is, indeed, the trigger of an event imagined for 
a long time and patiently prepared in the subtle weaving 
of relationships with all the involved actors: dancer’s as-
sociations, musicians, technicians and producers of the 
festival, judges of the competition. However, this action 
triggers an uncontrollable mechanism, not devoid of un-
predictability, whose evolution will be determined by the 
interaction of many elements, including weather and fate. 
This is why there is not and there cannot be a unique point 
of view, a single interpretation of the event we are look-
ing at, which is consequently undecidable. I have spent 
the last five years wondering about the mystery of this 
feature, feeling both proud and inappropriate for hav-
ing curated and coproduced this project during my first 
year of artistic direction in Santarcangelo2 without under-
standing it completely. What did we witness during that 
night in July? What kind of space did we share in that 
square? What kind of reality and time? Who was the au-
thor? How was the event produced, and what different 
kinds of spectatorship did it generate? Finally, what kind 
of public, social gathering, and society did it create? The 
mystery of Yes Sir, I Can Boogie also highlights a feature 
shared with other art projects that can be very different 
from one another but still share the intention to challenge 

1 Zapruder filmmakersgroup, I topi lasciano la nave. Yes Sir, I Can Boo-
gie! in the catalogue of Santarcangelo •12 Festival Internazionale del 
Teatro in Piazza, Santarcangelo dei Teatri and Maggioli Editore 2012, p. 
47. The work was later presented as a film installation with the title Yes 
Sir, I Can Boogie, that I will use from now when referring to it. 
2 This edition was co-directed with Rodolfo Sacchettini and Cristina 
Ventrucci.

the concepts of visibility and readability and in this way 
create a space that I can only describe as political. 

the Event of undecidability 

The word undecidable appears in Six Memos for the Next 
Millennium, written by Italo Calvino in 1985 for his Charles 
Eliot Norton poetry lectures at Harvard University. 
Calvino’s fourth memo,3 Visibility, revolves around the ca-
pacity of literature to generate images and create a kind 
of ‘mental cinema’ where fantasies can flow continuously. 
The main concern that he brings forth lies within the rela-
tion between contemporary culture and imagination: the 
risk to definitely lose, in the overproduction of images, the 
power of bringing visions into focus with our eyes shut 
and in fact of “thinking in terms of images”.4 In the last 
pages of the lecture, he proposes a shift from under-
standing the fantastic world of the artist not as undefin-
able, but as undecidable. With this word Calvino means to 
define the coexistence and the relation, within any literary 
work, between three different dimensions. The first di-
mension is the artist’s imagination – a world of potentiali-
ties that no work will succeed in realising. The second is 
the reality as we experience it by living. Finally, the third is 
the world of the actual work, made by the layers of signs 
that accumulate in it; compared to the first two worlds 
it is ‘also infinite, but more easily controlled, less refrac-
tory to formulation’.5 Calvino calls the link between these 
three worlds ‘the undecidable, the paradox of an infinite 
whole that contains other infinite wholes’.6 For him, all ar-
tistic operations involve – by means of the infinity of lin-
guistic possibilities – the infinity of the artist’s imagination 
and the infinity of contingencies. Therefore, ‘attempts to 
escape the vortex of multiplicity are useless’.7 In his fifth 
memo, he subsequently focuses on multiplicity as a way 
for literature to comprehend the complex nature of the 
world that for the author is a whole of wholes, where the 
acts of watching and knowing also intervene in observed 
reality and alter it. 

In Yes Sir, I Can Boogie, we also witness the staging of 
a multiplicity, a whole of wholes, that works by super-
imposition, thus creating a specific condition of experi-
ence and visibility. It’s as if something has been placed 
between the spectator and the image: a different density 

3 Out of five, the sixth lecture was never written, as the author died 
suddenly and the series remained unfinished, yet published with its 
original and now misleading title.
4 Italo Calvino, Visibility, in Six Memos for the Next Millennium, Harvard 
University Press 1988, p. 92.
5 Ibid., p. 97.
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid., p. 98.
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is stuck to our vision and the conditions of visibility have 
been modified. The objects we have in front of us remain 
unchanged, but their superimposition makes it impos-
sible to define their nature unanimously and without any 
doubt. Because of this specific form of visibility, different 
eyes can look at the same object and see different reali-
ties. Each one of them is right, yet no one can define com-
pletely what he or she sees: they only understand one 
side, which is real, somewhat autonomous and independ-
ent from the others, although it does not complete the ob-
ject that is seen. Specifically, this performance includes a 
dance competition, a contemporary music concert, a live 
performance, the closing event of a festival, a celebration 
in a city in Romagna, an artistic work in a public space, 
the location for an artist’s film. Each element also car-
ries different forms of experience and the production of 
reality: elements from the real world are transposed on 
the stage using the same coordinates we normally expe-
rience them with; or slightly shifted. At the same time, a 
context dimension that we may call curatorial comes into 
play, a dimension which constitutes a framework for un-
derstanding the work and contextually provides the nec-
essary conditions for supporting it. Above all, however, 
it’s the strictly artistic dimension that loads the work with 
creative and fictional elements, stories and arguments, 
languages, codes and forms. Therefore different natures, 
precisely defined and definable, coexist in Yes Sir I Can 
Boogie and, by sharing the same space in the work and 
overlapping simultaneously, they generate an irresolvable 
complexity in which everything is what it is, though at the 
same time it is more, and something else. 

In turn, the different natures that constitute the perfor-
mance also imply an equal amount of forms of spectator-
ship that, during that same night and in that same square, 
coexisted one next to the other, sharing the same con-
text and putting themselves in front of the same event, 
even though they were witnessing totally different objects. 
And there’s more: when looking at Yes Sir, I Can Boogie, 
we are both spectators and witnesses, but also creators 
of an event that develops in front of us and takes a dif-
ferent shape depending on the spectator’s perspective. 
Therefore, the spectators take on a generative function, 
since without their look some aspects of the work would 
simply not exist. The most clear example for this is the 
presence of cameras that transform the stage in a movie 
set, but the same mechanism also operates in the coex-
istence of different angles amongst the views of spec-
tators, generated by a superimposition of three different 
levels in the work: reality (the town square, the couples 
dancing and the dance marathon); the contextual and cu-
ratorial dimension (the dramaturgical design of a festival 

questioning public space and the expectations generated 
by the contemporary presence of different audiences, 
gathered for its final event after ten days); and finally the 
strictly artistic dimension, made more complex by the co-
existence of three dimensions: live performance, film and 
music. 

The complexity in the fruition of Yes Sir, I Can Boogie ex-
pands and deepens some traits of its aesthetic undecid-
ability, that is, by the way, inherent to any work of art, and 
something that Calvino relates to visibility. Performance is 
already connected, in our imagery, to the production of 
images rather than just words or concepts; in the present 
context, it also faces the infinite production of images that 
surrounds us. Under these circumstances one could ar-
gue that performance, and art in general, should rather 
operate by means of opacity, creating a space free from 
the obligation to be clearly visible and communicable. A 
lot has been written in the art field about the need for 
darkness, which sometimes ends up being an adoration 
of invisibility and disappearance.8 What is maybe more 
productive is to consider darkness as a specific condi-
tion of sight, one that demands other means and atti-
tudes, other capacities and desires. This is the case with 
Georges Didi-Huberman’s metaphor of fireflies, which re-
mains as a (literally) bright image for what art can do for us 
and what we can and must do for art.9 Giorgio Agamben 
also uses a similar figure when he defines the contempo-
rary as ‘he who firmly holds his gaze on his own time so 
as to perceive not its light, but rather its darkness’, since 
‘to perceive this darkness is not a form of inertia or of 
passivity, but rather implies an activity and a singular abil-
ity. In our case, this ability amounts to a neutralization of 
the lights that come from the epoch in order to discover 
its obscurity, its special darkness, which is not, however, 
separable from those lights”.10 From a different perspec-
tive, Rebecca Solnit, following Virginia Woolf’s line of 
thought in To the Lighthouse, focusses on the connection 
between darkness and being, or more precisely ‘being 
oneself, a wedge-shaped core of darkness’ where this 
self, ‘having shed its attachments [is] free for the strang-
est adventures’ and thus the ‘horizon [seems] limitless’.11 
In Hope in the Dark, Solnit goes even further, using the 
metaphor of the theatre: ‘Imagine the world as a theatre. 

8 See, for example, Byung-Chul Han, The Transparency Society, Stan-
ford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2015, and Jonthan Crary, 24/7: Late 
Capitalism and the Ends of Sleep, London: Verso, 2014.
9 Georges Didi-Huberman, Survivance des lucioles, Les Editions de 
Minuit 2009; forthcoming in English: Survival of the Fireflies, Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press
10 Giorgio Agamben, What Is the Contemporary? in What Is an Appara-
tus? and Other Essays, Stanford University Press 2009, p. 45.
11 Rebecca Solnit, A Field Guide to Getting Lost, London: Penguin, 
2005, pp. 15–16.
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The acts of the powerful and the official occupy center 
stage. The traditional versions of history, the convention-
al sources of news encourage us to fix our gaze on that 
stage. The limelights there are so bright that they blind 
you to the shadowy spaces around you, make it hard to 
meet the gaze of the other people in the seats, to see the 
way out of the audience, into the aisles, backstage, out-
side, in the dark, where other powers are at work. A lot of 
the fate of the world is decided onstage, in the limelight, 
and the actors there will tell you that all of it is, that there 
is no other place.”12

Thinking of undecidability, the metaphor or image that 
seems more appropriate to me is rather that of opacity, 
meaning a specific form of visibility that operates through 
overlapping or sticking one material on the other (like, for 
example, steam on glass): a form of density that art can 
produce and that curatorial contexts can support and 
maintain, or even enlarge and intensify. Therefore, the 
work we are looking at resists the temptation of darkness 
and invisibility, and challenges reality on its very level, that 
of complexity (or multiplicity) and visibility. In other words, 
Yes Sir, I Can Boogie seems to aim at preserving a space 
in which the way things come to visibility makes it impos-
sible to decide about their nature: it is the logical connec-
tion, the law of necessity that normally binds visibility and 
readability, that is broken by means of a surrender, a de-
viation, a different logic. In this way, the work creates an 
empty space, an inclination that is not directed at mean-
ings (which are by nature determinable) but at a sense, or 
better, at multiple senses. This creates the chance of an 
event: a moment in which meanings are suspended, and 
everything that we know does not help us understanding 
what’s happening. Two features define the experience of 
the event: the perception that something unexpected is 
possible and the act of returning space and time to a con-
cept of singularity rather than homogeneity. This means 
that the event creates possibilities and beginnings that 
are open and unpredictable but also real: in the event, this 
is the space, this is the time when something can really 
happen, and this space and time are also ‘anywhere out 
of the world’13 at all times. In this sense, the event expos-
es us to something that is not decided; for Yes Sir, I Can 
Boogie, it is the art work that exposes itself to the event 
of its own happening, by radically putting at stake its own 
performative statute and, above all, with the rejection of 
control and direction carried out by its own authors.

A crucial element in the apparatus of this work, and of the 

12 Rebecca Solnit, Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities, 
Edinburgh - London: Canongate Books, 2016, p. 25.
13 Cf. Charles Baudelaire, N’importe où hors du monde, 1869.

possibilities it opens up, is its time, its duration. The work 
lasts enough to create in the spectator a sense of coexist-
ence with it, and a chance to pass through different states 
of perception and emotion. Moreover, the duration of this 
time is not predetermined, thus it is unknowable and ori-
ented towards an infinite continuation: the fundamental 
meaning of every marathon is to go on in time and ideally 
– hyperbolically – to be endless. Lastly, the time of work 
is unknown to the authors themselves, since they choose 
to trigger an apparatus that is independent of their will 
and potentially uncontrollable. A further crucial element of 
the work is the presence of different actual worlds living 
next to each other yet not sharing a common horizon: the 
worlds arranged by the artists, and the worlds brought by 
the audience members. The coexistence of these real and 
fictional worlds generates a potential world that would not 
actualise itself into one actual form and whose potentiality 
is grounded in a logic of addition and contradiction; a logic 
of ‘and… and… and…’ as opposite to the logic of ‘either… 
or…’ that seems to rule reality. In fact, undecidability is 
produced by the coexistence, within the work of art, of 
contradictory realities that don’t withdraw or cancel each 
other out, and images that let go of their representational 
nature and just exist as such. None of the images created 
by Yes Sir, I Can Boogie is more or less real than the oth-
ers, no matter whether they come as pieces of reality or 
as products of individual or collective fantasies. It is the 
artwork as such that creates a ground where all the imag-
es share the same gradient of reality, no matter whether 
they harmoniously coexist or are radically conflicting. If 
every artwork creates systems, inviting spectators inside 
them, undecidability happens when a space is created 
where also the real world and all the spectators’ fictional 
worlds are equally welcomed. The artwork may then be 
navigated either by choosing just one layer of reality, or 
by continuously stepping from one world to another: dif-
ferent dimensions are made available without any form of 
hierarchy or predicted relations. Thus, a form of emanci-
pation is (being) offered to the public of this work, which is 
given by the fact that Yes Sir, I Can Boogie opens up new 
possibilities for the understanding and practice of the live 
arts as a space for conversation between different layers 
and realities that constitute different forms and politics of 
spectatorship.

a multiplicity of Gazes 

A multiplicity of gazes is indeed gathered by Yes Sir, I Can 
Boogie, and by artworks that practice their undecidability, 
offering themselves as a space where different and even 
contradictory individual experiences unfold and coexist, 
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with no hierarchical structure and no orchestration. It is a 
space where the gazes of spectators are not composed 
into a common horizon but are let free to wildly engage 
with all the realities involved, connecting or not connect-
ing them, and in the end to experience part of the com-
plex ‘whole of wholes’ that is the artwork. 

The peculiar element in these kinds of artworks, the one 
that can produce an understanding of the place of art and 
its politics today, is that they generate multiple forms of 
spectatorship that coexist next to each other without me-
diating between their own positions and points of view. 
The multiplicity of gazes produced and gathered by unde-
cidable artworks does not create a community, as there 
is no ‘common’ present. Rather, it generates a radical 
collectivity based on multiplicity and conflicting positions 
that are not called to any form of negotiation yet affect 
each other and together come to determine the ultimate 
nature of the work itself. They don’t merge in one com-
mon thought and don’t see or reflect one common image, 
yet they affect each other with their sheer presence and 
existence, operating as a prism that multiplies the reality 
it reflects. A space of communication is opened here that 
is not meant for unilateral or bilateral exchanges, but for a 
circulation of information and interpretations. A circulation 
over which no one – not even the artist – has full control. 
The position of the author is then challenged and respon-
sibility is shared with the audience not as a participant, 
but rather as an unknowable and undecidable collective 
body that receives, reverberates and twists the artwork. 

The collective dimension of fruition, the fact that it is a live 
gathering assembling a wide multiplicity and not trying to 
homogenize it but rather let it shine, is without any doubt 
a crucial aspect of Yes Sir, I Can Boogie: the dimension of 
undecidability and unknowability of the event is also clear 
thanks to this ‘prismatic’ reception that breaks up the im-
age and divides it into segments rather than assembling it 
into one single reality. 

Within this radical collectivity, spectatorship also enacts 
its own being as an act of testimony and thus, etymologi-
cally, of survival. In Latin, ‘witness’ is ‘testis’, and has the 
same root of the word that originates the term ‘survivor’: 
the witness is, literally, someone who survived an event, 
as some theatre and dance theorists have underlined in 
recent years14. The event that the collective body of the 
audience of Yes Sir, I Can Boogie survives is the event of 

14 See Freddie Rokem, Performing History: Theatrical Representations 
of the Past in Contemporary Theatre, University of Iowa Press 2000, and 
Andre Lepecki in the closing pages of his work Singularities: Dance in the 
Age of Performance, Routledge 2016.

becoming sensitive to the political through a theatrical 
scene that reclaims the public sphere and shows its net-
work of representations, inclusions and exclusions, open-
ing up to the possibility of experiencing multiplicity and 
plurality. Multiple forms of public spaces and collective 
subjectivities arise from this event and start inhabiting a 
productive dimension that extends far beyond the artwork 
itself and is still loaded with the specific geography of in-
finities that it has produced. The kind of collective body 
that undecidability produces could of course be seen as 
an image of a possible or future societal structure, but in-
stead it is an enigmatic subject: it is not there to actualise 
itself but to keep being a glimmering potentiality. Indeed, 
as a practice of undecidability, art produces a collectivity, 
an elsewhere and a future time, but does not claim any 
agency over them: it does not tend towards a preexisting, 
visible image but proceeds in the darkness in order to 
produce different forms of visibility within it. 

In sum, it could be said that Yes Sir, I Can Boogie creates 
an instant community which is composite and impossi-
ble, that in turn affects the artwork in a decisive and ir-
revocable way. The presence of a heterogeneous com-
munity made up of radical and incompatible diversities 
that witnesses the event without being able to decide its 
nature, creates a convergence of points of view and real-
ity levels. This intensifies and amplifies the work, but also 
causes, due to intensification and multiplication, the loss 
of its quality of representation, which succumbs to the 
weight of its levels of existence. We can indeed imagine 
every performance as something that can be placed at 
some point in the spectrum from event to representation, 
that is, from the reality of something that happens to the 
fiction of something that can be represented because it 
already happened. Before an undecidable event, the two 
extremes merge like particles that have been excessively 
accelerated or heated, and on the stage there is a trace 
of this fire that went through the spectator as well. There 
is therefore a circularity of effects and affections between 
the undecidable work and its spectators, with a deeply 
transformative aspect that, because of its nature, is incal-
culable and difficult to observe. The aspect that seems 
more generative to me is the political dimension generated 
by an audience that is not only made up of incompatible 
diversities but also cohabitates in a complex and unstable 
matter that constantly sets up new networks of relation-
ships, new placements, new ‘distributions of the sensi-
ble’, as Jacques Rancière would call them. Taking part in 
a redistribution of positions and meanings, a redefinition 
of relationships and hierarchies, a constant reconfigura-
tion of the field of the sensible, is a suitable practice for 
art in every form, and it surely finds a specific application 
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in theatre, which is by nature an art of dialogue, a space 
where two (or more) contrasting points of view coexist in 
the same stage and challenge one another, not to dilute 
or resolve the matter in a common agreement but to pro-
mote the persistence of a duality, therefore of a form of 
competitiveness or dialogical dynamics15. 

Something more than a sheer persistence of duality is 
at stake here, thanks to the short-circuit between real-
ity and representation produced by the negotiations in 
place between the performance and the audience, and 
amongst all the members of the audience. Both the pos-
sibility for the work of art to operate as a trigger of senses 
and significabilities, and the experience of spectatorship 
as an individual adventure within a collective subject are 
deeply transformed. In particular, the experience of unde-
cidability radically challenges the conditions that normally 
characterise theatrical spectatorship: gazes, and behind 
them bodies that also embed imaginaries, narratives, eth-
ics and political behaviours, become aware not only of 
the constellation of singularities that they compose but, 
more importantly, of the world that is among them. The 
world that is among us: a world that exists thanks to our 
commitment towards it and within it, a world we live with 
and that is constantly done and undone by negotiating 
our different positions. Hence a precarious world, not be-
cause it is in danger but because it is indeed alive, not 
permanently determined, open.

Within this world, the very nature of individual identity 
is at the same time reinforced and challenged, and the 
mutual agencies that individuals and collectivities oper-
ate on each other become the site of a political plastic-
ity that redefines each subject as a transforming entity. 
Transformation does not mean liquidity or changeability, 
though, since plasticity is a quality intrinsically linked to 
persistance and consistency. In the end, the live gather-
ing constituted by undecidable artworks challenges the 
paradigm of political subjectivation and its mechanisms. 
In this sense, the spectatorship generated by an undecid-
able object is a dimension of radical democracy, a de-
mocracy of bodies and gazes, presents and memories, 
expectations and promises that every element carries and 
triggers. This dimension is even more important because 
it is not a representation of the community of citizens we 
belong to, nor it is an exercise, a test, a simulation or an 
attempt. On the contrary, a work that remains undecid-
able – or that, like here, hyperbolically magnifies its own 
undecidability – claims its own uselessness, intended not 

15 With these two terms, I refer respectively to the thought of Chantal 
Mouffe and Richard Sennett, both widely influential within contempo-
rary practices and artistic theories.

to have a specific purpose. Acknowledging undecidabil-
ity as specific to art, and thus as a means without ends, 
seems to better protect the inner nature and intact po-
tentiality of a quality that does not make itself available 
for any use and does not serve any agenda, but stays 
autonomous and operates by creating its own conditions 
all over again. 

The possibility of experience offered by Yes Sir, I Can 
Boogie to its audience on that night, a possibility we all 
may have found in other encounters or aesthetic experi-
ences, is a kinetic force, triggered by impact with a fast 
moving object that does not belong to itself and cannot 
therefore belong to us, but whose air we can breathe, 
whose temperature and atmosphere we can share. If all 
this has any consequence on reality, it concerns the fact 
that in this rarefied and temporary space, the spectators 
get to perceive themselves as co-authors of an event, ex-
plorers of a space that is given and, at the same time, cre-
ated by the steps that go all over it; openers of doors and 
possibilities, multipliers of meanings. The game of experi-
ence, translation and writing that is the act of gazing un-
ravels here in all its extent, but it’s not just that: another 
space is created, another world or ‘whole of wholes’, that 
the artwork would not be able to generate autonomously, 
because it is also made up of the images, the worlds and 
representations that every spectator carries with himself 
or herself, and because this happens as a form of vibra-
tion between the voids thus created. Ultimately, a politi-
cal dimension does spring from an art that practices its 
undecidability and from its encounter with a multiplicity 
of gazes. Its political feature lies in the ability to set the 
conditions for an intensity that can last in time and rever-
berate much wider and much longer than in the actual 
shared space and time of the performance. A condition 
of existence is hence produced that is intrinsically and 
utterly political as it is, as Samuel Beckett writes in The 
Unnamable, about being “all these words, all these stran-
gers, this dust of words, with no ground for their settling”. 
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stina 
nybErg 
a live 
gathering 
dictionary
(F-H)

f.
family
Families are a special group within the performing arts. 
It is traditionally most well used within the field of circus, 
but has lately been a growing category within the dance 
scene. As more and more performers work in a constant 
flux of place and space, they meet other artists more of-
ten than they meet other people, and so sometimes they 
start to build families together. As an extension of this 
tendency, several families start working together, creating 
joint artworks, as a strategy of being able to keep a family 
while working within the artistic field. Since at some point 
a family could prove a counterpoint to the dull labour of 
the workplace, or the workplace a refuge from the de-
mands of family life, the close intersection between work 
and family are in most cases problematic. 
(see: Kindergarten, Nepotism)

G.
Gymnastics
Throughout history, gymnastics have been a recurrent 
form of live gathering. Meeting up on fields and squares 
to collectively bend and straighten the knees; often as an 
expression of the healthy body in a healthy state, it holds 
a special role in the history of social choreography. As 
of today, there are numerous groups meeting in public 
to perform collective exercise; tai chi in the park, military 
training up and down a slope, outdoor gyms with log lift-
ing, running groups and triathlons. Group gymnastics in 
the outdoors continues to mirror contemporary political 
ideas, but also, very physically, rehearse them. 
(see: Modalities)

h.
hash tag
Is an online gathering live? When the #metoo -movement 
started to spread in Sweden, statement after statement 
popping up in my feed and interrupting daily life with 
testaments of abuse, it definitely made me experience 
a movement as it was happening. People in my vicinity 
bearing witness to actions that no woman was surprised 
by but had not talked openly about. In closed groups, in 
friendships, in courts and in confidence, yes – but in the 
semi-public, semi-private space of Facebook? Suddenly 
we were part of a live situation of solidarity, stolen or 
facilitated by a Hollywood star and mediated through a 
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multimillion dollar company, which slowly seeped into 
the media, into public debate and into schools, theatres, 
companies, courts and the heart of the Nobel Academy. 
And then men started to lose their positions. 
(see: Nepotism, Issues, Witness)
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isabEll lorEy
the Power of 
the Presentist-
Performative on 
current democracy 
movements
Translated by Kelly Mulvaney

The social movements that have grown from the occu-
pations of squares since 2011 refuse representation and 
relate positively to democracy. They assemble and ex-
change amongst themselves. They make no demands 
on political representatives, wanting instead to find com-
mon ways to make possible another, better life. Against 
this backdrop, considerations from aesthetic theory can 
be brought together with political philosophy in order 
to understand how the performative practices of these 
new movements exceed existing democratic forms. To 
not disregard these as apolitical and ineffective requires 
a break with the aesthetic and political dichotomy of 
presence and representation and the invention of the 
presentist-performative.

suspending the stage 

The rejection of representation both revives practices 
from various social and political movements of the past 
decades and reasserts classic interventions in aesthetic 
practice. Paradigmatic places for collective gatherings 
include not only the streets or central squares of a city, 
but also the theatre, which stands for a certain form of 
‘community’. The theatre of the ‘emancipated spectator’, 
writes Jacques Rancière, “emerged as a form of aesthetic 
constitution – sensible constitution – of the community’.1 

1  Jacques Rancière: The Emancipated Spectator, trans. Gregory Elliot, 
London/Brooklyn: Verso 2009, pp. 1-24, cf. p. 6, emphasis IL. I personally 
would not rely on the concept of community, on this see Isabell Lorey: 
Figuren des Immunen. Elemente einer politischen Theorie, Zurich: diaphenes 
2011, pp. 199-228, and Ibid., “Constituent Immunisation. Paths Towards 
the Common”, in: Open! Platform for Art, Culture and the Public Domain, 
24 January 2015, series Communist Aesthetics, http://www.onlineopen.
org/essays/constituent-immunisation-paths-towards-the-common/ 

This common constitution is not one that unites and uni-
fies all those involved. It can be better grasped, and this 
is how I would like to understand Rancière, in the sense 
of the Latin word constituo. This assembling is not a state, 
but a process. The common that emerges through such a 
process means ‘a way of occupying a place and a time, as 
a body in action as opposed to a mere apparatus of laws; 
a set of perceptions, gestures and attitudes that precede 
and pre-form laws and institutions’.2 The acting bodies 
are that through which the common emerges. The many 
occupy time and place, and in composing they suspend 
it; their bodily practices are not individual but singular, in 
their difference always already connected with and af-
fected by others. They are in movement, without identitar-
ian constitution, not immediate because never undivided, 
but ‘before the law’ and thus before representation.

In the Rancièrian imaginary of aesthetic revolution the 
theatre breaks the dynamics of the state and the law. To 
achieve such force means from my perspective, how-
ever, to break with the logic of representation, to allow 
the spectators to assemble. This kind of mutual exchange 
does not emerge through representation, with its distanc-
ing assumptions and effects, but from the presence of 
others, through assembly and talk. The active composing 
of anyone and everyone can simultaneously unfold des-
tituent and instituent actions, which suspend classical 
models of not only aesthetic but also of political represen-
tation, and ‘precede’ it. Without experts acting as teach-
ers on stage, without interceding and mediating parties, 
without representatives, the assembled moved singulari-
ties3 exchange ideas and in the words of Rancière create 
an ‘equality of intelligence’.4 This empowerment unfolds 
less through role play and the building of a new stage, 
less by the many participating theatrically or as functional 
parts in a staging, and more, rather, as they take part in 
mutual exchange with other anyones and are affected by 
it.5 When the audience occupies the stage in this way, it 
suspends it, breaking with the theatrical staging. This is 
how new spaces of the common potentially emerge, in 
which another way of living together is not only negotiated 

2  Rancière, The Emancipated Spectator, p. 6.
3  A singularity can never exist alone and independently, it always 
refers to a multiplicity of singularities that refer to one another and in 
this sense it is a social, a relational category. Singularity is, however, 
not only connected with other singularities, but is itself constituted 
by manifoldness. Not identity, but rather the dynamics of a unique 
manifoldness characterize a singularity. In the multifarious multitudes 
the singularity relentlessly finds itself in a process of change, in a 
process of becoming, in a process of constituting.  
4  Rancière: The Emancipated Spectator, l.c., p. 10.
5  For a critique of the fetish of participation and activated spectators 
in the cultural field, see: Bojana Kunst: Artist at Work. Proximity of Art and 
Capitalism, Winchester/Washington: Zero Books 2015.
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and invented, but can already be practiced on the spot. 
I understand this practicing as a presentist-performative 
power.

To see here the logic of a ‘metaphysics of presence’ 
at work would be a misunderstanding. It was Jacques 
Derrida who in his Grammatology criticized Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau for the latter’s longing for metaphysical pres-
ence. According to Derrida Rousseau prefers – particu-
larly with respect to politics – the presence of assembly 
and talk: small communities in which the immediate liv-
ing-together of the citizens and the ‘unanimity of “assem-
bled peoples”’6 would be possible. Here, presence means 
a ‘completely self-present’7 being, complete self-identity, 
selfness and sentience. In his deconstruction Derrida not 
only cuts through representation-critical, even anarchistic 
references to Rousseau; to a certain extent he repeats 
Hegel’s disregard for the present.8 And precisely when 
he wants to exhibit Rousseau and his gendered ideas, he 
simultaneously reproduces gender-specific dichotomous 
ascriptions that grasp sentience, feeling, immediacy, and 
presence as feminine and ratio, reflexion, deferral, and 
representation as masculine.

Yet when the audience is no longer watching and instead 
becoming common, appearing as common and passive-
ly/actively determining what happens, it becomes less 
about erasing ‘the difference between the actor and the 
spectator, the represented and the representer, the object 
seen and the seeing subject’.9 That would be nothing but 
authenticity or – as Derrida formulates – ‘auto-affecting’, 
‘intimacy of a self-presence’, ‘the sentiment of self-prox-
imity, of self-sameness’.10 The classical forms of theatre 
would be dissolved, the public festival would take place, 
imagined as presence of the identical. And this festival 
would be but nothing but the community of the proper, 
it would be consonant with the political forms absent of 
‘representative difference’11 that Rousseau prefers in the 
Social Contract: with respect to the political committees as 
well as to the assembled, free, legislating ‘people.’12 But 
what happens when Rousseau introduces the assembly 

6 Jacques Derrida: Of Grammatology, Corrected Edition, trans. Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak, Baltimore/London: Johns Hopkins 1997, p. 137.
7 Ibid.
8 Cf. G.W.F. Hegel: Phänomenologie des Geistes, Werke in zwanzig 
Bänden, Bd. 3, Frankfurt/M.: Suhrkamp 1970. Drawing negative 
associations between terms such as ‘presence’ or ‘presentist’ and 
‘immediate’, ‘authentic’, and ‘bodily’ continue today to reveal traces into 
the Hegelian philosophy of history. 
9   Derrida, Of Grammatology, l.c., p. 306.
10 Ibid and p. 165.
11 Ibid.
12 Cf. Jean-Jacques Rousseau: On the Social Contract [1762], trans. 
and ed. Donald A. Cress, Indianapolis: Hackett 1988, III 12 and 15 as 
well as IV 4.

of the ‘people’ in order to let the audience suspend the 
stage by withdrawing from its role in the plot of repre-
sentation, by becoming many who move, dance, mutually 
affect one another? In his Letter to d’Alembert Rousseau 
writes: ‘… gather the people together there, and you will 
have a festival. Do better yet; let the spectators become 
an entertainment to themselves; make them actors them-
selves; do it so that each sees and loves himself in the 
others so that all will be better united’.13 Surely, Rousseau 
wants the united people, which is only sovereign when 
assembled. His ideas should not be adopted uncritically, 
but they do go beyond that which can be deconstructed 
simply as a metaphysics of presence.

When the public becomes common, when any many 
compose themselves, they not only leave the private, 
the dark space of spectatorship, and come into the light 
of the public realm. They compose themselves beyond 
subjectivistic self-affecting and authentistic corporeality 
– and maybe they have a festival. To break through the 
opposition of immediate presence and mediating repre-
sentation, political action must be newly determined with 
respect to practices that allow new forms of democracy 
to emerge on the basis of mutual affecting and connect-
edness with others – a presentist democracy, which is 
more than present, visible, bodily presence.

the ‘people’ of juridical democracy and the any 
many

At the institutionalized level we in the ‘Western’ context 
are accustomed to distinguishing between two comple-
mentary forms of ‘the rule of the people’: between rep-
resentative and direct democracy. These are considered 
the two forms of realization of so-called popular sover-
eignty. Political representation alone appears to be in-
sufficient, the citizens must also be directly involved in 
legislative decisions. There is debate over the extent of 
participation, direct democracy is certainly the less wide-
spread form of political decision-making in the ‘West’, but 
‘under good conditions’ it complements the representa-
tive model. In the case of representation, there must be 
free elections, in the case of direct democracy there must 
be free referenda. In accordance with the logic of sover-
eignty, free decision plays an essential role at the moment 
votes are cast: in the former case, for a party or a political 
representative, in the latter with reference to an objec-
tive question generally posed between two alternatives, 
which can usually be answered with yes or no. This is not 

13 Jean-Jacques Rousseau: “Letter to d’Alembert”, cited according to 
Derrida, Of Grammatology, p. 307. 
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about the assembly and speech of the anyhow equal, but 
the sovereign decision by vote of the legally equal.

Sovereignty is the force (Gewalt) of decision to make laws 
for oneself. As popular sovereignty it is the decision of 
those who are the citizens of a state within whose borders 
the self-legislated laws should apply. This understanding 
of democracy, at the political level, is always juridical. The 
‘people’ assembles and speaks on the political stage in 
an enduring way only through its representatives in par-
liament – evidently, Rousseau’s ideas did become he-
gemonic. In addition to political representation and direct 
voting there is a third political practice: that of protest, 
of demonstration in the street. Such collective forms of 
manifestation, in which individuals raise their voices and 
submit their votes, tend to be counted as a political act 
when they refer to these first two forms of democracy 
and formulate an aim in this sense: when concrete de-
mands are directed to political representatives or when 
there is a demand for a greater degree of participation in 
their decisions. Moreover, according to this understand-
ing of processes of social negotiation, movements should 
be organized such that within the movements themselves 
representatives are determined who can function as con-
tact persons for politicians and media, and with whom a 
process of negotiation can occur in this sense. 

However, in a democracy the ‘people’ must not neces-
sarily be embodied, that is, united, in a specific place or 
in a specific manner. Neither the constitution or individual 
laws, nor representation or an institutional site are capable 
of encompassing the democratic process. All these forms 
of the embodiment of the ‘people’ reduce and mince the 
practicing of democracy. From this perspective the ‘peo-
ple’ is nothing but an effect of representation; representa-
tive democracy is not possible without the construction 
of one ‘people’.14 A performative power, however, can-
not emerge from a unitary people, but only through the 
any many, the affected singularities. The democratic will 
of the many is not representable, it cannot be embodied 
in a juridically institutionalized power – neither as legis-
lative constituent force nor as constituted force of the 
law or representation. The practicing of democracy con-
stantly overshoots the juridical logic of law and state and 
evades it. The any many must be distinguished from a 
represented demos; when they assemble and exchange 

14 Cf. Isabell Lorey: “On Democracy and Occupation. Horizontality 
and the Need for New Forms of Verticality”, trans. Aileen Derieg, 
in Pascal Gielen (Ed.): Institutional Attitudes. Instituting Art in a Flat 
World, Amsterdam: Valiz, p. 77-99; Ibid.; “Presentist Democracy. 
Reconceptualizing the Present”, trans. Aileen Derieg, in Quinn Latimer, 
Adam Szymczyk (Eds.): documenta 14 – Reader, München: Prestel 2017, 
p. 169-202. 

amongst themselves, they introduce a suspension, a se-
cession, which unfixes democracy from its juridical clutch 
and separates it from the idea of the sovereignty of the 
demos.15

from in-between to _with_

Hannah Arendt is the political theorist who most closely 
associated the political and the performative. She speaks 
of the public sphere as a space of appearance and of po-
litical action as exposing oneself to the eyes of others.16 
Arendt defines the political with recourse to theatre:

‘Exactly as music, the ballet and theatre have need of 
an audience before which to unfold their virtuosity, [po-
litical] action, too, requires the presence of others in a 
politically organised sphere…’17

The theatre audience corresponds for Arendt to the com-
position of a space that emerges from the presence of 
others and from presence with others: the political stage 
is here transformed into a performative praxis. The ‘space 
of appearance’ is characterized by mutual negotiation. 
Only when the assembled speak with one another and 
exchange their different perspectives does ‘that which is 
common to many, lies between them, separates and con-
nects them’18 emerge. For Arendt, this between links the 
performative with the political; it is based on the presence 
of others, who are not conceived as mere observers; rath-
er, according to Arendt, a space emerges between those 
who actively engage – a space that allows sociality and 
the political to appear. It is not possible to enter the space 
of appearance of the political as if it were already given. 
Rather, it first constitutes itself through action between 
those who participate, and it is not bound to a fixed place. 
Interaction allows the place of the political to emerge. 
Acting and speaking establish ‘a space between’,19 which 
can find its place anywhere and at any time. This place is 

15 See also Jacques Rancière: “Political Impurity”, trans. Mary Foster, 
in Ibid.: Moments politiques: Interventions 1977-2009. New York: Seven 
Stories 2014; Isabell Lorey “The 2011 Occupy Movements: Rancière 
and the Crisis of Democracy”, trans. Aileen Derieg, in: Theory, Culture & 
Society, Special Issue on Jacques Rancière, 2014:31(7-8), 43-65.
16 Cf. Hannah Arendt: The Human Condition: Second Edition, Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press 2013, p. 198.
17 Hannah Arendt: “Freedom and Politics”, in: Ed. Albert Hunold: 
Freedom and Serfdom, Dordrecht, NL: D. Reidel, p. 197. See also “its [the 
polis’] true space lies between people living together for this purpose, 
no matter where they happen to be.” (cf. Arendt: The Human Condition, 
p. 198). 
18 Hannah Arendt: Was ist Politik? Fragmente aus dem Nachlass, ed. 
Ursula Ludz, Munich/Zurich: Piper 2003, p. 52 (l.c.; all translations of 
this text are my own).
19 Arendt, The Human Condition, p. 198.
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there, where people appear before one another.20 

Arendt primarily has the free men of the Greek polis in 
mind, who step out of their daily life, in particular out of 
the private household, and first make their appearance 
explicit in the sphere of the public. These are discrete in-
dividuals who act together, which is the precondition for 
conceiving of a space ‘between’ them that connects and 
separates them. Interestingly, against the bourgeois con-
ception of the Enlightenment, these citizens do not act 
as sovereign. Arendt stresses that her conceptions of 
political action and political freedom have nothing to do 
with sovereignty. To act together with others can only take 
place ‘under the condition of non-sovereignty’.21 

The limits of Arendt’s thoughts on the political-performa-
tive lie in a double sense in the conception of those who 
act politically. They are discrete individuals, and it is a 
bourgeois and masculine-defined political action. Arendt 
separates the political-performative space of appear-
ance from a non-political private and female-connoted 
sphere. She reproduces the ancient distinction between 
the household, in which free women, children and slaves 
can exert themselves, the place of reproduction, and the 
public, in which only free men can appear in the politi-
cal sense. Through this distinction Arendt separates body 
and action and assigns them to the two spheres. And 
further: she divides the body itself into one which takes 
care of one’s life in the private sphere, and another which 
shows itself in public and assembles and exchanges there 
with others.22 But who can appear under what conditions, 
whose voice is heard, whose vote is asked for, and who 
can hold a speech? The possibilities to create resonance 
for oneself in the public sphere and to create a political 
space, in which struggle can be undertaken with others 
for certain goals, are not equal for all. The possibilities 
of performative power are based on social hierarchies, 
discriminations, and relations of inequality. Not every ex-
change with others in which a political space emerges 
allows for multiplication and sustainability. And coming 
together with others, talking and assembling in the street, 
is always again threatened by police repression. Yet 
Arendt alludes to this when she writes that political action 
in the public sphere is always bound up with risk. When 
the head of the household steps across the threshold of 
his house, he not only leaves the private ‘place in which 
men were ruled by necessity and force’, she writes, but at 

20  Ibid.
21  Arendt, “What is freedom”, p. 165..
22  cf. Arendt, “Freedom and Politics,” l.c., pp. 191-192. See also 
Linda Zerilli: “The Arendtian Body”, in: Bonnie Honig (Hg.): Feminist 
Perspectives on Hannah Arendt, Pennsylvania State University Press 
1995, S. 167-194.

the same time the place ‘where the life of everyone was 
secured […]. Thus, only one who was ready to risk his life 
could be free’.23 In this understanding, political freedom 
is not to be distinguished from insecurity and risking life. 
‘The same holds for linking the political to danger and risk 
at all’.24

From the perspective of various dimensions of the pre-
carious, social insecurity and precarization emerge not 
through the action of individuals in the public sphere af-
ter leaving the sphere of reproduction behind.25 Rather, it 
is about politically, economically, legally, and socially in-
duced insecurities that are historically specific (precarity), 
and which are maintained through modes of government, 
relations to the self, and social positionings (governmen-
tal precarization). A further dimension of the precarious is 
socio-ontological precariousness, which refers to the de-
pendence of every creature on the care of and reproduc-
tion by others, to a connectedness with others that cannot 
be shaken off. Yet within the scope of a gender-specific 
division of labour, care and reproduction are structur-
ally fenced into the private, devalued, and connoted as 
female. This devaluation not only influences the occiden-
tal-modern understanding of an autonomous individual 
who is independent of others and capable of acting on 
one’s own authority. The devaluation of precariousness 
and thus of care and reproduction itself structures a con-
ception of collective political action as Arendt proposes 
it. Thus, it requires more than a performative between as 
space of appearance to reconceptualise common action, 
such that basic dependency on others and mutual con-
nectedness with others must not first be left behind in the 
private sphere in order to make an encounter between 
autonomous individuals in the public sphere thinkable.

This means dispensing with the idea of a closed-off indi-
vidual who is separated from others, and instead refer-
ring to connectedness and relationality with others. When 
Arendt writes that theatre like the public sphere is expos-
ing oneself to the eyes of others, that political action must 
take place in the presence of others, she places political 
action under the paradigm of visibility and the physical 
presence of the agents. As it were, Arendt should not be 

23  Arendt, Was ist Politik?, l.c., p 44.
24  Ibid, p. 45.
25  For my differentiation between three dimensions of the precarious 
(precariousness, precarity and governmental precarization) see Isabell 
Lorey: State of Insecurity. Government of the Precarious, trans. Aileen 
Derieg, with Introduction by Judith Butler, Brooklyn, NY: Verso 2015; 
Ibid. “Autonomy and Precarization. (Neo)Liberal Entanglements of 
Labour and Care in the Former West”, trans. Aileen Derieg and Kelly 
Mulvaney, in: Maria Hlavajova/Simon Sheikh (Eds.): FORMER WEST: Art 
and the Contemporary after 1989, Cambridge, MA/London: MIT-Press 
2016, pp. 427-439.
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accused of dealing in a metaphysics of presence in the 
classic sense, as the public-political space is an effect 
of a performative interaction of many; yet she restricts 
presence and the present to physical presence and vis-
ibility, to bodily appearance. If, however, rather than the 
between, we stress the _with_, which means a mode of 
existence conceived in ceaseless becoming, then this 
_with_ takes the connections and not the separations as 
the starting point.26 The _with_ underscores the mutual 
affecting of and with living beings, environments, and 
things. When the _with_ is understood as a condition of 
existence, it does not emerge from the public presence 
of others. Thus, others do not first connect in the public 
sphere with an individual otherwise separated from them. 
Rather, each singularity is always already manifold. The 
concept of presence also no longer necessarily has to do 
with physical presence or visibility. The present is much 
more, in the Benjaminian sense, graspable as the untime-
ly now-time (Jetztzeit).27 In this sense it is precisely not a 
temporality that sticks with itself in a self-identical way, as 
immediate presence, as authenticity of body and affect. 
Instead, it breaks through any connotation of a metaphys-
ical restriction of presence and overshoots any reduction 
to physical presence. Now-time is constellational, con-
structive, performative temporality, in which the slivers of 
history are composed anew, in which history unceasingly 
emerges. Now-time is the creative midpoint, not a bridge 
or a transit from the past into the future.28

supported action

In her recent writings on the democracy movements that 
grew largely from the occupation of squares since 2011, 
Judith Butler stresses that at Tahrir Square in Cairo, in 
Zuccotti Park with Occupy Wall Street, or in Istanbul’s 
Gezi Park, the materiality of public space was config-
ured.29 As it were, these locations offer material condi-
tions that make it possible for many to assemble in various 
ways; the architecture itself regulates to a large degree 
the conditions of convergence and has its own political 

26  See also Gerald Raunig: Dividuum. Machinic Capitalism and Mo-
lecular Revolution, Semiotext(e) 2016.
27  Cf. Walter Benjamin: “On the Concept of History” [1974], trans. 
Dennis Redmond, https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/benja-
min/1940/history.htm. (Trans. note: We have opted for the translation of 
Jetztzeit as ‘now-time’, rather than the ‘here-and-now’ in the Redmond 
translation.)
28  Cf. Isabell Lorey, “Presentist Democracy. The Now-Time of Strug-
gles”, in: Andreas Oberprantacher/Andrei Siclodi (Hg.): Subjectivation in 
Political Theory and Contemporary Practices, London/South Yarra/Syd-
ney: Palgrave Macmillian 2016, p. 149-164; or Ibid., “Presentist Democ-
racy. Reconceptualizing the Present”. 
29  Judith Butler: Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly, 
Harvard University Press 2015, p. 71.

dimension. And yet the many assembled refigured the 
material environment of these places in a new way, for 
example in camps lasting for weeks. In the organization 
of camps there was already a practice of social repro-
duction according to the needs of demonstrating bodies 
and of forms of commonality that emerge when not sim-
ply more democracy is demanded, but aspects of another 
democracy in the now-time are probed.30 These practices 
make evident that political action is not autonomous ac-
tion, but always ‘supported action’, as Judith Butler rightly 
emphasizes. However, support as attentiveness and care 
does not come only from connections with other people, 
but also from and with things and environments. These 
act, even passively, when they support political actions, 
such as tanks onto which demonstrators climb in order to 
speak to the crowd.31 

The dissolution of the squares occupations and the 
spreading out of any many into various neighbourhoods 
does not mark the end of a movement. In Spain it be-
came clear that a common space of manifold singulari-
ties would not simply vanish in dispersion, as if the al-
leged restoration of the architecture of the square that is 
empty or not being used for protest would indicate that 
the movement no longer exists. Such logic would follow 
the metaphysics of presence. When the presence of the 
many is no longer immediately visible, presentist democ-
racy movements are by no means gone. Distributed, liv-
ing on in neighbourhoods and behind walls, they rather 
demonstrate that politically affected subjectivations, em-
bodied politics, also determine the so-called private.32 A 
division between public and private domains, which is the 
basis of not only Arendt’s theorization, is therefore inade-
quate. To disregard politicization beyond traditional forms 
of organization leaves precisely revolutionary events like 
the occupation of Tahrir Square uncomprehended and 
appearing to rise from nothing, since the ‘private’ accord-
ing to this perspective counts in the best case only as 
pre-political.33 

Not only political action is always supported action. The 
current struggles for another form of democracy and 
economy are struggles of the heterogeneous precarious 
for new modes of social reproduction. They are the pro-
tests of those who are increasingly subjected to social 
insecurity with respect to housing, health, education and 

30  Cf. Lorey, “On Democracy and Occupation.”
31  Cf. Butler, Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly, p. 71f. 
See also Henri Lefebvre: The Production of Space [1974], trans. Donald 
Nicholson-Smith, Oxford: Basil Blackwell 1991.
32  Cf. Butler, Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly, p. 71.
33  Cf. Asef Bayat: “Revolution in Bad Times”, in: New Left Review 80, 
March/April 2013, S. 47-60.
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nutrition; they are struggles against governing through 
precarization, which also encompasses the middle social 
strata. Sharp critiques of neoliberal political and econom-
ic developments run through these struggles. The de-
mands for another democracy are neither merely about 
the return to the Fordist social states, nor do they aim for 
increased national security. Rather, they are about new 
organizational processes of social reproduction.34 This 
probing does not end with the occupations of squares, 
but continues to be practiced at the municipal level in and 
by the representation-critical takeover of the political sys-
tem, as is the case in many Spanish cities.35 

Even those parts of the movement that decided against 
the march through the existing institutions are exemplary 
of presentist-performative practices. The Spanish plat-
form for those affected by mortgage debts, the PAH,36 
fights with success against governmental precarization. 
People unable to pay back their mortgages due to unem-
ployment, who are often hundreds of thousands of euros 
in debt, are organized in the PAH. In assemblies and local 
grassroots groups, those affected by mortgage debt not 
only find support to fight to continue living in their homes 
or to occupy empty residential units that belong to banks. 
One of the central interests of the PAH is to empower 
people through support practices and opportunities for 
exchange, so as to break through the hegemonic govern-
mental precarization in which people are made respon-
sible as individuals for their social insecurity. Instead of 
this, collective action allows singularity to be experienced 
and new social spaces and other modes of living together 
to emerge. From alliance with others, as Butler writes, 
emerges ‘performative power to lay claim to the public in 
a way that is not yet codified into law, and that can never 
be fully codified into law’.37 This performative power ‘be-
fore the law’ overshoots the juridical. Presentist practices, 
because they are performative and processual, are nei-
ther representable in the traditional sense nor reducible 
to a metaphysics of presence.

Presentist democracy

The activists of the various democracy movements do 

34  Cf. Isabell Lorey: “Presentist Democracy. The Now-Time of 
Struggles”. 
35  On Spain, see: Raul Zelik: Mit PODEMOS zur demokratischen 
Revolution? Krise und Aufstand in Spanien, Bertz+Fischer 2015.
36  PAH is the acronym for the Plataforma de Afectados por la Hipoteca 
(see: www.http://afectadosporlahipoteca.com/)
37  Judith Butler: “Bodies in Alliance and the Politics of the Street”, in: 
transversal »#Occupy and Assemble ∞«, October 2011, http://transversal.
at/transversal/1011/butler/en.

not formulate concrete catalogues of demands on those 
governing, they do not organize in traditional ways, and 
they reject again and again cooperation with state institu-
tions, or they transform these with the help of represen-
tation-critical decision-making structures. The Spanish 
15M movement, which first assembled on May 15, 2011 
at the Puerta del Sol in Madrid, used the term ‘real de-
mocracy’ from the very beginning – a term most promi-
nently expressed in the slogan ¡Democracia real ya!. This 
democracy is real, less in the sense of the one true, cor-
rect democracy; in conjunction with the Spanish word ya 
it actually and materially already exists in this moment, 
especially in the practices of assembly and the political 
practices that set out from an assumed mutual connect-
edness. It is not about a direct democracy in which citi-
zens participate in political decision-making by respond-
ing yes or no, but a performative practice of _with_, as 
was successfully tried out in Barcelona. There, the citizen 
platform Barcelona en comú, which put forward the city’s 
current mayor, Ada Colau, in the municipal election of 
May 2015, emerged from the 15M movement and is devel-
oping the ‘re-appropriation of democracy from below’38 in 
municipalismo, a new city-level politics. The programme 
of Barcelona en comú was created during the summer of 
2014 at well-attended public assemblies for another kind 
of municipal politics. In addition, city administration em-
ployees were asked before the election in a kind of mili-
tant investigation what they would change and what they 
would preserve.39 Their knowledge and experience were 
incorporated into the process of a municipalismo, which 
emerges in and through those who want a better life in the 
city, and not beyond it.

These practices, initiatives, and convergences are ele-
ments of a presentist democracy. This understanding 
of the presentist breaks through the linearity of time and 
breaks it open, it is practiced in the present and not post-
poned into the future in a programme that must first be 
implemented. Presentist means the simultaneity of break, 
as suspension of that which has been up to now, and 
breach, as opening of a space of possibility. Presentist 
refers to an actual becoming, to a stretched out and inten-
sive present. It is not the event of a great, one-off break, 
but an enduring unfolding of affective connections, an 
‘affect virus’40 through which new socialities emerge.

38  Zelik, Mit PODEMOS zur demokratischen Revolution?, l.c., p. 111. 
39  On the history of militant investigation, see Käthe Knittler: 
“Wissensarbeit und militante Untersuchung: Zwischen Produktion und 
Rebellion. Über Möglichkeiten widerständiger Wissensproduktion”, 
in: Kurswechsel. Zeitschrift für gesellschafts-, wirtschafts- und 
umweltpolitische Alternativen 2014 (1), pp. 74-83.
40  Raúl Sánchez Cedillo: “15M: Something Constituent This Way 
Comes”, in: South Atlantic Quarterly 111:3 (2012), S. 573-584; see also 
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When, in governing through precarization, the future can 
no longer be planned, democratization cannot remain a 
future promise. In presentist democracy, other democrat-
ic practices, other forms of protection and mutual sup-
port, other economies that break through dominant pow-
er relations, are not postponed to the future but rather at 
once practiced and extended. This present becoming of 
presentist democracy demands that singular people enter 
into the process of becoming in the experience of singu-
larity, into the actual constituting, and with this, out from 
their past and future. The becoming-common emerges 
from current compositions that suspend time and place 
and produce new socialities and economies in an untime-
ly now-time. These are assemblies based on the _with_, 
in the process of constituting, which is always dual: a des-
tituting and an instituting, ‘before the law’, before repre-
sentation, and before the institution, but not independent 
of these. In the exchange of singularities, no new stage 
of political action is built, instead a field of immanence of 
self-changing social spaces of the _with_ is dynamized. 
It is not structured by dialectical distinctions between 
public and private or by visibility and invisibility. The field 
of immanence of the presentist-performative overshoots 
bodily presence, identity, and filiation, because it unfolds 
itself from the _with_ as expanded present.

Ibid., “15M als Aufstand der Körper-Maschine”, trans. Dominic Widmer, 
in: Isabell Lorey, Roberto Nigro, Gerald Raunig (Hg.): Inventionen 2: 
Exodus. Reale Demokratie. Territorium. Immanenz. Maßlose Differenz. 
Biopolitik, Zürich: Diaphanes 2012, pp. 48-61.
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AnA VujAnoVić
on thE Politicality 
of contEmPorary 
PErformancE: somE 
EuroPEan casEs1 

The connection between politics and art is one of the 
most discussed topics in the contemporary artworld to-
day. Before I take a closer look at what constitutes this 
link, I will introduce some epistemic and social frame-
works within which we can speak of politics when we 
speak about contemporary performing arts. Then, I will 
continue with a discussion of the characteristic modali-
ties of politicality that I register on the actual international 
performing art scenes in Europe. 

To begin with, I want to emphasize that my focus here will 
not be a particular politics of contemporary performing 
arts. Rather, I want to concentrate on the problematics of 
politicality as the aspect of an artwork that addresses the 
ways it acts and intervenes in the public sphere. In do-
ing so, politicality implies discussions about and conflicts 
around topics such as the subjects and objects that per-
form in a public sphere, the arrangement of positions and 
power relations among them, the ‘distribution of the sensi-
ble’, and the ideological discourses that shape a common 
symbolic and sensorial order of society, which affects its 
material partitions. Therefore, my aim here is neither to 
advocate political art, nor to divide dance performances 
into socio-politically engaged ones and l’art-pour-l’artist 
ones. Instead, I would like to stress the necessity to think 
a broad and complex grid of politicality as an aspect that 
characterizes each and every performance – be it politi-
cal or apolitical, resistant or complicit, transformative or 
servile – as a social event that is practiced in public.

1  The present article is a part of my long-term research on the relations 
between the politics and performance in neoliberal capitalist society. 
Apart from numerous lectures and seminars, the ideas presented 
here were first published as Ana Vujanović, “Notes on Politicality of 
Contemporary Dance“ (2010), in Dance, Politics & Co-Immunity, Stefan 
Hölscher & Gerald Siegmund (Eds.), Zürich: diaphanes AG, 2013. 
Present version is prepared for this publication in 2018.

i. why is there such a preoccupation with the 
political in performing arts today?

During the 20th century the development of the mass 
media has contested art’s visibility in the public sphere. 
Furthermore, the general aestheticization of everyday life 
has deprived art of its almost exclusive claim on the aes-
thetic sphere. Taking into account the historically margin-
al place of art in society, the question of why we should 
deal with the politicality of performance at all is a pressing 
one. To answer it requires a broader rethinking of both the 
concept of politics and the idea of art as a social practice. 
Trying to think this question beyond metaphorical terms, I 
will introduce some critical theses both on the relocation 
and disappearance of politics and on the politicization of 
art in the 20th and the beginning of the 21st centuries.

According to Hannah Arendt,2 since the French Revolution 
politics in modern Western society has been more and 
more preoccupied with social questions. However, its 
care about material goods and resources has brought 
it close to the economical sphere and private interests. 
For Arendt, the socialization of politics with its economic 
concerns means the end of politics in its pure democratic 
sense. Her view relies on the Greek legacy of political 
activity and thought – on the Athenian democracy and 
Aristotle’s writings, first of all – where politics was a type 
of human activity called praxis. In its original sense, prax-
is is not oriented toward existential needs (like ordinary 
human labour), nor (as opposed to poiesis, production, 
making) does it result in material objects as contributions 
to civilization. It is realized and exhausted solely in itself, 
affecting actual social relations. Therefore, politics as a 
praxis is a voluntary public activity of action and speech 
motivated neither by an existential necessity nor by an 
interest in material goods, but by the concern of the free 
human being as a political being (the Athenian citizen) with 
the aim of defining relationships between people. From 
this standpoint, economic and other private interests be-
long to the household and should stay there. As soon as 
they enter the public sphere they instrumentalize politics, 
which leads to its end. 

This far-reaching critique of politics in modern Western 
capitalist societies has several widely discussed blind 
spots. What is important in this context is that Arendt’s 
critique lacks a more careful consideration of the relation-
ship between the economic and the political spheres that 
today interrelate from the start. At the same time, Arendt’s 

2  See Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1998); and also further reflections in On Revolution (New 
York: Penguin, 1991).
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insight challenges the entire paradigm of artistic produc-
tion based on poiesis by the concept of performance as 
an artistic praxis.3 For instance, in her book Between Past 
and Future she explains: 

‘[in] the performing arts (as distinguished from the 
creative art of making), the accomplishment lies in the 
performance itself and not in an end product which 
outlasts the activity that brought it into existence and 
becomes independent of it. [...] The performing arts, on 
the contrary, have indeed a strong affinity with politics. 
Performing artists – dancers, play-actors, musicians 
and the like – need an audience to show their virtuosity, 
just as acting men need the presence of others before 
whom they can appear; both need a publicly organized 
space for their ‘work’, and both depend upon others for 
the performance itself.’4

However, this elaboration again lacks more careful and 
more historically determined consideration of the changed 
notions of poiesis, praxis, and art, and their new relations 
under the current state of capitalism.5

To go beyond Arendt’s perspective, I would like to intro-
duce the theses proposed by the Italian post-Operaist 
thinkers like Maurizio Lazzarato, Antonio Negri, and Paolo 
Virno, who explain the disappearance of politics differ-
ently. As this theory centres on the concept of immaterial 
labour, their point of departure is the very fact that the 
borders of politics and economy, or of praxis and poiesis 
today become increasingly blurred. This blurring is ac-
tually how they answer the question that was left unan-
swered by Arendt: How do we practice politics and where 
is it located today, after it has ceased to be a specific 
social activity? According to them, Western post-indus-
trial post-Fordist production already integrates elements 
of political practice. Hence the disappearance of politics 
actually means that the political activity is now subsumed 

3  An elaborated critical answer to this challenge can be found in the work 
of the Austrian group WochenKlausur; see: http://www.wochenklausur.
at/, especially “From the Object to the Concrete Intervention“, http://
www.wochenklausur.at/kunst.php?lang=en, Access: 26 March 2011.
4  Hannah Arendt, Between Past and Future; Six Exercises in Political 
Thought (New York: The Viking Press, 1961), p. 153 f.
5  For further elaborations on this see: Giorgio Agamben, “Poiesis 
and Praxis”, “Privation Is Like a Face”, in The Man Without Content (Palo 
Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999), pp. 68-94, pp. 59-68. As 
Agamben’s theses would be a digression on my main topic here, I only 
want to mention that they show that a return to praxis today won’t re-
politicize art, as the practice is not that what it was in Ancient Greece, 
but is – already from the 19th century onwards – conceived as an 
expression of individual human will and creative forces; see also: Ana 
Vujanović, “What do we actually do when... make art”, Maska 127-130 & 
Amfiteatar 2 (2010)

under other social activities ranging from economy to cul-
ture and art.6 Virno writes: 

‘i believe that in today’s forms of life one has a direct per-
ception of the fact that the coupling of the terms public-
private, as well as the coupling of the terms collective-
individual, can no longer stand up on their own, that 
they are gasping for air, burning themselves out. This is 
just like what is happening in the world of contemporary 
production, provided that production – loaded as it is 
with ethos, culture, linguistic interaction – not give itself 
over to econometric analysis, but rather be understood 
as a broad-based experience of the world.’7

 
In his text “Immaterial Labour” Lazzarato explains that the 
core of contemporary capitalist production, a production 
that is based on immaterial labour, is not the production 
of the commodity but the production of cultural-informa-
tional content of this commodity. Therefore, the central 
questions of production are those concerning the con-
figuration of the social situation by communication and 
collaboration, whose principal content is the production 
of subjectivity. Especially in the progressive cultural-artis-
tic field such claims are often regarded as promising for 
claiming the politicality of art, as they appear to suggest 
a simple equation: art is political insofar as it belongs to 
the domain of immaterial work that comprises politics. 
However, I want to argue against this easy equation. 
Immaterial labour can only be political at the expense of 
its implications in the post-Fordist market of ideas. This 
configuration of the social is almost entirely capitalized, 
thus simulating the political rather than opening up space 
for political action.

Next to Hannah Arendt and the post-Operaists, an im-
portant perspective on the relationship between art in 
general and politics can be found in Jacques Rancière’s 
considerations of politics and aesthetics.8 His Rancière’s 
understanding of politics as the distribution of the sensi-
ble (le partage du sensible) addresses issues of framing 
or reframing public space as a common space in which 
certain bodies have a part and others do not, and in which 

6 E.g. Maurizio Lazzarato, “Immaterial Labour”, http://www.
generation-online.org/c/fcimmateriallabour3.htm (30 March 2011); “Le 
renouvellement du concept de production et ses sémiotiques“ (Chapter 
1), http://www.howtodothingsbytheory.info/2010/06/22/public-editing-
3-reference-text_1-le-renouvellement-du-concept-de-production-et-
ses-semiotiques/ (30 March 2011); Michael Hardt, Antonio Negri, Empire 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000); Virno, A Grammar 
of the Multitude (Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2004).
7 Virno, A Grammar of the Multitude, p. 26.
8 Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics: The distribution of the 
sensible (New York: Continuum, 2004); and Disagreement: Politics and 
Philosophy (Minneapolis, London: University of Minnesota Press, 1999).
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certain images and voices can be seen and heard and 
others cannot. Hence politics as the distribution of the 
sensible is about a conflictual shaping of the sphere of 
common sensorial experience or, to put it differently, of 
the “common sensorium”, i.e. what is sensed as com-
mon for a certain social community. Rancière’s concept 
of the politics of aesthetics derives from this standpoint, 
without, however, referring to Walter Benjamin’s well-
known observation on the aestheticization of politics and 
the politicization of art. For Rancière, aesthetics is at the 
very core of politics as a (re)distribution of the sensible. 
Likewise art always has a political dimension, since “[a]
rtistic practices are ‘ways of doing and making’ that inter-
vene in the general distribution of ways of doing and mak-
ing as well as in the relationships they maintain to modes 
of being and forms of visibility.”9

However, this does not mean that art is politics, but it cer-
tainly means that departing from this point we could and 
should differentiate in concrete cases if its politicality is 
carried out as police or politics, namely as a contribution 
to the existing distribution of the sensible (policy / police), 
or as a critical intervention into it (politics).  

Thus we have arrived at the degree zero of thinking the 
issue of art-and-politics and its attractiveness to contem-
porary critical thought. Although the viewpoints briefly 
introduced above are divergent, we can conclude from 
them all that today the relation of performance or art to 
politics as something outside the field of art collapses 
more and more. Instead, art becomes itself embedded 
within the political, and thus turns into one of the train-
ing grounds or battlegrounds for the political practices of 
Western societies.

ii. modalities of politicality on contemporary 
European performing arts scene

In this section I will focus on how the political is practiced 
by and in performing arts in Europe today. I would like to 
draw your attention to three dominant modalities, which 
could be seen both as the perspectives of interpretation 
used by critics and theoreticians and the artistic strate-
gies or tactics employed by the artists themselves. In any 
case, I want to stress that they rarely exist in pure forms 
or separated from each other. Because of this, the grid I 
am going to develop cannot be used for the classification 
of performances, but only to broaden and sharpen our 
assessment of their politicality.

9  Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics, p. 13.

Political content and the concept of engaged 
performance

The first modality is based on the idea that art is a spe-
cific type of social discourse. As such it has the capacity 
to speak about social subjects and critical issues such 
as inequality, intolerance, militarism, misogyny, dictator-
ship, fascism, racism, etc. In this sense, the role of the 
(political) performance is to raise public awareness and 
to function as a critical commentary on a particular so-
cial problem. Accordingly, the medium of performance is 
not deemed to be an important factor of its politicality. 
Moreover, it is considered as a mere formal aspect of the 
dance piece, which is neutral and in itself relieved from 
political messages. Therefore, the medium is capable of 
conveying different messages coming from the content of 
the performance. 

This modality is not a new one. It has already existed since 
the early decades of the 20th century in various perform-
ing arts practices and works that considered the political 
primarily in terms of contents, themes, or subjects. The 
conception might be found both in modernism – includ-
ing also some segments of the historical avant-garde and 
neo-avant-garde in the ‘60s – and, on the other hand, in 
Socialist realism, the political and workers’ theatre and 
dance.10 This inherently divergent scope seems paradoxi-
cal, but is not. The crucial idea that enables all these dif-
ferent practices to understand the political in this way is 
that of the representational character of art together with 
its exceptional status in society. Consequently, from the 
perspective of this mode of politicality, theatre, dance or 
performance could be divided into politically engaged 
and l’art pour l’art ones. While engaged performance 
deals directly with social-political issues, the latter con-
ceives of the art as an autonomous field of human cre-
ativity, individual expression, and in case of dance and 
performing arts also emancipation of the individual body, 
which was seen as free from the social infra-structure and 
functionality. 

In any case, a politically critical remark is that both cat-
egories are bound to the idea of the privileged, transcen-
dental status of art, which is from this outside position 
able to speak about society and politics – or prefers not 

10  See an explicit confrontation of the Brecht and Piscator’s political 
theatre with Dadaist formal experiments around the question of 
politicality of performance in Erwin Piscator, “The Proletarian Theatre: 
Its Fundamental Principles and its Tasks” (1920), in Erwin Piscator: 
Political Theatre, 1920-1966, exhibition catalogue, ed. Ludwig Hoffmann 
(London: Arts Council, 1971), pp. 41-44. In the field of dance of that time, 
Kurt Jooss’ Tanztheater or Jean Weidt’s ‘red dancer’ poetic, for instance, 
might be seen as paradigmatic for this modality.
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to do so. What both positions neglect is that art is given 
its exceptional status only by virtue of social authority. 
Therefore, art here takes its status for granted and in this 
way it limits its political potential never contesting itself 
as a social practice. An illustrative example of this mo-
dality and its shortcomings at the European scenes are 
numerous contemporary dance works that speak criti-
cally about either the structure of contemporary dance 
institution or relations between the First World and the 
rest of the world, the EU and the rest of Europe, while at 
the same time touring through the EU supported by the 
dance institutions. 

However, this first modality of the political has some ad-
vantages that are worth mentioning. I would remark that 
some historical forms of dance, such as mime, panto-
mime, and choreo-drama, have been a way of speaking 
critically or subversively about certain social issues when 
these issues were forbidden or censored. For instance, 
first choreo-dramas appeared in Rome in 1806-08 dur-
ing Napoleon’s invasion of Italy. They were created by 
Gaetano Gioia as short dance pieces smuggled into the 
breaks between opera acts, which spoke about burning 
socio-political topics of the time. Also the popularity of 
pantomime in France after the Revolution was directly 
conditioned by the rigorous censorship of the theatre. In 
fact, pantomime was practiced and became popular as 
a form of public criticism without the risk of openly us-
ing political texts. So we can see that at times when it 
was forbidden to speak about certain social issues, this 
modality of politicality was useful because dance could 
express these issues in a language (or more precisely, 
a ‘semiotic system’) that the police supposedly didn’t 
understand, and hence dance could smuggle them into 
public discourse. 

Politicality of the performance medium and form 

The second modality which is widely present at the 
European performing arts scenes focuses on the medium 
of performance itself, its materiality, form, and organiza-
tion, when it comes to formulating a certain politicality. 
This modality also has a long history, but was articulated 
in contemporary terms mostly in the 1960s and ‘70s re-
ferring to the then newly emerging theoretical platform in 
the social sciences and the humanities: so-called conti-
nental theory or, more specifically, (post-) structuralism. 
The foundational concepts here are the concept of writ-
ing (écriture) and the critique of logocentrism (Derrida, 
Barthes), the materiality of the signifier and of the signi-
fying practice (Barthes, Kristeva, Lacan), intertextuality 

(Kristeva), discursive practice (Foucault), ideological in-
terpellation and interdiscourse (Althusser, Pêcheux), and 
the concept of expression (Deleuze, Guattari). 

Claiming that the medium of performance is political in it-
self implies that the signifier can never be a neutral media-
tor or vehicle of any meaning, content, or message per-
taining to the performance. It indicates that discourse is 
itself a social materiality, that on the one hand intervenes 
into its content – the idealistic realm of the signified – by 
its signifying practice, and that, on the other hand, in a 
Foucauldian tradition, shapes our bodies, behavior, and 
social relations. Therefore, the medium of performance is 
not and cannot be politically neutral regardless of its con-
tributions to arranging the public sphere on the level of 
content. Moreover, the performance may not disclose any 
particular political content and still maintain a political po-
tency if its medium can contest the legitimized production 
of signifiers, signifying orders, and habitualised orders of 
perception and reception, or even introduce new ones. It 
is an especially important modality for dance, body art 
and performance art since it reveals that the very images 
of the body, its positions, shapes, movements, and rela-
tions on stage could oppose and subvert the dominant 
ideological interpellations by offering critical alternatives 
to them. 

To sum up, one can say that for this mode of political-
ity the question of how is more important than what (is 
said). The ‘how’ comprises issues like: who is speaking 
/ acting, in which context, from which position, in which 
relation to the object, and how speech and action are 
organized.  

This framework provides us with a strong tool for think-
ing the politicality of performing arts even in the cases 
traditionally seen as politically indifferent or apolitical. 
Speaking historically and in wider georgraphical perspec-
tive, one can say that, for instance, the (post-)minimal 
dance of the Judson Church Dance Company (Yvonne 
Rainer, Trisha Brown, Steve Paxton, etc.) practiced an 
emancipatory politics without saying a word on political 
themes.11 Namely, it was engaged in democratization, 
individual liberation, and emancipation in the spirit of the 
‘60s by the problematization of inherited images of dance, 
body, and techniques, and by offering critical alternatives 
to them, by introducing for example pedestrian bodies 
and movements which were inclusive (‘democratic’) and 
non-virtuoso. 

11  See also in Ramsay Burt, “Dance, History, and Political Relevance”, 
Maska 82-83 (2003).
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We could approach from this perspective the choreog-
raphies from recent European dance history by Xavier 
Le Roy, Jérôme Bel, Bad.co, Juan Dominguez, Mette 
Ingvartsen, Eduard Gabia, Eszter Salamon, Ivo Dimčev, 
Mårten Spångberg, Doris Uhlich and many others. 
According to André Lepecki, they all interrupt the flow of 
movement with, for instance, still-acts or the discursive ma-
teriality of the body.12 This particular ‘betrayal’ is worth 
mentioning here as it challenges the modern dance para-
digm of movement, which obtains a political dimension 
by the fact that it is the very paradigm of modernity and 
modern subjectivity in the Western world. 

The question is whether ‘the interruption in or of move-
ment’ as a critique of modernist subjectivity makes (po-
litical) sense in a post-socialist Europe that was excluded 
from the post-war Western modernism; and if so, which 
one? This would require an extensive discussion which 
exceeds the scope of this article. Instead, I can only brief-
ly note here that, seen from this angle, we could read the 
boom of contemporary dance in the East during the 1990s 
and 2000s – again, regardless of content and theme of a 
particular dance piece – as a post-socialist celebration of 
the individual body and its (neo-)liberty which comes after 
the long period of training in anonymous mass discipline 
and collectivism and whose political proposition is neo-
liberal individualism.

Politicality of modes of work / production

The third mode of the politicality of performance is a sort 
of novelty at the European scenes. It is focused on work, 
production and labor, and results from an intersection of 
post-Operaist theories and bio-politics on the one hand 
and cultural-activist initiatives connected to digital tech-
nologies, particularly the Internet, on the other. In these 
frameworks the problematics of work become one of the 
crucial political questions of contemporary Western so-
cieties. As they represent societies shaped by a growing 
domination of post-industrial economy and immaterial la-
bour, as already mentioned above, art, culture, and crea-
tive industries become central theoretical concerns, even 
though they are (mis)recognized as the avant-garde or the 
places of “silent revolution” of  society.13 Furthermore, 
from free software and open source through Hactivism 
to Copy Left and creative commons licenses, digital and 

12  See André Lepecki, Exhausting Dance: Performance and the politics 
of movement (London, New York: Routledge, 2006).
13  See Lazzarato’s own re-thinking in “Conversation with Maurizio 
Lazzarato”, TkH 17 & Le Journal des Laboratoires: “Exhausting Immaterial 
Labour in Performance” (2010), pp. 12-17.

Internet culture has generated many new-leftist prac-
tices that invite artists to pay political attention to the 
conditions, protocols, and procedures of their working 
processes. 

Hence, in the contemporary performing arts current refer-
ence points pertaining to politicality comprise the ques-
tions of property and licensing, technology of authorship, 
principles of sharing, position of performance in the ex-
change economy and market, production and distribution 
of knowledge, organization of artistic collectives, mecha-
nisms of decision making, collaboration, and networking. 
These issues are not new at all, but this new perspective 
on them allows us to see them precisely as political ques-
tions and not only as questions purely related to the pro-
duction of a piece. Moreover, in those terms, modes of art 
production acquire an almost higher political priority than 
either content or form. They are inevitably inscribed in the 
artwork, articulating its positioning in public and even re-
reading the political dimension of its content or form. 

On the grounds of such an understanding of politicality, 
we could for instance criticize the guru-system of the al-
ternative neo-avant-garde performance groups (such as 
Performance Group, Living Theatre, etc.), whose organi-
sation keeps the principles of leadership and hierarchies 
while the content of their performances and practices 
speaks out against authorities and is therefore consid-
ered to be revolutionary and liberating. From this per-
spective, we could radicalize Virno’s thesis that many of 
these once disobedient practices have easily found their 
place in a post-Fordist type of company. We could see 
that they mainly replaced obedience to official authorities 
with a voluntary, internalized obedience – which is exactly 
what post-Fordist management tries to achieve today. 
On the other hand, several recent European projects and 
initiatives in performing arts – like Everybody’s platform, 
Performing Arts Forum (PAF), TkH (Walking Theory) plat-
form, Chto Delat?, Nobody’s business, etc. – are driven 
by the critical consideration of the questions of sharing 
methodologies, structures of collaboration, intellectual 
property, research methods, and negotiations with the 
normal-and-normative cycles of production and con-
sumption of dance pieces and choreographies. However, 
when we speak about their politicality in these terms we 
need to distinguish the individual economic interests of 
those involved in the “immaterial civil war” in the field of 
contemporary cultural production14 from the concerns of 
artists as cultural workers for interventions into the given 

14  Matteo Pasquinelli, “Immaterial Civil War; Prototypes of Conflict 
within Cognitive Capitalism”, 2006, http://eipcp.net/policies/cci/
pasquinelli/en (30 March 2011).
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working conditions and in the mechanisms by which they 
produce subjectivity.

Speaking from a macro-perspective, we can see that in 
2000s and 2010s the contemporary international dance 
and performance scene in Europe has mostly worked 
according to the principles of the tertiary sector of neo-
liberal capitalism, and therefore had functioned as a train-
ing ground of post-industrial economy. This has recently 
been discussed elsewhere.15 Therefore, I only sum up 
the discussion by emphasizing that the celebration of the 
new modes of production by performance artists includ-
ing nomadism, flexibility, multi-tasking personalities, col-
laboration, and endless networking is paradoxical. These 
modes are responsible for turning artists’ lives into an 
increasingly precarious existence. Perhaps even more 
importantly from the perspective I am developing here, 
the celebration of these modes makes them politically 
opportunistic. While believing in the progressiveness 
of their modes of work, artists in fact become complicit 
with neo-liberal ideology, whose investment is precisely 
in post-industrial capitalist production, where creativity, 
communication, and collaboration become the precondi-
tions for production.

* * *

I find this polemical comment adequate for closing my 
methodological framing of the topic and for opening up a 
space for further elaborations on performance and poli-
tics. The abovementioned comment indicates that when 
one deals with the politicality of art, one must consider 
precisely its relationships to a given social context, com-
prising the ruling polices, dominant public discourses 
and their agencies, and current discussions. Without 
these specifications, political labels such as leftist, right-
ist, communist, capitalist, democratic, nationalist, liberal, 
etc. are of reduced significance. This seems particularly 
important for the issue of the politicality of performing 
arts, which I find both full of potential and at the same 
time elusive, since performance and politics are ambigu-
ously close to each other in sharing the same actuality, 
the same public and self-exhaustion in the action. 

15  See Bojana Cvejić, “Collectivity? You Mean Collaboration?”, 2005, 
http://republicart.net/disc/aap/cvejic01_en.htm (30 March 2011); Bojana 
Kunst, “Prognosis on Collaboration”, Marko Kostanić, “Art and Labour”, 
TkH 17 & Le Journal des Laboratoires: pp. 20-30, pp. 36-40.
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i.
issues
A gathering needs to gather for a reason in order to avoid 
the fetishisation of working in a group. When we gather, 
we gather because we have a shared friendship with each 
other, but we also share a friendship with certain issues. 
At numerous occasions have I been asked about why it is 
important to work in a group. And I can give you a million 
reasons:
because other people know other things
because other people are in general better than you are
because you can share your sorrows
because someone remembers to bring milk to the coffee
because you can have a bad day
because you have someone to motivate
because you have to argue for your cause
because you get surprised
because you have to work with differences
because you learn new words
because there is always someone remembering why what 
you do is important
because you have to meet the killjoy
because someone is waiting for you
because you have someone to celebrate with
because you have someone to call when you need to call 
in sick
but most of all, 
it is just common sense. Working together is not some-
thing specific to the performing arts, on the contrary 
many other fields have even longer experience with this. 
People do it all the time. It does not make it less important 
or great, but let’s stop pretending that what we are do-
ing is somehow ‘experimental’, ‘underground’ or ‘cutting 
edge’, or even ‘interesting’. It is what we do in order to do 
what we do in the best way possible. And regardless of, 
or maybe because of, the fact that I find it so important to 
work (be, talk, touch, think) together with others, I wish to 
avoid that the ‘working together’ becomes a thing in itself. 
Working together is not a thing we do in order to work to-
gether. But it is a crucial prerequisite for doing the things 
we want to do together. 
(see: Apolitical, Practice)

stina 
nybErg 
a live 
gathering 
dictionary
(i)
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A School of School, impulse Theatre Festival in col-
laboration with Ringlokschuppen Ruhr. Mülheim/Ruhr, 
18–25 june, 2016. A previous version of this article has 
appeared in L. Mestre and E. Van Campenhout (Eds), 
Turn Turtle Turn. Performing Urgency #2, House on Fire 
Publications (2016). 

I would like to begin by positioning my intervention as a 
reflection on the possible points of collaboration between 
artistic and political praxis, or to put it differently, this 
notes address the question “ how can the cultural and 
artistic realm be sites where collaboration assumes a po-
litical significance?”. This is an ambitious question and an 
age old one, but as a preliminary disclaimer I shall specify 
that I’m not going to focus on the broader problem of the 
crisis of art and politics at large, as a speculative philo-
sophical problem, but I want to approach the matter by 
looking more specifically at the points of contact between 
artistic practice and political militancy, understood as a 
mode of political action that is not confined to the profes-
sional sphere, nor it is limited to critical discourse in its 
modality of intervention. While addressing the relation be-
tween art and politics at large remains an important area 
of enquiry, I believe that often the problem of the ‘political’ 
is mobilized as an all-encompassing keyword to address 
the import of artistic contributions, thus ceasing to be 
very useful from the perspective of practice. By focusing 
on the matter of militancy and the arts, instead, I suggest 
that it might be possible to trace the contours of more 
specific issues faced by artistic practitioners and audi-
ences alike, as the majority of the political and structures 
that underpinned cultural activities in the name of ‘auton-
omy’ of the arts are increasingly subjected to being dis-
mantled or becoming more intensively instrumentalised. 
What I’d like to consider here is how, speaking from an 
European context, the figure of the artist as citizen, act-
ing in alliance or in continuity with liberal ideas of public 

sphere and social democracy, might not be sustainable 
in the current historical juncture, after a few decades of 
metastability, and it might need to be replaced with a fig-
ure of the artist as partisan. 

Of course it can be argued that art and militancy pertain to 
two ontologically different modes of action and therefore 
they each bring their own untranslatable plane of consist-
ency with them; however, to stop there would mean to 
ignore that one of the most crucial notions used to con-
ceptualize artistic endeavors throughout modernity, that 
of the ‘avant-garde’, has been borrowed directly from the 
realm of militancy. The idea of the avant-garde itself dates 
back to military strategies first developed in antiquity. But 
it was only at the beginning of the 19th century, French 
philosopher Olinde Rodrigues applied this notion to the 
context of cultural production in the essay “The artist, 
the scientist and the industrialist” (1825), where he pre-
scribed that artists should “serve as [the people’s] avant-
garde” and where he identified the “power of the arts” as 
being “the most immediate and fastest way” to a social 
and political revolution. More recently, another French 
philosopher, Jacques Ranciere, who has been extremely 
influential in recent art discourse, could write that “the 
political militant and the actor are alike”, since “an actor, 
like a political militant, aims to show what cannot be seen” 
(Ranciere, 2006: 150). His proposition seems consistent 
with Rodrigues claim, that is, the connection between art 
and militancy seems to still be linked to an idea of avant-
gardism as the main reference for understanding militan-
cy, and through that, artistic value. Would it be possible 
however to think of militancy in different terms? This task 
seems important given that the avant-garde remains a 
quintessentially modern idea, thus it carries with it a num-
ber of implications that might not be useful to orientate 
practices in the current juncture: it presupposes a class of 
people oppressed in similar ways, in need to be somehow 
rescued from the toxic effects of their own alienated con-
dition as a mass. It implies an idea of truth to be unveiled, 
in politics, through effective propaganda and organizing, 
in art, via aesthetically shocking gestures that could jilter 
audiences out of their anesthetized conditions. Moreover, 
the avant-garde hints to a modern conception of histori-
cal time as dialectical progress. Furthermore, the avant-
garde had the organic intellectual as its protagonist, often 
a bourgeois who betrayed his own class. I am aware that 
what I’m offering here is an absolutely minimal outline of 
avant-gardism, nonetheless even through such sketch is 
possible to understand how, when it is applied to artistic 
and cultural production, the avant-garde could express a 
political potential only as a component of a wider revolu-
tionary programme with a clear strategy in place. 
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Before moving to discuss how militancy could be thought 
in alternative terms, let me say that that I am aware that 
discussions of vangardism are not at the forefront of how 
cultural production is discussed today. This subject is 
often confined to first year curricula that teach students 
about the importance of the historical avant-gardes – and 
the term ‘historical’ is key here – while for speaking of pre-
sent practices the most important qualifier has become 
the ‘contemporary’. But ‘contemporaneity’ can hardly be-
come a generative notion to think about the political. In 
fact, I would argue that it is precisely the seeming neutral-
ity of this idea that made it so operable throughout the 
last decades, as it allowed to defer the question of the 
political in art to an unidentified future. Tellingly, when the 
online journal e-flux  attempted to understand the actual 
meaning of ‘contemporary’ arts by asking a broad num-
ber of practitioners and theorists to define what this term 
means for them (2009), the editorial team concluded that 
this was an impossible task. As Boris Groys commented 
in one of the essays of the special issue, the ‘contempo-
rary’ quality of art risks to express a lowering of expecta-
tions for the future: “yes, it is a good project but at the 
moment we have no money, no time, no energy, and so 
forth, to realize it…”; “yes it is a nice utopia, but…”. Thus, 
the emergence of the contemporary to replace the avant-
guard leaves us in a situation of stasis, an impasse rooted 
in symbolic and aesthetic violence that prevents the for-
mation of effective imaginal relations with the codes at 
our disposal (Bernard Stiegler, 2014).

In what follows therefore, I’d like to propose the concept 
of ‘prefiguration’ as a promising conceptual candidate 
for attempting an alternative reflection on the contempo-
rary politics of arts, and this for two main reasons. First, 
because the notion of prefiguration, like the one of the 
avant-garde, is borrowed directly from political theory to 
discuss the mode of action of militants, and thus it could 
similarly serve as a fertile terrain where to develop a the-
ory of art practices vis-a-vis the political turmoil charac-
terizing the present times. Secondly, because this notion 
powerfully intersects with current debates around radical 
social imaginary (Castoriadis, 1997) and constituent pow-
ers (Negri, 1999) that theoretically inform much of today’s 
autonomous political organizing. Moreover, the two com-
ponents of the term prefiguration speak of a temporality 
of futurity (“pre-”) and of a skill pertaining to the imaginal 
(“figuration”), thus intersecting meaningfully also with to-
day’s cultural and artistic practices. 

Ideas of prefiguration in political organizing

The notion of prefiguration first appeared to discuss the 
distinct way of doing politics invented by social justice 
movements in the 1960s and 1970s. It described the ways 
in which their everyday practices, including modes of or-
ganizing their sociality and reproduction, as well as the 
way they conceived direct actions, all appeared infused 
by an effort to embody the broader political goals that 
these movements wanted to achieve. This ethos of seek-
ing congruence between the means and the ends of po-
litical action might be summarized clearly in famous ex-
pression “be the change you want to see”. Applied to col-
lective scenarios then, prefiguration or prefigurative poli-
tics (the two terms have often been used interchangeably 
by commentators) has appeared as a pragmatic principle 
of organizing social relations either alongside or during 
political protests. 

André Gorz has been credited to be one of the first so-
cial theorists to use this concept in 1968, which he used 
to make sense of the way in which, during the course of 
a revolutionary process, “manual, technical, scientific, 
artistic, cultural and other workers” must articulate their 
“specific aspirations” while at the same time “transcend” 
them in view of a fully transformed society (Gorz, 1968: 
60-62). This ides was further elaborated and made popu-
lar by Carl Boggs, an American sociologist writing about 
the style of action of 1970s revolutionary movements in 
North America and Europe. Boggs’ definition of prefigura-
tion reads: “the embodiment within the ongoing political 
practice of the movement, of those forms of social rela-
tions, decision making, culture, and human experience 
that are the ultimate goal” (Boggs, 1977:100). For the 
political theorists that subsequently adopted this term 
(including Sheila Rowbotham, Wini Breines, and John L. 
Hammond, among others), prefiguration was able to de-
tect an important shift introduced by social justice move-
ments, that is, that the plane of the political was no longer 
confined to the realm of production, but it expanded to 
include every aspect of social existence. More specifi-
cally, prefiguration gained traction as an antidote to politi-
cal vanguardism, to describe “political projects or protest 
styles apart from Trotskyism and Leninism, where an or-
ganisation or vanguard is considered necessary to bring 
about revolution ‘from the outside’, deferring commu-
nism for an unspecified period of readjustment” (Yates, 
2015:2). In other words, prefiguration suggests a differ-
ent theory of the relation between organization, practice 
and expression, away from an antagonistic conception of 
conflict and towards a compositional one. 
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Within political theory, it has been useful to address two 
fundamental historical shifts that were rendering the no-
tion of the avant-garde increasingly inoperable. First, it 
expressed the practical consequences of the changed 
status of the intellectual class. In the words of Franco 
Berardi Bifo, in the second half of the 20th century, intel-
lectuals were no longer “a class independent of produc-
tion; no longer were they free individuals who took upon 
themselves the task of a purely ethical and freely cogni-
tive choice; instead, the intellectual became a mass so-
cial subject that tended to become an integral part of the 
general productive process” (Berardi, 2007: 136). Instead 
of intellectuals and engaged artists, the new subjectivity 
of the cognitariat was in the making. The second prob-
lematic that prefiguration allowed to frame differently is 
the question of the temporality of the revolution. In prac-
tice, this meant the rejection, within social justice move-
ments, of the traditional organizational forms of working 
class struggles that acted in the light of a distant event 
horizon. In the 1970s, social movements were rejecting 
the hierarchical, patriarchal and bureaucratic procedures 
of communist parties and unions, described as temporar-
ily necessary, as well as the theoretical ideal that under-
pinned these rigid structures, framing them as necessary: 
the seizure of state power as the first goal of revolution 
praxis. Instead, the new prefigurative politics of the move-
ments understood power as a diffused force ubiquitously 
present in social formations, and were therefore much 
more attentive to creating and sustaining forms of direct 
democracy, consensus building and diffused self-organ-
ization. Rather than the conquest of the state, it fore-
grounded the necessity of a deeper change in all kinds of 
social relations, while also offering another useful point of 
demarcation to differentiate the activities of social move-
ments from another classic ‘danger’ of political praxis, 
namely, the tendency for self-organized, egalitarian com-
munities to conceive of themselves as utopian spaces re-
moved from society, and thus ultimately unable to affect 
change. 

Prefiguration in the 2000s

The term prefiguration has recently resurfaced in discus-
sions of the alter-globalization movements of the 2000s 
(Maeckelbergh, 2011), and it became an especially sig-
nificant point of debate in the aftermath of the wave of 
global unrests gathered together under the name of en-
campment movements, a name taken here to refer to a 
variety of international protests that took as their primary 
form of manifestation the permanent occupation of public 
spaces or squares. These would include, among others, 

the idignados in Spain; the Arab Spring in countries such 
Egypt and Tunisia; Gezi Park protests in Turkey; the 
Umbrella Revolution in Hong Kong; as well as the various 
iterations of Occupy in North America. At the time of writ-
ing, this mode of organizing is being re-ignited again in 
the Nuit Debout strikes taking place across France. Why 
is prefiguration being re-discussed so much in conjunc-
tion to these movements now? And how has this concept 
been taken up in the present? A passage from a letter 
written by a group of occupants of Tahrir Square in Cairo 
to the activists of Occupy Wall Street captures how this 
notion has been revived in recent movement:

So we stand with you not just in your attempts to bring 
down the old but to experiment within the new. We are 
not protesting. who is there to protest to? what could 
we ask them for that they could grant? We are occu-
pying. We are reclaiming those same spaces of public 
practice that have been commodified, privatised and 
locked into the hands of faceless bureaucracy, real es-
tate portfolios and police protection […] What you do in 
these spaces is neither grandiose and abstract nor as 
quotidian as real democracy […] the nascent forms of 
praxis and social engagement being made in the oc-
cupations avoid the empty ideals and stale parlamen-
tarism that the term democracy has come to represent. 
(Schlembach 2012, 241-2)

In the occupied squares, various new forms of collective 
practice have been invented, such as the “people’s mic”, 
a way of relaying the message from a speaker to a broad-
er audience by collectively repeating each sentence, a 
useful technique to counter the absence of amplifiers due 
to electricity cuts (Raunig, 2013) or the mass purchase of 
medical debt undertaken by the Rolling Jubilee campaign 
(Mirzoeff, 2012). Other knowledges have instead been re-
actualized from older traditions in anarchism and com-
munity organizing, re-activating the potential of neglected 
legacies such as the consensus signaling, common kitch-
ens and open libraries, to name but a few. In this context, 
prefiguration has been used extensively to describe what 
these diverse movements have in common. It points to a 
sort of aesthetic (in the sense of pertaining to the senses) 
care for the way in which the organizational forms used in 
structuring and animating the encampments play a role 
in sustaining and communicating the movement’s mes-
sages and goals. 

If the term prefiguration has been consistently used by 
commentators to understand the ethos animating such 
collective practices, however, it is striking to note that this 
very prefigurative quality is for some the mark of failure of 
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the wave of encampment movements, while for others it 
constitutes its most promising feature. Much of the disa-
greement among different commentaries produced in the 
aftermath of this recent wave of social protests stems 
from different interpretations of what prefiguration stands 
to indicate. Anthropologist David Graeber is amongst 
the most enthusiastic proponents of prefiguative politics 
when he writes:

When protesters in Seattle chanted ‘this is what democ-
racy looks like’, they meant to be taken literally. in the 
best tradition of direct action, they not only confronted 
a certain form of power, exposing its mechanisms and 
attempting literally to stop it in its tracks: they did it in a 
way which demonstrated why the kind of social rela-
tions on which it is based were unnecessary. (Graeber, 
2002: 84) 

in north America especially, this is a movement about 
reinventing democracy. it is not opposed to organiza-
tion. it is about creating new forms of organization. it is 
not lacking in ideology. Those new forms of organization 
are its ideology. (Graeber, 2002: 70).

Here, Graeber is pointing out that seemingly incoherent 
activities that emerge in the occupations are actually un-
derstandable as complex acts of transversal composition 
and decentralised organizing, rather than simply sponta-
neous cacophonies they can be read as the implementa-
tion of a political strategy that rather that aiming at con-
vergence, points to the importance of an ongoing prolif-
eration of difference.

Other accounts of the same events however, conversely 
criticised prefigurative politics on the account of their lack 
of effectiveness. For instance, one commentator writes: 

Having recourse to assemblies of citizens and bodily ex-
periences is a way to make ‘the people’, i.e. the invisible 
sovereign of modern democracies, visible and tangible. 
[...] Yet, while the democracy of the many can work in 
social movements it cannot serve as a model for a de-
mocracy at a larger scale. At the worst, prefiguration 
can even prevent fruitful social analysis and effective 
political struggle. (Rohgalf, 2013: 151). 

The point of contention of this and similar critique of pre-
figuration blame this mode of action for the difficulties of 
the various occupations to scale up away from these cen-
tres of mobilisation, understanding this as a effect of their 
insistence upon horizontality, which is equated here with 
structurelessness. The point of contention for the critics 

of the prefigurative efforts of the squares do not however 
reject this practice as such, but distinguish between pre-
figuration as a mode of organizing direct action or build-
ing alternative institutions. As put by one Occupy activist, 
“the encampments did not actualize an alternative, but 
rather symbolized one. In the end, they were symbolic po-
litical spaces rather than a serious challenge to existing 
institutions” (Murray, 2014; my emphasis). This narration 
however risks to reintroduce too stark a dualism between 
the different sites and temporalities of political action. In 
practice, there have been many instances where the ex-
periences of the occupations did inform radical changes 
within existing institutions, such as promoting new open 
and democratic processes to run political parties, and 
also gave raise to new instituent processes in their neigh-
borhood and beyond, such for instance of Occupy Sandy 
and Occupy Debt in the USA, the struggle of PAH against 
evictions in Spain, or the solidarity movement in Greece, 
to name but a few.  Nonetheless, there is here an element 
of critique that merits further attending to, especially in 
relation to the question of a cultural politics for the pre-
sent: the laments for a lack of outcomes from the squares 
express a preoccupation that is slightly different from the 
ones informing the discussion in the 1970s, as the present 
situation exposes the vulnerability of prefiguration as a 
performative mode of political action as a danger of col-
lapsing back into the generalised spectacle, described by 
Guy Debord as the dominant mode of social relation in 
capitalism, where “everything that was directly lived has 
moved away into a representation” (Debord, 1995: thesis 
1). Chiara Bottici (2014) noted how Debord’s notion of the 
spectacle echoes the famous position of Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau who, in the famous Letter to d’Alembert,  de-
fended the conviviality of street festivals against theatres 
by saying “people think they come together in the spec-
tacle, and it is here that they are isolated” (cited in Bottici, 
2014: 106).

Thus, many of the critiques of prefigurative politics fail to 
engage with it as a strategic proposal in its own right, cor-
responding to an organizational orientation that strives to 
make the arrangement of the now somewhat politically 
accountable to the future and to an elsewhere. Moreover, 
such approaches reduce the micropolitical proposal of 
prefiguration to a matter of quotidian and small scale ar-
rangements, rather than fully engage with the proposition 
put forward by prefiguration that modes of action must 
account for the links between the imaginary and the so-
cial-real realms of experience and its material conditions.  
As Marianne Maeckelbergh (2011) put it, modeling ones’ 
actions this way already mobilizes a certain kind of stra-
tegic thinking, understanding this as matter of situated 
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concern, to do with available resources, power, desires, 
etc., rather than solely as a matter of generally applicable 
ideological principles. In other words, prefiguration can 
be described as a very specific way of understanding the 
question of strategy as a field of tensions and slippages 
between different strata of political experience. Central 
to this emergent take on prefigurative politics is a novel 
understanding of prefiguration as a performative idea. As 
Luke Yates proposed, prefiguration involves “combin-
ing the imaginative construction of ‘alternatives’, within 
either mobilisation-related or everyday activities, with 
some strategic attempt to ensure their future political rel-
evance” (Yates, 2015: 20). In his view, political action be-
comes prefigurative when “it fulfils certain conditions in 
the way in which it is performed” (emphasis mine). Yates 
account is particularly useful, as he sidesteps the means 
versus ends distinction, showing it to be a false problem 
here, by describing prefigurative practice precisely as a 
mode of navigating the tension between the requirements 
of different aspects of life in common. In this account, 
prefiguration is understood as a performative concept 
that stands in opposition to and as a corrective of more 
simple processes of collective identity building, bonding 
rituals, and counter-cultural expressions found in all mo-
ments of insurgency. 

The specific performativity of prefiguration indicates a 
modality of giving care and attention not only to the pro-
duction of new knowledges and forms of life, but also 
to how these new repertoires, fruit of collective experi-
mentations and intense processes of politicization, can 
become diffused and can persist beyond the event that 
generated them. This entails a double accountability to a 
beyond, both understood as a spatial concept, the neces-
sity to reach out and propagate its messages and ethos 
further than its immediate surroundings and away from a 
localist perspective; but also a beyond understood as a 
temporal dimension of practice, as a necessity to one’s 
inheritance for future generations. The spatial beyond of 
prefiguration can be readily traced in the special atten-
tion granted by social movements to the quality of the im-
ages they produce, as they are aware of the way in which 
their actions enter the social imaginary via global media. 
In her Imaginal Politics, Chiara Bottici proposed that within 
the virtual semiotic flux of semiocapitalism, images have 
become “processes in need of a perpetual maintenance” 
(Bottici, 2014: 2), and their role in contemporary politics 
“is such that they no longer simply mediate our doing pol-
itics, but now they risk doing politics in our stead” (Ibid., 
11). For this reason too, performative, aesthetic and po-
etic dimensions play such an important role in prefigura-
tive practices, as they are the vectors along which such 

initiatives can become translocal and disrupt the capital-
ist circulation of commodified symbols.  

We can think of the second temporal beyond of prefig-
uration as a regime of practice attentiveness to what is 
not present. Borrowing from Edmund Husserl’s theory 
of imagination, we can thus identify three different forms 
of ‘presentification,’ that is, to make manifest in practice 
that which is missing: the first deals with what is absent 
because it has already been, that is, it indicates forms of 
remembrance; the second is concerned with what is not 
yet there, corresponding to regimes of expectation; and 
finally, the third corresponds to modes of relating to what 
is merely present as a possibility, that is, to engage in 
imaginal activities (involving fantasy, speculative thought, 
fiction, play, etc.) (Bottici, 2014: 42; Elliot, 2004: 37). 

In sum, the aspects of prefiguration described above 
highlight the role of the performative and the imaginal in 
contemporary movement politics. Performing social acts 
of imagining appears as a crucial way for connecting to 
what is missing (remembrance, expectation, fantasy), as 
much as a way for consciously elaborating, in common, 
the habituated patterns of feeling and conceptual schema 
through which we are socially (re)produce. Rather than 
ordering all these different functions according to fixed hi-
erarchies of needs and priorities, prefigurative approach-
es to politics implies a much more creative endeavour of 
inventing new modes of carrying out different tasks and 
making them co-exist in original, situated and shifting 
formations. Moreover, it means to orient these constel-
lations of practice towards a processes that takes them 
from the realm of organizing to that of instituting, that is, 
to contributing to social formations that can survive and 
spread beyond those who initiated them. This last aspect, 
as we shall see later on, is particularly important as we 
attempt to use prefiguration to navigate the politics of art 
and culture. Before we can attend to this, there is one 
more aspect of prefiguration as discussed in relation to 
militant practice that needs to be unpacked: this relates to 
the way in which casts a new role for social reproduction. 

Prefiguration as convivial social reproduction

Alongside a critique of revolutionary praxis as coming from 
the ‘outside’ and as a ‘future’ absolute historical event ho-
rizon, prefiguration also emerged as a new term needed 
to express a third shift emerging at the time.  While the 
semantics of the avant-garde grounded it vocabulary into 
a military vision of the political, prefiguration is concerned 
with elaborating and performing different organizational 
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proposals primarily concerned with social reproduction. 
The prefix pre- in fact can be seen as describing not only 
a temporal relation of anticipation, but can be seen as 
directly challenging received notions that separate what 
counts as political from the pre-political.  Writing in 2011, 
in the aftermath of the occupation of Tahrir square in 
Egypt, and during the unfolding of many more protests 
globally, Judith Butler tried to make sense of the politics 
of those bodies in alliance taking the streets. Building on, 
and at the same time criticizing, Hanna Arendt’s formula-
tion of politics as a ‘space of appearance’ (Arendt, 1958), 
Butler offered that to characterize the peculiar form of 
the occupation of space as a simple matter of coming to-
gether “to make a claim in public space” would somewhat 
miss the point, as this “formulation presumes that public 
space is given, that it is already public, and recognized as 
such” (Butler, 2011).

Instead, Butler suggests, with Arendt, that while the pub-
lic space does not pre-exist but is produced in between 
those protesting bodies in co-presence, at the same the 
demarcation of a public space is never spontaneous or 
pre-given, as it also depends upon all kinds of systems 
of support to come into existence and regenerate itself in 
time. The myth of Greek polis, presented to us by Arendt 
and others as the exemplary democratic society, was ac-
tually based upon the exclusion of all those implicated in 
the social reproduction activities that made it possible. 
Hence, for Butler, one of the most significant political 
aspects of the recent occupations would be the way in 
which they challenged the received, naturalized partition 
between political action and reproductive labour, or put 
differently, between public and private realms:

the social form of the resistance began to incorpo-
rate principles of equality that governed not only how 
and when people spoke and acted for the media and 
against the regime, but how people cared for their vari-
ous quarters within the square, the beds on pavement, 
the makeshift medical stations and bathrooms, the 
places where people ate, and the places where people 
were exposed to violence from the outside. These ac-
tions were all political in the simple sense that they were 
breaking down a conventional distinction between pub-
lic and private in order to establish relations of equality; 
in this sense, they were incorporating into the very so-
cial form of resistance the principles for which they were 
struggling on the street. (Butler, 2011)

The organization of the squares was prefigurative inso-
far as it modeled political action as in a continuum with 
the necessities of social reproduction, casting freedom to 

participate in politics as clearly depended upon a differ-
ent sharing of the burdens of reciprocal care. Moreover, 
the encampments not only claimed the reorganization of 
social reproduction as part of their idea of politics, but 
they also emphasised how many of these activities, usu-
ally conducted in private, in isolation, within the family, or 
through services, when re-organized as a common are 
also transformed in occasions of conviviality, thus chal-
lenging the classical idea of public free speech as the 
only, or privileged, mode of political deed. 

Towards a theory of prefigurative practices

Building on the discussions around prefiguration within 
contemporary political theory described thus far, it is 
now possible to more fully articulate my initial suggestion 
that prefigurative practices could represent a promising 
concept to give new traction to a set of old problematics 
facing the responsibilities of cultural and artistic activities 
vis-a-vis the political. 

Prefigurative practices can thus be located in the vicin-
ity of the theory of instituent practices developed in a 
conversation across various European organizations 
and collectives loosely connected with the online jour-
nal Transversal, by the European Institute for Progressive 
Cultural Politics (eipcp).This debate theorized that the role 
of the cultural sector in the current socio-political sce-
nario might be that of generating new kinds of institutions. 
This instituent capacity is also discussed as a third wave 
of the institutional critique that has characterized politi-
cally engaged arts since the 1960s. While the first wave 
concentrated on attacking art and cultural institutions, 
and the second focused on creating alternative and au-
tonomous cultural spaces, the third wave wants to trans-
versally reclaim both the visibility and resources of major 
cultural institutions, and the self-organizing, critical and 
horizontal capacities of alternative spaces. Theorized in 
Spain as “monster institutions” and in the Italian context 
as “institutions of the common,” this interpretation reas-
serted since the early 2000s the political significance of 
artistic production, pushing for the collective re-appro-
priation of public cultural provisions and the proliferation 
of autonomous initiatives (institution-making as a form of 
art practice). The aim here should not be understood as a 
kind of reformism, but as an occupation of the means of 
production of imaginaries and subjectivities. While the vo-
cabulary of ‘instituting’ was able to develop an important 
focus for reclaiming many critical and politicised contem-
porary projects as part of an important legacy of institu-
tional critique, it offered a less textured commentary to 
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qualify the modes of practice that could contribute to this 
institutional fabrication, which is something that I believe 
the emergent discourse around prefiguration allow us to 
do. 

First, prefiguration dramatizes the importance of devel-
oping an imaginal politics within practices, given that we 
must consciously treat images as both processes in need 
of constant commitment and active agents within our own 
political participation (or withdrawal). As the etymo of the 
word itself suggests - figuration derives from Latin, de-
scribing the act of giving tangible form or appearance to 
something. As such, pre-figurative practices strive to sup-
port imaginal processes that, as Chiara Bottici theorized, 
are situated at the intersection of the individual faculty of 
imagination and the collective production of social im-
aginary. Who participates in these practices of figuration, 
and how are these facilitated, how often, etc., all become 
relevant questions in this context. Second, as suggested 
by the previous unpacking of the suffix pre-, prefigurative 
practices attend to that which is missing, that which is not 
present, paying respect to the specific ways in which this 
absence is configured - processes of remembrance, an-
ticipation and fantasy all play a specific role in this sense. 
Third, prefigurative practices strive to take reproductive 
activities out of the privatized ghettos under which are 
places in capitalist societies - nuclear families or service 
sector - and into the common fold. In doing this, they dis-
cover how these activities can shift from an economy of 
scarcity and fatigue to one of abundance and conviviality, 
and thus participate in the generation of different social 
relations alongside those sustained by artistic practices 
proper.  Fourth, in virtue of their performative character 
that creatively keeps in play different aspects of the politi-
cal (rejecting a fixed hierarchy of priorities), prefigurative 
practices can be antidotes to the becoming spectacle of 
actions, avoiding a flattening onto the symbolic plane, as 
they invite a constant ethical openness to the situation. 
These four points are an initial formulation that calls for 
further theorization and more importantly, experimenta-
tion. Nonetheless, I present it here as a work in progress, 
as an attempt to Reformulating the politics of arts as 
something that is supported through mutual interdepend-
encies with other clusters of preoccupation. The politics 
of culture appear located not within the artistic realm as 
such, but possibly at its edges, in what surrounds a prac-
tice, in what sustains it and propagates it, in the trans-
versal connections it feeds. In this sense prefiguration is, 
indeed, a performative process, insofar as it indicates a 
specific style of linking, and making sense of, different 
strategic priorities that are in tension with each other. In 
the times depleted of futurity in which we live, the role of 

prefigurative practices stands to become a vital ingredi-
ent to any ambitious political project that wants to stay 
clear of vanguardism. 

In conclusion, the thoughts presented in this paper want 
to advocate for artistic networks and institution to be-
come more proactive in fostering prefigurative practices. 
What is at stake is the understanding that infrastructures, 
institutions and collectivities are not located outside of 
the self, but they express its different dimensions, and 
thus situate a practice’s capacity for scale-making, away 
from the sterile temporality of the event-horizon of the 
‘project’ as the modular but not scalable formatting of ar-
tistic practice (Bojana Kunst, 2014). This approach would 
imply a critique of what Janna Graham correctly identifies 
as ‘the problem with platforms’ (2016), that is, of those 
ambiences who celebrated the inclusion of discourse 
within cultural and artistic production as inherently eman-
cipatory and as a sufficient remedy to the inefficacy of 
representation. However, as she noted, the production of 
such discourse, and indeed the proliferation of conversa-
tional opportunities across a spectrum of institutionally 
sanctioned events, cannot produce politically meaning-
ful change insofar as it remains predicated upon a blind-
spot for the very conditions of its own production, which 
remain unaddressed as a supposedly neutral theatre of 
operations. Conversely, a theory of prefigurative practic-
es point towards a different model of public engagement, 
one that substitutes the perceived neutrality, transparen-
cy and modularity of ‘contemporary’ platforms with per-
sistent experimentations with modes of implication that 
can remain open to the complexities and ambivalences of 
desire. For Felix Guattari, to hold space for this process 
of ongoing analysis of conditions and blind-spots within 
practices was a crucial way of taking care of the dimen-
sion of “group phantasy,” which for him is “not the same 
as individual phantasy, or any sum of individual phanta-
sies, or the phantasy of a particular group”, but it marks 
the point when phantasy becomes a “kind of collective 
currency” (Guattari 1984, 38). While often such “basic” 
phantasies solidify in institutional objects that are never 
questioned (roles, aims, modalities, economies, tempo-
ralities, etc.), from the perspective of prefiguration attend-
ing to these dimensions is at the core of the militancy of 
cultural practices. 



Examining European representative democracy

towarDs a thEory of PrEfiGurativE PracticEs

valeria Graziano

PErformancE – Public – Politics

46

references
Aranda, Julieta, Brian Kuan Wood, and Anton Vidokle (Eds.) What is 

Contemporary Art? Issue One, e-flux Journal #11, December 2009. 
http://www.e-flux.com/journal/11/61342/what-is-contemporary-art-
issue-one/ [accessed 03/01/2017]

Arendt, Hannah. “The human condition. Chicago.” Ill.: University of 
Chicago (1958).

Berardi, franco ‘Bifo’. ‘From Intellectuals to Cognitarians.’ Utopian 
Pedagogy: Radical Experiments against Neoliberal Globalization (2007): 
133-44.

Boggs, Carl. “Marxism, prefigurative communism and the problem of 
workers’ control.” Radical America, 6 (Winter 1977), 99–122. 

Bottici, Chiara. Imaginal politics: images beyond imagination and the im-
aginary. (Columbia University Press, 2014).

Butler, Judith. “Bodies in Alliance and the Politics of the Street.” 
European institute for progressive cultural policies 9 (2011).

Castoriadis, Cornelius. The imaginary institution of society. (Mit Press, 
1997).

Debord, Guy. The Society of Spectacle [1968]. New York: Zone Books 
(1995).

Elliott, Brian. Phenomenology and imagination in Husserl and Heidegger. 
(Routledge, 2004).

Gorz, Andre. “The way forward”. New Left Review, I, (1968), 47–66. 
Graeber, David. “A movement of movements: The new anarchists.” New 

Left Review, 13 (2002): 61–73. 
Graham, Janna. ‘The Problem with Platforms: Public Programming at 

the Juncture of Possible and Impossible Publics’, paper presented at 
“Public Programming? Pedagogical Practices in a Missing Europe”, a 
study day at Middlesex University, London, 30th June 2016.

Groys, Boris. ‘Comrades of time.’ In What is contemporary art? e-
flux Journal #11, December 2009. http://www.e-flux.com/jour-
nal/11/61345/comrades-of-time/ [accessed 03/01/2017]

Guattari, Félix. Molecular revolution: Psychiatry and politics. Penguin 
Group USA, 1984.

Kunst, Bojana, ‘The Project at Work’, in the reader of ‘The Public 
Commons and the Undercommons of Art, Education, and Labor’, an 
international conference hosted by the MA program Choreography 
and Performance (Gießen), May 29 - June 1 2014. http://worksat-
work.dk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/The-Project-At-Work-Kunst.
pdf?fa4924 [accessed 03/01/2017]

Maeckelbergh, Marianne. “Doing is believing: Prefiguration as strategic 
practice in the alterglobalization movement.” Social Movement Studies 
10, no. 01 (2011): 1-20.

Mirzoeff, Nicholas. “The People’s Bailout and the Rolling Jubilee,” blog 
entry (21 October 2012), available at: http://www.nicholasmirzoeff.
com/O2012/2012/10/21/the-peoples-bailout-and-the-rolling-jubilee/.

Negri, Antonio. Insurgencies: Constituent power and the modern state. 
(University of Minnesota Press, 1999).

Ranciere, Jacques. “The Red of La Chinoise”, in Film Fables, trans. 
Emiliano Battista (Oxford and New York: Berg, 2006).

Raunig, Gerard. “n-1. Making Multiplicity. A Philosophical Manifesto”, 
Transversal, (December 2013). Available at: http://eipcp.net/
transversal/1011/raunig2/en.

Rodrigues, Olinde. ‘The artist, the scientist and the industrialist’ from 
Opinions Literary, Philosophical and Industrial (1825). Cited in Harrison, 
Wood and Gaiger, Art in theory, 1815–1900: an anthology of changing 
ideas (1998).

Rohgalf, Jan. “Democracy of the many? Occupy Wall Street and the 
dead end of prefiguration.” Distinktion: Scandinavian Journal of Social 
Theory 14, no. 2 (2013): 151-167.

Schlembach, Raphael. “Social movements in post-political society: 
Prefiguration, deliberation and consensus.” (2012): 234-246.

Stiegler, Bernard. Symbolic Misery: The hyperindustrial epoch. Volume 1, 
(Polity Press, 2014).

Yates, Luke. “Rethinking prefiguration: Alternatives, micropolitics and 
goals in social movements.” Social Movement Studies 14, no. 1 (2015): 
1-21.



introDuction

ana Vujanović and livia andrea Piazza

47

Examining European representative democracy

PErformancE – Public – Politics

j. 
join power
We need to group up in order to form stronger alliances. 
In order to support each other’s individual work without 
highlighting the individual work. To make structural im-
pact possible through the force of many signatures, of 
being not one person with some thoughts but a group of 
people who have already criticised each other’s work and 
thus can stand in one, diversified voice. 
But we also need to acknowledge when our group has 
become a power factor in itself and the support for each 
other tips over to becoming a gentlemen’s club. When the 
already-strong are having the back of the other equally 
strong ones, we are just making an exclusion of others 
from the positions we hold. Now, these positions are not 
easy to recognise. The art facilitator Anna Efraimsson al-
ways says: ‘recognize your power and then use it for what 
you believe in’. We need to acknowledge that in every sit-
uation, in every complex web of interrelated power hierar-
chies between money, class, race, background, gender, 
looks, sex, sex appeal, age, language, education, weight, 
hairiness, muscle tonus, vocal chords and CV, we always 
hold one position of power over one aspect of another 
person in the room. Recognize that privilege, that power, 
and then use it to help the situation. Sometimes this rec-
ognition stops at the recognition, at seeing one’s privileg-
es and being apologetic. Or even worse, seeing them and 
getting busy with shame, often ending up in a statement 
that I do not have to be ashamed over my privileges. No, 
you do not. But if you see them, don’t abuse them. Use 
them for yourself and others.
(see: Hash tag, Nepotism)

k.
kindergarten
A kindergarten is many people’s first encounter with a live 
gathering. It is a place where people who have the most 
power over you, your parents or caretakers, are absent 
and replaced by a few representatives of the ruling class, 
a.k.a. adults. In the kindergarten, the first experiments of 
collective action can be practised and played out. This is 
the (play)ground where humans learn things their parents 
didn’t teach or have ‘protected’ their children from. In the 
kindergarten, there is an opportunity of learning from kin-
dred spirits rather than from masters, in a collective gath-
ering governed by rules different than those of the home. 
There are very few places where children are relieved of 
their families in a similar way. 
(see: Family, Join power)

stina 
nybErg 
a live 
gathering 
dictionary
(j-n)
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l.
lucky side effects
One of the most rewarding parts of gathering with oth-
ers are the lucky side effects. Every time we plan to do 
something we seem to always end up doing something 
else than that, as a kind of positive collateral damage. In 
many cases these sideline activities, emotions and ac-
tions become equally important aspects of our gather-
ing. As Fred Moten and Stefano Harney describe it in The 
Undercommons (2013): “What’s interesting to me is that the 
conversations themselves can be discarded, forgotten, but 
there’s something that goes on beyond the conversations 
which turns out to be the actual project. It’s the same thing 
I think in the building of any kind of partnership or collectiv-
ity: it’s not the thing that you do, it’s the thing that happens 
while you’re doing it that becomes important and the work 
itself is some combination of the two modes of being.”  If we 
allow these happy side effects to affect our groups we will 
after a while no longer know who actually proposed what 
or whose idea it originally was, until the sum of the parts 
forms something else than the whole. A gathering can 
support this inherent unpredictability of being together.
(see: Celebration, Escape route, Opacity)

m.
modality
Crucial for any live gathering I have been in is the possi-
bility of shifting modalities during the time of the gather-
ing, or between gatherings. To write, sing, dance, sleep, 
eat, think or talk gives different people different possibili-
ties of expressing themselves, or feeling at ease. It also 
makes time manageable, as it gets cut up into reason-
able proportions, and the information each modality give 
feeds into the next modality. As a kind of parallel practice, 
or a juxtaposition of learning activities, they stop you from 
feeling that any single way of action is too important to 
let go of.
(see: Celebration, Gymnastics, Kindergarten)

n. 
nepotism
There is a thin line between unconditional support and 
nepotism. A disproportionately large amount of groups 
are formed simply in order to cover each others back, 
which more or less consciously leads to keeping others 
out of whatever power they possess. 
(see: Family, Issues, Join power)
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BojAnA CVEjić
the Procedural, 
the PrescriPtive, 
and the Prefigurative 
Performance:
somE rEFlEctions on 
tHE QuEstion oF timE 
oF political action

A variety of political thought arising from the recent popu-
lar uprisings and activism in the aftermath of a protest 
could be gauged by one criterion: the time of political or 
social action.1 The question of temporality here pertains 
to how action, doing, practice and operation in the politi-
cal and social spheres relate to the present and how they 
project the future of the change they are aiming for. My 
inquiry will tackle three variant thinking models as they 
vie with each other around time and performance. I will 
start by briefly introducing the three models here. The first 
model is that of procedurality, which lies at the core of the 
mechanisms of formal democracy, and stresses present-
ism from normative and descriptive viewpoints. It informs 
us about ‘how things go’ or how they function, and how 
procedures describe, explain and help us understand 
the processes in policy- and decision-making and social 
practices, but also in the creation of things and thoughts, 
from scientific experiments and algorithms to dance per-
formances, for instance. The emphasis on procedures as 
tools that orient and define actions and attitudes in gen-
eral assumes an alignment with the given present, with 
the processes that are operated almost automatically, 
governed and mediated without critical contestation. 

In opposition to procedurality, a politics of prescription 
of axiomatic principles has been formulated, which we 
will consider a second model here. By asking for a direct 

1  The recent uprisings span from antineoliberal protests in Europe 
and the Americas to the Middle-Eastern ‘revolutions’ and riots against 
oppression. Activism considered here includes grassroots social 
movements (e.g. Solidarity movement in Greece or municipalismos in 
Spain) and smaller more specialised anarchist groups and collectives. 

and urgent application of a principle (e.g. the principle of 
‘spatial justice’ animating protests against privatization 
of public space) instead of a procedure, the rising pub-
lic anticipates its subsequent power and commits to the 
consequences of a changed political situation for which 
it strives without a guaranteed success. Prescriptive poli-
tics, which Peter Hallward developed after Alain Badiou’s 
and Jacques Ranciere’s political thought and further 
amended in his own conception of the political will of 
the people, entails a rupture and disalignment with the 
present.2 From there on, it orients a long-term process 
of organising collective action towards a future anterior, 
by determining a political end for which the means are 
sought. A peculiar sense of conviction and audacity im-
bues this standpoint of political voluntarism for it to affirm 
the power by which the action ‘will have produced’ the 
anticipated outcome. 

Prescription and emancipation through the political will as 
an inherent human capacity project the horizon of a revo-
lution. Therefore, yet a third conception must be exam-
ined here as a pervasive alternative promoted through the 
‘prefigurative practices’ of social activism today. The poli-
tics of prefiguration – in the view of its proponents – seeks 
to diminish the gap between the present and a revolution 
to come. The main claim here is that the present action or 
practice ‘prefigures’ the future of social change. It does 
so either in the symbolic sense, by imagining and enact-
ing alternative social structures on small-scale experi-
ments within a community or a local movement which will 
expand on a larger scale at a later moment, or in an actual 
sense, through embodied practices of horizontal social 
relations, whereby means equal ends and the building of 
self-organised counterinstitutions already counts as an 
actualised social change.3 Whether symbolised or actu-
alised, the timing of prefiguration is proleptic, as it rep-
resents change either before it is actual or as an early 
indication or version of it. 

If we are to examine and compare these three models in 
how they conceive of action/doing/practice and project 

2  Hallward developed his conception in the following texts: ‘From 
Prescription to Volition’, in The Politics of Alain Badiou, special issue of 
Politics and Culture (September 2014): 1–16; ‘The will of the people: Notes 
towards a dialectical voluntarism’, Radical Philosophy 155 (May/June 
2009): 17–29; ‘The Politics of Prescription’, The South Atlantic Quarterly 
104:4 (fall 2005): 769–89, and ‘Concentration or Representation: The 
Struggle for Popular Sovereignty’, Cogent Arts & Humanities, vol. 4, no. 
1 (2017).
3  The theme of embodiment features in the earliest conception of 
prefiguration, in Carl Boggs, ‘Marxism, prefigurative communism and 
the problem of workers’ control’, Radical America 6 (Winter 1977). Boggs 
writes: ‘The embodiment within the ongoing political practice of the 
movement, of those forms of social relations, decision making, culture, 
and human experience that are the ultimate goal’, ibid., p. 100.
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it in time, performance and dramaturgy appear to have 
analytical purchase. The aim of my conceptual inquiry is 
to ask whether the procedural, the prescriptive and the 
prefigurative modes of operation could be accounted for 
as ‘performative’ and consequently, how their ‘perfor-
mances’ differ. I will be looking in particular at how they 
‘dramatise’ process in the course of operation. For start-
ers, performing here is undertaken in the broad meaning 
deployed after Richard Schechner’s definition as ‘show-
ing doing’.4 Thus, it involves a certain degree of aware-
ness of how an action is done, by virtue of which rules, 
conventions and actors, and how this doing implies social 
relations. The concept of dramaturgy lends us the logic of 
organising stages in a process with respect to cognition. 
It will help us understand how effects of operations can 
be qualified in time, and whether, for instance, a process 
entails a plot or unfolds a flat structure in time. 

Weighing up the three models against each other, this 
analysis will catapult us into a fourth case: Time Bombs 
(2017), the film-essay made by the Croatian performance 
collective BADco. As a work that combines a theater per-
formance, a film shoot and a live gathering of citizens 
around a political question, Time Bombs redramatises the 
same concerns that animate both the prescriptive and 
prefigurative politics in drawing out material contradic-
tions within the form and the production of film and theat-
er. Unlike the other three models, Time Bombs ties the 
future of the present struggles with the futurist imaginary 
of the past avant-gardes. Thus, it provides us with a coun-
terperspective on the temporality of social and political 
action with regard to art production and history, which is 
missing from proceduralist and prefigurative operations. 
Therefore, I will conclude this brief investigation by rec-
alibrating the proceduralist, prescriptive and prefigurative 
perspectives on time through the eyes of a film-essay, a 
tentative fourth model. 

# 1 Performing procedurally 

To unpack proceduralism and its performance, we will first 
approach it through its most robust discourse and a some-
what overdetermining register, that is, democratic pro-
ceduralism. Democracy is said to be a procedure. What 
does this statement mean exactly? Let us briefly convey 
the juridical account of it. The rule of law is formal, guaran-
teeing formal equality of everyone before law, and in that 
sense, it is agnostic about the content of law. The question 
arises as to how the political legitimacy of laws, policies, 

4  Richard Schechner, Performance Studies: An Introduction (London: 
Routledge, 2006), p. 22.

institutions, candidates for political office and so on, are to 
be judged. Two global orientations apply. According to the 
substantive view, decisions are judged by the substantive 
values realised in them. According to the proceduralist 
view, the main criteria of political legitimacy are accuracy 
and consistency of procedures implemented in a process. 
Following the extreme normative conception of procedur-
alism, ‘democratic decisions are legitimate as long as they 
are the result of an appropriately constrained process of 
democratic decision-making’.5 The legitimacy of the out-
comes of a political process depends only on the fair-
ness of the decision-making process (analogous to rules 
of the happy performative),6 and not on the quality of the 
outcomes it produces. This view is justified by the claim 
that there is no shared standard for assessing the quality 
of the outcomes, and deep disagreement about reasons 
for and against proposals will always remain. The neo-
liberal version of the same arguments is, as usual, more 
compellingly instrumentalist than the liberalist tradition. 
Intercourse needs to be regulated even through imperfect 
norms, because the journey must serve a practical need. 
A collective process of creation or any kind of decision-
making of a heterogeneous group of people is deemed an 
infinite journey, which, however enjoyable, still does not 
guarantee a desirable outcome. There is much to approve 
in proceduralism, in the words of its advocates, because it 
ensures decisions. It prevents participants from employ-
ing the strategy of infinite delay, and it avoids having ‘ener-
gies consumed’ by infinitely long discussions of an infinite 
variety of issues. ‘Outcomes are by their nature open to 
dispute, but processes need not be.’ 7

 
Proceduralism reaches farther than a legal mechanism of 
democracy. This is best illustrated by ‘procedural rheto-
ric’, a video game theory that extends beyond the design 
of video games as it seeks to account for the comprehen-
sion of social processes in general.8 Taking procedurality 
to be the computer’s defining ability to execute a series of 
rules with the notion of rhetoric as persuasive expression, 
Ian Bogost proposes ‘procedural rhetoric’ as a way of 
making arguments and expressing ideas with processes 
in general and computational processes in particular:

5 Fabienne Peter, ‘Political Legitimacy’, Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy, April 29, 2010, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/legitimacy/. 
6  See ‘Conditions for happy performative’ in J. L. Austin’s pioneering 
theory of speech acts, or How to Do Things with Words (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1962), pp. 12–24. 
7  Stephen Chilton, ‘The Problem of Agreement in Republicanism, 
Proceduralism, and the Mature Dewey: A “Two Moments of Discourse 
Ethics” Analysis’, Steve Chilton’s Home Page, last modified November 5, 
2001, http://www.d.umn.edu/~schilton/Articles/Tilburg.html.
8  Ian Bogost coined the term ‘procedural rhetoric’ in his video game 
theory: see Ian Bogost, Persuasive Games: The Expressive Power of 
Videogames (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2007).
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Procedurality refers to a way of creating, explaining, or 
understanding processes. And processes define the 
way things work: the methods, techniques, and log-
ics that drive the operation of systems, from mechani-
cal systems like engines to organizational systems like 
high schools to conceptual systems like religious faith. 
Rhetoric refers to effective and persuasive expression. 
Procedural rhetoric, then, is a practice of using process-
es persuasively.9 

Bogost goes on to show how this ‘design philosophy’ 
can provide a framework through which to ask questions 
about what a particular social situation might demand.10

  
The Whiteheadian philosopher and cultural theorist 
Steven Shaviro raises a philosophical objection of on-
tological priority: ‘All procedures are in fact processes, 
but not all processes are procedures’.11 In other words, 
Shaviro’s objection addresses the nature of process. If we 
are to follow the model of procedural rhetoric, the process 
is predetermined by an algorithm of steps thanks to pro-
cedures that unilaterally cause and determine a course 
of action. Procedures protect processes from uncertainty 
and unforeseeable change. 

Another register of procedurality pervades the kind of 
knowledge acquired by artists and students of an in-
creasingly professionalised art education. This know-how 
ranges from artistic methodology (methods for organising 
work, collaboration and, in a narrower sense, construc-
tion of a ‘piece’) to managing one’s career through ap-
plications for projects and research grants or through 
recently developed academic (postgraduate) degrees in 
art.12 Part of artists’ self-performance is to set a prom-
ise of potential for a new creation, whereby to perform 
is to show the ability to use images, words and proce-
dures that respond to a growing expectation of shaping 

9  Bogost, p. 3.
10 The examples include videogames such as Tenure, which is based 
on scenarios typifying conflicts that occur between teachers, students 
and administration in U.S. high schools, or Fat World, which treats 
obesity in the U.S. as a social problem. 
11 Steven Shaviro, ‘Processes and Powers’, The Pinocchio Theory (blog),  
shaviro.com, August 18, 2011, http://www.shaviro.com/Blog/?p=995.
12 Two statements capture the procedural knowledge in art 
methodology. The choreographer Eleanor Bauer writes: ‘What do you 
do when you get in the studio? There’s nothing to do there! The empty 
room gives us nothing, nothing but space and time. A sterile luxury. 
Advantages of having methods we are aware of using are that we have 
things to do when we get into the studio and that the work is stronger 
than the constant shifting of our interest, confidence, and motivation.’ 
The choreographer Andros Zins-Browne remarks that ‘most good 
pieces are the writing of a methodology in their production’. (Bojana 
Cvejić, ‘In the Making of the Making of: The Practice of Rendering 
Performance Virtual’, in Goat Tracks of Self-Education (special issue) TkH, 
no. 15 (2008): 29.)

the audience’s experience. 

The comparison of procedurality in the three registers 
above (procedural democracy, video game theory, artists’ 
procedural knowledge) reveals the common ground of in-
strumental reason. Procedures stress the regularity of a 
process; they are the means and the norms of performa-
tivity when performing is equated with achievement (or 
Leistung, the German word for performance). Following a 
procedure ensures effectiveness, a way to control the fu-
ture from the ability to predict it in the present. This is why 
presentism is the temporal horizon of procedurality with 
a kind of mechanical causality: the normal functioning of 
‘how things go’, elections, parliamentary debates, stocks 
on the market or subsidy allocations all the same. 

# 2 Principles aside from performativity

Several voices in political theory have been explicitly or 
indirectly raised in critique of procedurality. For Slavoj 
Žižek, procedurality is a kind of ideology that prevents 
any revolt against capitalism.13 He writes that our politi-
cal consciousness is shackled by questions like the fol-
lowing, questions which form the legal framework of an 
empty concept of freedom: Does a country have free 
elections? Are its judges independent? Is its press free 
from hidden pressures? Does it respect human rights? 
The Marxist answer would be that the key to actual free-
dom resides in the ‘apolitical’ network of social relations, 
from the market to the family, which can be transformed 
not by any political procedure but rather by class strug-
gle. We do not vote on who owns what or about relations 
in the factory, and soon – such matters remain outside the 
sphere of the political, and it is illusory to expect that one 
will effectively change things by ‘extending’ democracy 
into the economic sphere. […]  Radical changes in this do-
main need to be made outside the sphere of legal ‘rights’. 
He thereby concludes that the acceptance of democratic 
mechanisms as providing the only framework for all pos-
sible change is the ‘democratic illusion’ that prevents any 
radical transformation of capitalist relations.14  

A more systematic critique of procedurality is to be 
gauged in Hallward’s call for prescriptive politics: 

‘Against alignment with the way of the world, against with-
drawal from engagement with the world, it is time to re-
formulate a prescriptive practice of politics. Prescription 

13  Slavoj Žižek, Living in the End Times (London: Verso, 2010).
14  Slavoj Žižek, ‘The Jacobin Spirit’, Jacobin, no. 3–4 (2011), http://
jacobinmag.com/summer-2011/the-jacobin-spirit/.
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is first and foremost an anticipation of its subsequent 
power, a commitment to its consequences.’15

As we will see, prescription entails a whole different mod-
el of operation which breaks with procedures that perpet-
uate the status quo.16 In place of procedures, a principle 
is applied as an axiomatic imperative. To use an example 
from Rancière’s account of emancipation, when equality 
is assumed as an axiom, a point of departure rather than 
a goal, then another approach to learning is prescribed in 
which differences in knowledge and authority no longer 
matter.17 Facing objections that prescriptive politics is 
abstract and universalist, unable to account for the con-
crete situatedness of contemporary political struggles, 
Hallward emended his model by elaborating the process 
of prescribing through the practice of the political will of 
the people. The main question here is how a dominated 
or a coerced group of people can free themselves from 
coercion and ‘acquire the power they need to determine 
their own course of action, consciously, deliberately or 
“willingly”, in the face of the specific obstacles and resist-
ance this course will confront.’18 In contrast to procedural-
ity, the process of popular mobilisation does not follow a 
given set of rules. Although it is purposeful, willing a cer-
tain outcome, it does not rely on ‘a fully formed solution in 
advance of engaging with the problem’.19 The subjective 
commitment involves ‘readiness to follow through on a 
decision and the principles that orient it, the willingness 
to do what is required to overcome the obstacles, both 
predictable and unforeseen, that may emerge over the 
course of its imposition’.20 In contrast to prefiguration, the 
principle is prescribed and the end is anticipated, whilst 
the means is not. It is so because the political will is a 
capacity that must be renewed and constructed, rather 
than being an authentic expression of people’s purported 
essence. Hallward outlines a laborious and thorny prac-
tice of association, combination and assembly: educa-
tion, information, deliberation and debate through which 

15  Peter Hallward, ‘The Politics of Prescription’, pp. 771f.
16  Discussing the standard usage of the phrase ‘the will of the people’, 
Hallward comments that it ‘usually amounts to nothing more than a 
token nod to “formal democratic” mechanisms for ensuring some sort of 
minimal choice in the selection of political representatives […] apparent 
respect for the will of the people is an integral aspect of the status quo, 
and has been so for a long time’. The mainstream discussion of current 
affairs relegates the will of the people to the democratic procedure 
of political representation. ‘From Prescription to Volition’ (The Politics 
of Alain Badiou, special issue of Politics and Culture (2014), published 
online 1 September 2014, http://politicsandculture.org/2014/09/01/
from-prescription-to-volition-by-peter-hallward/. 
17  Jacques Rancière, The Ignorant Schoolmaster. trans. K. Ross 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1991). 
18  Hallward, “From Prescription to Volition”, p. 1.
19  Hallward, p. 7.
20  Ibid. 

a collective defines its priorities, goals and decisions, and 
many other practices that cultivate collective spirit and 
brace the gathering against the tendencies that will inevi-
tably threaten to disintegrate it. 

The politics of prescription and emancipation that 
Hallward advocates is largely modelled after past revolu-
tions (French, Haitian, Russian, Chinese and Cuban) and 
projects a definite future in an indefinite time. The drama-
turgy that could envisage it is a plot of linear accumula-
tion, where the long and stumbling process of delibera-
tion eventually leads to action and the effectuation of a 
systemic social change. This model affirms the effort of 
involvement as a commitment without representation, 
not to be measured or interpreted by ‘external observ-
ers’.21 It is a doing that can enact known conventions of 
gathering (the historical examples include Jacobin clubs 
and workers’ councils), but does not necessarily have to 
be a ‘showing doing,’ representative in its awareness and 
certainty about how things must be done. By invoking 
principles rather than procedures and norms, prescrip-
tive politics evades the performativity qua Leistung. And 
it shapes the present as a long-term process towards a 
future without a guarantee. 

# 3 Prefiguring by performing 

In the prescriptive model, the mobilisation of political will 
resembles a perennial process of rehearsal for a revolu-
tion, a deliberate preparation of a political and ideological 
ground, of strategy and means for an act of popular sover-
eignty that will take place at a propitious moment. Even if 
revolution is never explicitly asserted as the form that the 
political action will take, it lingers through historical exam-
ples that Hallward draws upon. This is exactly the point 
of divergence from which another, more recently avowed 
model of political action constitutes itself. Prefiguration 
dispenses with the horizon of an event projected into a 
distant future, together with the twentieth-century model 
of vanguardism of an intellectual class that will lead the 
insurrection. Rather, it seeks politics in the reshaping 
of social relations during or alongside political protests. 
The ‘square’ or encampment movements are dubbed the 
playground of social practices in which social alternatives 
are imagined and rehearsed. During the occupation of the 
squares, restructuring of social life and social space was 
recognised as a feat just as important  as the political 
demands of the protest.22 As Valeria Graziano points out 

21  Hallward, p. 4. 
22  Mehmet Döşemeci critically examines the concept of revolution 
in the current social movements and their moments of uprising in 
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in her comprehensive account of prefigurative politics, 
the coming together of the people in the occupation of 
space expanded the scope of political struggle to include 
aspects of social reproduction, and not exclusively ori-
enting itself towards the questions of production and po-
litical action.23 Care replaces militancy in that it features 
reproductive labor in the self-organised activities in which 
people maintain social life on the streets during protests 
(food, sleep, medical help, etc.), which is transformed in 
the aftermath of protests into a regular practice of self-
organisation. The significance of the shift lies, as Judith 
Butler commented, in the collapse of the traditional dis-
tinction between the private realm in which social life is 
maintained and the public stage on which political strug-
gle is enacted.24 The description of these gatherings as 
forms of social resistance brings together acting and liv-
ing into one practice, where the conceptual valence of 
‘practice’ discloses performance and temporality about 
social change. 

‘Be the change you want to see’ is the famed slogan of 
prefiguration that captures the temporal and performa-
tive meanings of the practice. In Carl Boggs’s early defini-
tion (1977), the ultimate goal of the social movement is to 
embody an ongoing political practice through its ‘forms 
of social relations, decision making, culture, and human 
experience’.25 Drawing on the legacy of anarchy, direct 
democracy and self-management of the workers in so-
cialism, embodiment is an emphatic expression for the 
experience of political participation. One of the most vo-
cal proponents of this model, Marianne Maeckelberg, tes-
tifies that only experience could teach her ‘horizontality’ 
and ‘diversity’ in learning by doing.26 Activist and spokes-
person of the grassroots solidarity movement in Greece, 
Christos Giovanopoulos describes the engagement of the 
citizens in Athens in the aftermath of the occupation of 
Syntagma. People took responsibility for the situation in 

Syntagma, Gezi Park and Tahrir square, arguing that people ‘did a much 
better job’ than the state organising the reproduction of social life in the 
squares. See ‘Don’t move, Occupy! Social movement vs social arrest’, 
https://roarmag.org/essays/occupy-revolution-mehmet-dosemeci/, 
accessed November 3 2013. 
23  Valeria Graziano, ‘Prefigurative practices. Raw materials for a 
political positioning of art, leaving the avant-garde’ Turn Turtle Turn. 
Performing Urgency #2 (Berlin: House on Fire Publications). I consulted 
an earlier version of this text in September 2017, now available at https://
www.academia.edu/30263516/Prefigurative_Practic
es._Turn_Turtle_Reenacting_the_Institute._Performing_Urgency_2_
House_on_Fire_Publications_2016_ 
24 Judith Butler, “Bodies in Alliance and the Politics of the Street”, 
available at http://eipcp.net/transversal/1011/butler/en, published in 
September 2011, accessed in October 2017. 
25  See footnote 2. 
26  Marianne Maeckelberg, “Doing is Believing: Prefiguration as 
Strategic Practice in the Alterglobalization Movement” (Social Movement 
Studies, 10: 1), pp. 1-20.

which the welfare state disappeared and the public sector 
couldn’t service citizens’ basic needs. This doesn’t only 
entail a reciprocal exchange of skills in organising phar-
macies, clinics, kitchens, evening schools, time-banks 
etc. but also a horizontal process of decision-making.27 

Theorists of prefiguration have recourse to performativity 
to account for ‘collective experimentation’.28 In their un-
derstanding, performance is synonymous with a collec-
tive action here-and-now. It is also preoccupied with the 
‘how’ just as much as the ‘what’ the mobilization is for. 
‘Political action becomes prefigurative when it fulfills cer-
tain conditions in the way in which it is performed.’29 The 
doing does in a similar fashion as saying is a kind of doing 
in performative utterance. Another constitutive character-
istic that follows from the direct present of here-and-now 
is the immanence of means and ends. 

‘Practising prefigurative politics means removing the tem-
poral distinction between the struggle in the present and 
a goal in the future; instead, the struggle and the goal, the 
real and the ideal, become one in the present.’30 Process 
is considered to qualify the temporality of the means-
ends equivalence. If it is diverse, prefigurative practice 
must unfold in an open-ended process: ‘When goals are 
multiple and not predetermined, then prefiguration be-
comes not only strategic, but the best strategy because 
it is based in practice, in doing, which allows the people 
who are ‘doing’ to participate in determining the goals’.31 
Compared to procedurality, the process of self-organisa-
tion is more akin to a messy, inefficient improvisation in 
which principles have to be put at work before any proto-
col or procedure can be defined. Precisely, because the 
goals of prefigurative practices aren’t predetermined and 
projected in time – another characteristic that differen-
tiates them from prescription – prefiguration seems the 
most distant from instrumental reason.  

The means-ends equivalence is either used as an argu-
ment for a positive account of the lack of clearly defined 
goals and demands due to a diverse and inclusive politi-
cal practice32 or it is regarded a serious deficiency curtail-

27  See Alexander Koloktronis, “Building Alternative Institutions in Greece: 
an Interview with Christos Giovanopoulos,” Counterpunch, March 11,  
http://www.counterpunch.org/2016/03/11/building-alternative-
institutions-in-greece-an-interview-with-christos-giovanopoulos/ 
(accessed in July 2016).
28  See Luke Yates, “Rethinking Prefiguration: Alternatives, Micropoli-
tics and Goals in Social Movements” academia.edu, accessed in Oc-
tober 2017. 
29  Ibidem. 
30   Maeckelberg,  p. 4. 
31  Maeckelberg, p. 13.
32  David Graeber writes: ‘This is why all the condescending remarks 
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ing the political effects. One of the persistent criticisms 
is that their indistinction allows for blurring individual mo-
tives and movement goals, protest and everyday life.33 

Another critique targets the dangers of alternativism, that 
is to say, the problem of the self-sufficiency of communi-
ties enclosed in their own practice and isolated from the 
society in which they seek to effectuate ‘deep change’ 
whilst they are simultaneously dependent on that society 
in ways they may be theoretically blind to. To counteract 
the charge of alternativism, prefiguration is said to be ex-
emplary. A prefigurative practice imagines and symbol-
ises the social relations that it seeks to instill. Graziano 
expounds a threefold function of imagination here: pre-
figuration unravels something which is no longer present, 
it symbolises that which is not yet there, and, lastly, it indi-
cates that which exists only as a possibility.34 The ‘imagi-
nal’ dimension enables prefigurative practices to extend 
the process beyond the present through demonstration, 
a kind of ‘showing by doing’ of another social imaginary. 
Another manner in which prefigurative practices view their 
expansion beyond locality is through insistence on the 
distribution of the new collective norms born out of col-
lective experimentation. This brings prefiguration closer 
to the goal of building alternative or counter-institutions, 
where social change wouldn’t only be anticipated or indi-
cated, but partly actualised.35 

In all accounts of prefiguration, terms and instruments of 
performativity and performing arts have been evoked in 
a tradition of thinking the social through aesthetic mod-
els, such as performance, rehearsal, and practice. Some 
authors recognise the aesthetic mandate of art in general 
when they attribute to art (and artists engaging in social 

about the movement being dominated by a bunch of dumb kids with 
no coherent ideology completely missed the mark. The diversity was a 
function of the decentralized form of organization, and this organization 
was the movement’s ideology.’ ‘A Movement of Movements: The New 
Anarchists’ New Left Review 13 (2002): 61–73.
33  The following statement from the interviews Luke Yates conducted 
with the participants of various organisations and platforms practising 
prefigurative politics in Spain illustrates how entangled collective social 
life and political action can be: ‘For me, activism and my life are super-
mixed-up, I don’t know where one starts and the other ends, but at the 
same time I try to not let activism take over my life totally’. Yates, p. 18.
34  Graziano, n.p.
35  Daniel Murray advocates counter-institutions as opposed to pre-
figuration: ‘An overemphasis on the value of prefiguration can be debili-
tating, leading to a focus on internal movement dynamics at the expense 
of building a broader movement, and a focus on symbolic expressions 
of dissent as opposed to the development of alternatives to actually re-
place existing political, economic and social institutions. […] Instead of 
prefiguration, we should redirect our efforts toward developing and link-
ing democratic counter-institutions that produce and manage common 
resources’. See ‘Prefiguration or Actualization? Radical Democracy and 
Counter-Institution in the Occupy Movement’, Berkeley Journal of Sociol-
ogy (November 3 2014), http://berkeleyjournal.org/author/daniel-murray, 
accessed October 2017.

movements) the capacity to aesthetically shape care, in 
terms of attending to the senses through animation of the 
social life and political agitation. Such instrumentalisation 
doesn’t differ in principle from how business and other 
sectors (education, scientific research, medicine, sports) 
regard the utility of art for their own purposes of aestheti-
cisation today.36 A more specific and decisive difference 
on the artist’s role in protest can be found in the organi-
sational capacity that artists and cultural workers use 
to mobilise citizens for a political concern. The Zagreb-
based activist Teodor Celakoski shows how the cultural 
sector can initiate an intersectoral tactical cooperation 
around an issue of public interest. In the case of ‘Right to 
the City’, a movement of social resistance to the privatisa-
tion of the city infrastructures of Zagreb, independent cul-
tural platforms have been orchestrating a campaign with 
people concerned by the issue. They help the movement 
involve actors with various expertise and necessary legal 
and media support, and they disseminate expert knowl-
edge and experiences of other local struggles.37

In comparison with how procedurality associates political 
and artistic discourses, the notion of practice runs not only 
through prefiguration but also through the experimental 
segment of the arts today. Some similarities are striking. 
Speaking in a schematic manner, we could say that artists 
and activists of prefiguration privilege the practice over 
the production (of works of art) or goal-oriented politi-
cal action, as they prefer practice as a regular activity in 
which perfecting the means (the how) of doing things is an 
end in itself. Repetition, rehearsal, effecting changes little 
by little instead of revolutionary strides, informs a moder-
ate pace of sustaining work and existence fused in one. 
The insistence on practice without predetermined goals, 
an experiment with unforeseen outcome, orients the ac-
tivity towards a speculative present: process, committed 
to continue and persist despite an uncertain future.    

# 4 Time Bombs: “institutions must be 
constructed”

Having arrived at the end of this inquiry, I would like to 
reverse the perspective. Until now, we have observed 
how political action and its temporality might resemble 
or be best approached through the conceptual and aes-
thetic blueprint of performance. Now the same problems 

36  For artification, see ‘Artification’, Ossi Naukkarinen and Yuriko 
Saito (Eds.), Contemporary Aesthetics, special volume (2012), https://
digitalcommons.risd.edu/liberalarts_contempaesthetics/vol0/iss4/1/, 
accessed January 2017.
37  See interview with Teodor Celakoski for Zemos98 here: https://
archive.org/details/TeodorCelakoski, accessed January 2017.
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discussed under procedurality, prescriptivisim and pre-
figuration are recast in and through a work of theatre-
cum-cinema (i.e. from an artistic perspective). Therefore, I 
will weave in here the fourth voice of a film-essay in which 
concerns with temporality, work and political action will 
be reinvestigated, and lastly I will probe the three models 
described above.  

Time Bombs is a film-essay in the form of an experimen-
tal documentary made after three performance events 
organised by the Croatian performing arts collective 
BADco. At the end of 2015 and the beginning of 2016, the 
performing arts collective BADco. organised three twen-
ty-four-hour events occupying former industrial, public 
spaces that were left to decay during recent decades in 
the cities of Rijeka, Split and Zagreb. The eight members 
of BADco invited other artists, cultural workers and activ-
ists, film crews and stage workers as well as spectators, 
film extras and clubbers to spend a full day planned and 
divided into eight hours of work, eight hours of culture 
and education and eight hours of rest or sleep. ‘8-8-8’ 
evokes the popular labor slogan of workers in the 1880s 
who demanded the workday be limited to eight hours so 
that there would be eight hours left for sleep, and eight 
hours ‘for what we will’.38 

In times when artistic and most freelance labor has be-
come atomised and extended to subsume the whole life 
of an individual twenty-four-seven under work, when ar-
tistic production is eventalised, that is, transformed by the 
experience economy of spectacular events, an invitation 
to the audience to attend and participate in the 8+8+8 
day asks for an unusual effort. Moreover, paying them to 
participate – to watch a performance reconstructed be-
fore them and act as extras in the film that is being shot 
with them at the same time – is a somewhat quaint ges-
ture, which the voiceover in the film reflects by referencing 
a custom from Ancient Athenian theatre. Everyone was 
paid there, comments the narrator, not only the actors 
hired by the polis, but also the spectators whose wages 
came from the public fund called Theorikon! Sharing the 
same etymological root for watching and contemplating 
(theorein) is no coincidence: the spectators were citizens 
paid to attend a theatre play which was a form of public 
political activity, a manner of participating in a discussion 
on political matters. BADco. revives this custom by paying 
their spectators-as-extras to take part in all three eight-
hour long activities, of which the time for culture and edu-
cation corresponds to the hours in which they engage in 

38  The first recorded use of this slogan is thought to have occurred 
during a Federation of Organized Trades and Labor Unions rally in 
Milwaukee on May 1 1886. 

discussions with the artists, cultural workers and cultural 
activists about the future of infrastructures in times of cri-
sis. In the words of BADco. themselves: ‘Our objective is 
to analyze and critically reflect, from an artistic point of 
view, the disintegration of institutions faced with austerity 
measures, lack of their responsibility for the endangered 
cultural sector as well as transition of institutions from the 
field of production to the field of presentation’.39  

The spectators-as-extras are paid to work: they are 
watching an excerpt from BADco.’s performance 1 poor 
and one zero (2008), a reconstruction of which they will 
thereafter take part in at the factory site in front of a film 
camera (shooting the future film Time Bombs). In a scene 
from this performance, BADco. are rechoreographing and 
performing live the first film by the Lumière brothers  – the 
fifty-second-long film Workers Leaving the Factory, shot in 
Lyon – whilst it is screened above them (see figures 1 and 
2). The analysis of the three versions of this movie, which 
differ in their gaze as well as in the organisation of the 
bodies of workers walking out of the factory gates, occa-
sions a reflection on times of work and times of produc-
tion. The refrain repeats like a circle: scenarios can turn 
into rehearsals, rehearsals can turn into fifty-second-long 
experiments and this short experiment can become an 
eight-hour endeavour. Time expands and contracts, ac-
cumulates and dilates along the axis of poetics and pro-
duction, as a story can turn into an essay, an essay can 
become a scenario and a scenario specifies eight hours 
of work, like the experimental documentary by the artist 
Tomislav Gotovac which envisages a worker filmed dur-
ing eight hours of their work in a factory without interrup-
tion, in one static shot. But in the scene of the workers 
leaving the factory an allegory of the end of production is 
displayed. The image is taken as a visual trope for the ‘in-
terruption of work [which] becomes a new industry – the 
industry of free time’.40 In a terse commentary, one of the 
performers of BADco., Tomislav Medak, says, addressing 
the spectators-as-extras in front of him (figure 3): 

‘it is us – at the factory gates and THEM at the factory 
gates.
it is us – us now, a century of film history down the line, 
reenacting them – the Lumières and their workers.
it is us – us present, and them in celluloid and memory.
it is never us, it is always about her.

39  See http://badco.hr/en/news-item/institutions-split-zagreb-2016, 
accessed November 2017. Whilst extras/spectators were paid, artists 
and cultural workers invited to speak about the problematics of 
infrastructure today were not, which effects a striking reversal of paid 
and unpaid roles. 
40  All subsequent quotes from the film are taken from the English 
subtitles. The text is originally spoken in Croatian. 
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it is us – me, him, him, her, us and you too.
it is us, in so many ways not us.’

‘Us, in so many ways not us’ might be a poetic way of 
defining the gathering in proximity without belonging, a 
condition that the queer theorist of affect, Lauren Berlant, 
reserves for the commons: ‘The crowded but disjointed 
propinquity of the social calls for a proxemics, the study 
of sociality as proximity quite distinct from the possessive 
attachment languages of belonging’.41 Amongst the many 
tropes it can hold, the famed scene of workers leaving 
the factory, for BADco., marks a shift from the situation in 
which cultural institutions were committed to the produc-
tion of art and culture to the present moment when these 
institutions are primarily preoccupied with the manage-
ment of the art recipient’s experience. The factory serves 
as a pivotal metaphor for the vicissitudes of historical 
transformations which the institution qua apparatus of 
production and building on site has gone through. This 
account is told with a fatuous simplicity, as a nasty fairy 
tale, recounting ‘turns’ and ‘returns’ of property relations 
and divisions of labour:

‘First we left the villages and went into factories. And 
they told us: “These are your hands, this is our factory”. 
We left our hands in the factory but we didn’t get the 
factory. They told us: “This is our factory”. 
We left to another factory trusting, however: “This is not 
our factory either”. 
Then we took matters into our hands and took over the 
factories and they said: “This is factory of all of us now”. 
Then we were returned to factories, and returned again, 
and they kept returning the factories to us, and finally to 
themselves. A constant returning. Several returns and 
several lay-offs. Several turns and several overturns. 
And again, we left the factory and they said: “This is no 
longer a factory”. 
We left the factory for good and our departure is re-
corded in images. 
We entered the image and made the image move. 

The history encompasses the passage from feudalism to 
industrial capitalism, then to socialism and self-manage-
ment of the workers and lastly to the turbulent makeovers 
and takeovers during the period of postsocialist privati-
sation. It must be told together with the urban transfor-
mations that built and dismantled, deserted and isolated 
and eventually repopulated and revamped factories into 
cultural venues. Such is the destiny of the places in which 
Time Bombs are shot (the ex-industrial complex Rikard 

41  Lauren Berlant, ‘The commons: Infrastructures for troubling times’, 
Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, vol. 34, no. 3 (2016): 395. 

Benčić in Rijeka, Zagreb’s POGON Jedinstvo – Center 
for Independent Culture and Youth, and the never com-
pleted Youth Center in Split.) Recapitulating a series of 
technological developments of production and repro-
duction from the eighteenth century, from which the first 
public theatres date, to the urban and cultural policies of 
the 1990s, the narrator concludes: ‘Institutions are time 
bombs.’ What is the temporality and the politics from 
which this work of film and performance acts?

In Time Bombs the occupation of the factory doesn’t 
claim a future, a future of infrastructures that the artists, 
together with their spectators, attempt to imagine pre-
figuratively. On the contrary, it summons up history, as if 
the most important lesson is not to forget that past from 
which utopian promises haven’t been fulfilled. The his-
torical memory is rekindled by bringing forth the utopian 
revelation of the New Man in the Soviet Cubo-Futurist im-
aginary of the 1920s. Artists from those past times are 
compared to ‘ufonauts’, if UFO stands for an institution 
as a ‘universal fictitious operation, universally-cultural 
futurologic operation’. Amongst many artworks from his-
torical and postwar avant-gardes and conceptual art, we 
could recall Konstantin Melnikov’s plan for a Green City 
and its building named Sonata of Sleep from 1929. This 
pre-Stalin-age project aimed to provide a place in which 
workers would rest and replenish themselves. Air and 
sounds were to be scientifically investigated in order to 
intensify sleep and dream. In the last five years, the U.S. 
Defense Department has been investing in the study of a 
species of birds that can survive for several days without 
sleep, the aim of which is, as Jonathan Crary has argued, 
‘the creation of the sleepless soldier’, the precursor of the 
sleepless worker.42 

Against the procedures that cultural institutions impose, 
and without the authority to prescribe or prefigure the 
future, artists can renew our capacity to reimagine and 
reconstruct the history we don’t have to give up. As with 
buildings and customs, people can be dispossessed of 
their history too in the wake of neoliberal presentism, 
whilst that history holds in store the courage that is nec-
essary to act in the present.   

***

In a few closing remarks, the four thinking models I have 
shown can at last be juxtaposed. Time Bombs has gained 
us an acute sense of the present’s vicissitudes. It puts 

42  Jonathan Crary, 24/7: Late Capitalism and the End of Sleep (London 
and New York: Verso, 2013).
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to work art’s capacity to renarrate the present situa-
tion with a discontinuous insight into the future as it has 
been imagined by the past. As a work of performance, it 
doesn’t impel its audience to political action. Its remit lies 
in educating a public through the history of avant-garde 
and socialist experiments that are nowadays judged as 
unsuccessful and unrealistic projections. The recollection 
of the historical transformation of institutions as places 
of production (factory, theatre, cinema) is thought to li-
cense an attempt to reimagine institutions in the present 
crisis for a different future. Such displacements of past 
and future are expelled from both the proceduralist and 
prefigurative modes of action. Proceduralism affixes us to 
a present, barring both the past and the future from our 
imagination by the force of instrumental reason. Perform 
by the standard of these procedures or else you will lose 
your grip on the real! 

Even if they share principles and values with the leftist 
avant-gardes, prefigurative practices part with that past 
on account of its inefficacy. The gap between the critical 
present and a utopian vanguardist future must be bridged 
by prolepsis. The present in which we act and the future 
in which our actions should bear fruit of deep systemic 
change are reconciled by representative performance. 
The ways we live and act now might be confined to small-
scale experimental collectives or midscale social move-
ments and punctual mobilisations, but by and large they 
are exemplary of social transformation. It only requires a 
leap of faith, if not imagination, to claim the future effec-
tiveness of our present actions. By contrast, prescriptiv-
ism, and its successive account of political will, repudiates 
the present in its power to sustain a status quo. According 
to this model, a long way of political education, assembly 
and action is needed in order to transform society with 
equality and other principles of democracy. The process 
of forming the political will for political action doesn’t 
rely on existing procedures and images, but searches 
and fabricates the means of struggle in its course. The 
threshold of political action is set high here, demanding 
a wide-reaching popular and collective engagement. And 
the future remains remote, without guarantee.        
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One of the most outspoken critics of the recent politi-
cal changes in Hungary and Eastern Europe in general, 
Gáspár Miklós Támás, explained once in an interview 
that ‘what is missing from liberal democracy is socialism, 
what has disappeared is a working class’.1 According to 
him, ruling elites could prosper so successfully in recent 
decades because they are not threatened anymore from 
within, there is actually no political adversary. Such dis-
appearance of the tension and destruction of the political 
dynamic between classes which was crucial for the whole 
twentieth century (and which also strongly influenced the 
relationships between art and politics), caused a destruc-
tive social system with the absolute victory of the rule of 
the market and the dissolution of all other alternatives. 
The result is a strange capitalist utopia in Eastern Europe, 
where the rule of market is actually more ruthlessly actu-
alised than in some other Western European states (eras-
ing every trace of the social state, political discussion 
about the notion of the public, the public role of art, etc.), 
and it is deeply entangled with illiberal, post-fascist and 
nationalist tendencies. In this sense these political devel-
opments are disclosing the internal connection between 
neoliberalism and fascism, supported by corruption and 
privilege, nationalism and radical reevaluation of the no-
tion of the public sphere. Performance practices and their 
institutions are offering us an interesting opportunity to 
study these processes, not only because many of them 
came under attack from illiberal democratic movements 
but also because of their public aspect, the ways in which 
they enable gatherings and frame assemblies of the peo-
ple. Here we can observe symptoms of the disintegration 

1 Gáspár Miklós Támás: http://politicalcritique.org/cee/hungary/2016/
the-rule-of-the-market-in-east-central-europe-is-absolute-interview/.

of the notion of the public, the ways the political under-
standing of the public is intertwined with post-fascist, na-
tionalist, populist and illiberal tendencies. 

Támár’s statement about the disappearance of the work-
ing class is no nostalgic call for the return of socialism. 
Instead it helps us grasp the main features of the process 
of transition. Transition was one of the main political pro-
cesses in Eastern Europe since the beginning of the 1990s, 
much celebrated by Western democracies as the main 
progressive political and cultural development. It can be 
described as a process of catching up, socially, culturally, 
economically, with the so-called developed democracies. 
In this process Europe functions as a specific ideological 
territory, which is still not there and has yet to be reached. 
In the transition, Eastern European citizens are perceived 
as innocent political children, ideal subjects without his-
tory who should be molded for a renewed democratic be-
ginning. Boris Buden describes how the ‘repressive infan-
tilisation of the societies that were liberating themselves 
from communism, is the main political feature of the so-
called post-communist condition’.2 The passage of the 
transition itself is not another particular historical epoch, 
but rather a transition to the time that is not yet there. In 
such a process, the subject is deprived of its own (his-
torical) political dimension; it exists in innocence without 
any conception of its own political past. The notion of the 
East ‘erases the political dimension from the Eastern past 
and achieves equal effects in the present’.3 The outcome 
of such an infantilisation of (political) subjects, described 
by Buden as a feature of transition, can be found nowa-
days closing down the transitional process in a very cyni-
cal way through patriarchal, nationalistic and hierarchical 
populism. Populist and nationalist movements are retain-
ing the ideological narrative of awakening their nations 
from their political infancy, operating through various pro-
cesses of reevaluation, rebirth after the end of socialism, 
but the goals of these processes are far away from the 
agonistic dimension of democracy and the demand for 
equality and difference that characterised this process at 
the beginning of the nineties. The process of the transi-
tion didn’t fail because the people were not yet ready for 
democracy; it was doomed to failure from the beginning. 
It is proceeding parallel to the erasure of autonomous (so-
cialist, leftist, avant-garde) political histories of the past, 
taking away the autonomy of political subjects. In this 
process of transition the communist past is translated 
into a cultural and not into a political phenomenon, and 

2 Boris Buden, ‘Cona Prehoda. O koncu postkomunizma’ (Ljubljana: 
Krtina, 2014), p. 36.
3 Rastko Močnik, ‘Europe as a Problem’, unpublished paper, quoted in 
Buden, ‘The Post-Yugoslavian Condition of Institutional Critique’.
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instead of the agonist history of different political forces, 
what stays at the end is a history of political inferiority. 
Nationalist and populist ruling elites are exploring and 
appropriating precisely that political inferiority which in 
recent decades constituted the relationship between the 
East and the West of Europe. In these processes inferior-
ity is entangled with the celebration of nationalism and 
hegemonic cultural appropriation of history. This means 
that subjects of the cultural reformation are again not ap-
proached as political subjects but as infantile inhabitants 
who have to be transformed by the ideas of the political 
parties and leaders: either into the populist visions of the 
nations, governed by the fear of globalisation, or into the 
paternalistic state with its own idea of the pacified public, 
erasing oppositional voices and different forms of life in 
order to rule over the economy and to privatise without 
constraint. 

This social and cultural background is crucial for the dis-
entanglement of the paradoxes surrounding the position-
ing of performance and other artistic practices and their 
institutions in the environments governed by populist and 
illiberal understandings of political institutions. In this es-
say I am especially interested in the difficult processes 
going on in attacks on performances, performance fes-
tivals and other artistic events, attacks which all relate 
to the rise of populism. For example, the nationalist and 
conservative attacks on art institutions in Poland have the 
clear political agenda of resisting inter-nationality, equality 
of genders, openness of values and nonhierarchical ap-
proaches to the production of art in performance institu-
tions. The results have been several severe cuts and radi-
cal reevaluations of institutions and festivals, like Malta 
in Poznan or Konfrontacje in Lublin in the year 2016, or 
populist and violent political attacks on the alleged moral 
decrepitude or lack of patriotism in the performances of 
theatre director Oliver Frljić in Croatia or Poland. This of-
ten happens together with the criminalisation of artists 
and the reevaluation of national and state institutions. But 
it can also be related to the series of austerity measures 
and cuts to nongovernmental cultural sectors, which are 
often used as series of reevaluations and adjustments 
towards a more hierarchical and populist understanding 
of art, throwing many artistic agents into invisibility and 
poverty and marginalising their already precarious situ-
ation even more. Therefore, the same paternalistic and 
populist discourse which characterises governance of 
citizens is also at work when observing the position of 
art practices and art institutions: space for the plurality 
of expression and alternative forms of art is rapidly nar-
rowing, making way for strong interventions into the mul-
tiplicity of cultural expression and assembly and strong 

attacks on the aesthetic and political plurality of gather-
ings. These attacks can take various forms, such as the 
cutting off of government money for experimental forms 
of performance especially engaged with the equality of 
forms and expressions, with shifting between art, politics 
and education and opening up other ways of coming to-
gether. The field of creation becomes endangered and in-
tentionally pushed into poverty, diminishing and mocking 
every argumentation in favour of insitutional and econom-
ic equality. From the side of the cultural institutions, this 
is often interpreted as an ignorance on the part of politi-
cians towards more experimental and alternative forms 
of art. But we have to read these cuts also as an open 
rejection of any idea of institutional public equality that 
would enable different kinds of gatherings, expressions 
and embodiments of the audience and their expressions 
of the political. With these processes, institutional hierar-
chies and privileges are strengthened, and some forms 
of coming together are more privileged than others, with 
many alternative ways of expressing becoming marginal, 
invisible and even criminalised. These attacks can also 
take the form of the stigmatisation of the cultural enemy 
and can demand the reevaluation of culture in general, 
which can also be transformed into a cultural war. Here 
artists and art institutions are becoming the enemies of 
the values defended by ruling populism as well as popu-
lar targets of rising post-fascist tendencies that celebrate 
the asthetisation of cultural expressions and nationalistic 
reevaluations of cultural institutions as such. The com-
mon result of various attacks is then to disable every 
hint of institutional equality of gatherings and make such 
common practices invisible. The goal is to erase the infra-
structural support which is needed not only for survival of 
those practices, but also for the continuity of autonomous 
political and aesthetic expression. 

That’s why I would propose thinking austerity cuts to gov-
ernment monies for alternative and nongovernmental art 
institutions in the same frame as open attacks on the val-
ues of various artistic practices, which go together with a 
reevaluation of the role of art and a need to wash it clean 
of multiculturalism, globalism, inclusion of the other. Even 
if these are varied approaches, they can all be thought 
together as the reevaluation of the public and the ways 
the public assembles, infrastructurally supported by the 
artistic institution. What is desired, then, is to close down 
cultural expressions which work towards plural and open 
public space, any space of various publics using paral-
lel and nonhierarchical modes of production, expression 
and endurance; to silence the defenders of plurality of 
expressions and disable any imagination of other alterna-
tives. On the surface, this can be detected as the moral 
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condemnation of the lazy artist, who is not only depend-
ent on public money (in Slovenian there is the expression 
pri koritu, meaning ‘waiting to be fed like a pig’) but is also, 
because of her or his laziness, also a corrupt personal-
ity whose sole interest is to steal taxpayer money. The 
ironic side of this accusation is that it directly exempli-
fies the creation of a scapegoat: the anger which should 
be directed towards the corrupt and privileged elite, the 
real beneficiaries of the process of transition striking, is 
actually turned towards marginalised artists and other 
social parasites, themselves much softer targets, easi-
er objects of anger. An excellent example for this ironic 
twist is the case of Russian theatre and film director Kirill 
Srebrennikov, who faces up to ten years in prison on 
fraud charges. Srebrennikov, who was often openly criti-
cal towards Putin and his government, but also towards 
the orthodox church, was accused in the year 2017 of 
spending government money intended for his Platforma 
Theater Project for himself. Even though Platforma Theater 
presented the performances and there are many audi-
ence members who saw and witnessed them, the judges 
wouldn’t change their argumentation: the performances 
were never created. This argumentation shows us the 
utterly cynical attitude of the government towards those 
audiences: the gathering is utterly invisible and margin-
alised; even if there is proof that it happened, it doesn’t 
count anymore. In the same way, three Slovenian artists 
who renamed themselves Janez Janša, thereby officially 
taking on the name of the Slovenian right-wing populist 
politician Janez Janša, were accused of intended fraud 
by then prime minister of Slovenia, Janez Janša, who 
stated in a radio interview in 2010 that this name change 
was helping the artists swindle and rent out apartments in 
Paris under his name whilst the invoices were sent to him. 
Such moral condemnations are transforming artists very 
effectively into scapegoats, which turns the justified anger 
of artists and other marginal subjects who are dependent 
on state support towards the corrupt elite. This is also 
paving the way to the criminalisation and condemnation 
of other disobedient subjects of the state: people should 
be subjected to the new moral and political order, which 
originates from a dangerous mixture of market ideology, 
technocratic management and paternalistic nationalism. 

At the same time, from the perspective of the growing 
populist and right-wing movement, art practices espous-
ing alternative expressions are seen as symptomatic of a 
decay of culture, a devaluation of art and a failure of glo-
balisation and internationalism often described as ‘every-
thing goes’. This can be read as the paradoxical outcome 
of the transition process, a finalisation of the transforma-
tion from political infancy to the political subjects who are 

yet to come. The transition failed, because from the be-
ginning it was problematically grounded on the infantilisa-
tion of Eastern societies. Instead of democratic subjects, 
it formed new political subjects, not democratic ones but 
ones which are consituted around the erasure of demo-
cratic, Western liberal society itself, around the archaic, 
nationalistic and populistic values and ideas of the nation. 
These populist movements actually adopted this belief 
in the infantilisation of socialist societies (no democratic 
practice, the erasure of the memory of the left, of social-
ist ideas and history), but they also approached it with 
paternalistic and autoritarian measures. So what the new 
populist and nationalist movements are doing now is ac-
tually to repair democratic, Western liberal society itself. 
In its place arises the idea of the moralistic, paternalis-
tic and nationalistic state, an illiberal democracy where 
the main glue between the ruling elites is actually corpo-
rate brotherhood, the erasure of any social state, gender 
equality and the radical re-evaluation of what citizenship 
actually means. 

In this situation contemporary art institutions (in this es-
say, especially ones which are related to performance) 
are not only under attack but also inhabit a difficult and 
ambivalent crossroads. Here I would like to introduce an-
other dimension to the discussion, which can show to us 
why this political situation is also so crucial for the multi-
plicity of cultural expressions and gatherings. The cultural 
conflict that is often part of public discussions when cuts 
are made, when the institutions are endangered and art-
ists come under attack, clearly signals the desire of the 
ruling elites for infantile and submissive political culture 
where political subjectivity would be obedient, passive 
and governed hierarchically and where values cannot be 
further examined, subverted or transgressed. But this is 
only one part of the problem; what is going on here is ac-
tually a hegemonic fight, a fight between different cultural 
articulations and the imaginations of how it is possible 
to live together, and not a conflict between conserva-
tives and progressives, between institutionalised frames 
of culture and its nongovernmental part. These questions 
are very intriguing if we observe them from the perspec-
tive of the dynamic relationship between Eastern and 
Western Europe, especially from the perspective of the 
history of the cultural exchange between different cultural 
operators and actors in the cultural field. The transition 
period deeply marked the formation of artistic institu-
tions, especially in the nongovernmental field, where al-
most all developed their structures through cooperations, 
networks (related to European cultural funding), festivals, 
residencies, coproductions etc. I would even claim, even 
if this has yet to be studied in detail, that the independent 
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or nongovernmental cultural sector and its development 
in the West is tightly linked to processes of transition and 
the opening of the territory of Europe to the south and the 
east. European cultural politics, as we know them today, 
still owe a lot to their founding event, the fall of the Berlin 
Wall, but unfortunately not so much to the people who 
destroyed this wall, the people who were the cause of this 
event. This development is tightly intertwined with anoth-
er historical genealogy, namely, the economic expansion 
of neoliberalism. In this sense the transitional develop-
ment of cultural and artistic institutions is not so much 
related to their democratisation but much more to their 
professionalisation. The process of professionalisation is 
the crucial process of how artistic institutions were re-
formed, with the example of a few more collaborative and 
nonhierarchical formations. Professionalisation makes 
the nongovernmental institutions capable of applying for 
public money and should make them equal to others, but 
at the same time it also transforms them politically, bring-
ing them much closer to self-exploitative, flexible and pre-
carious forms of work. In this sense, it is possible that 
the most exploitative forms of flexible work are instilled in 
these institutions, and collaboration is actually changing 
the institutions into competitive units. This competitive-
ness could even be measured by their progressiveness 
and their political context, which of course is an utter 
paradox, although it makes sense when being thought as 
a part of neoliberal cultural hegemony. That also helps 
us to understand why the contra-strategy cannot come 
anymore form the progressive and provocative agenda of 
art, because art institutions themselves and many artistic 
practices are very deeply entangled with neoliberalism 
and its commodification, with its destruction of the forms 
of alternative life, with the exploitation of a precarious 
working force. It is perfectly possible today to produce a 
radical political content with the most precarious and ex-
ploited working force, with governance over its subjects 
through self-exploitation. In the end, the outcome is  com-
petition between cultural agents and contest based on 
skillfulness in project management, networking and logis-
tical operations through which differences are negotiated 
and turned into cultural products. 

The way performance was produced and the way institu-
tions operating on the field of performance and similar 
events supported assemblies of people, became more 
and more generic, especially in the time, paradoxically, 
of a growing interest in participation and other forms of 
convening. This has a lot to do with the efficient man-
agement and logistical organisation of the institution, 
by which they prepare for participation in various finan-
cial and political networks. The professionalisation then 

enabled the aesthetic production of differences on one 
side, but on the other it diminished the politics of those 
very differences, a diminishment mostly detected as the 
generalisation of cultural and political expressions. The 
live gatherings in events, festivals and other performanc-
es produced by these institutions, are becoming multiple 
but simultaneously also the same: their political content 
can easily be shared and fluctuates because it belongs to 
the general desire for emancipation and freedom, where 
we are mostly gathering to gaze at others gathering to 
emancipate themselves, then share their experiences, 
their images, their gestures etc. In this sense such cir-
culation becomes a part of the smooth travel of cultural 
products, where gatherings of people are generalised in 
the same way as the global economy equalises its prod-
ucts, with the help of a cosmopolitan class of people. On 
the other side, labouring, immobile and particular material 
processes of production are becoming more and more 
invisible. That’s also why innovative artists, when striving 
for recognition, cannot avoid the fact that it might finally 
only be either recognition on the market or a competi-
tive winning of the biggest financial share of public mon-
ey. The sad truth is that this can only bring safety to the 
very few; only a few artists can start temporarily work-
ing beyond everyday flexibility and precarious networks 
of friends. Many of those so-called ‘progressive’ insti-
tutions are part of the neoliberal hegemonic discourse 
which celebrates the difference but also the continuous 
flexibility of the working force, affirming innovation but 
also accelerating work through logistical, organisational 
and management procedures. They open up political dis-
courses about art but at the same time erase them from 
their situational embeddedness, divide them from their al-
ways conflictual structure belonging to the here and now 
of practice. Artistic production works with political emo-
tions and affects, awareness of political issues, problems, 
etc., demanding freedom of expression, but at the same 
time many artistic institutions make use of the precari-
ous flexibility of workers of which they themselves are so 
critical. In this sense the artistic practice of work is similar 
to all other precarious working conditions, with the differ-
ence that it retains the symbolic value of working in the 
art field: a symbolic value of political awareness, criticality 
and friendship, which, paradoxically, instead of diminish-
ing dependence on forms of exploitation, establishes it 
even more strongly. Cultural institutions are inhabiting a 
paradoxical position: they can despise the market econo-
my and representation dynamic to which they belong, but 
at the same time with the inventing of critical and political 
contexts also often perpetuate the very same dynamic, 
especially with the submission of projects and new ap-
plications, with the optimisation of the organisation and 
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flexibility of their workers. In the situation of the precari-
ous life, where life is governed through precariousness 
and a continuous feeling of insecurity, current institutional 
work sometimes functions as a cruel optimism (Berlant)4: 
a belief in the very narratives that keep us going, even if 
they are at the same time utterly destructive for us.

Many cultural operators are suffering today under a re-
peated series of shocks originating not only from the 
continuous fight for survival and the burdens of their 
precarious situation, but also from the challenged politi-
cal position of the cultural gathering as such, especially 
when related to the institutionalised frame of performance 
events: Why are people actually brought together? Why 
is there any gathering? What is the value of the events, 
festivals, networks, performances, ways that people are 
brought together, especially from that paradoxical per-
spective? Cultural gatherings enabled with the operation 
of non-governmental institutions, alternative festivals, 
performances and some exhibitions, are currently exist-
ing in this ambivalence. On one side, they are opening 
up the space for the not yet truly creative class; they are 
initiators of gentrification and the place for rehearsals of 
communicability and affectability for the future workers, 
mostly ignoring gender, race and class differences or at 
least abstracting them from their embodiment and situ-
atednedess. But at the same time, exactly these institu-
tions are also enabling a significant and very important 
affective, aesthetic and embodied proximity to the issues 
and values of otherness, openness, equality, tolerance 
and solidarity, which are under attack from populist and 
nationalistic tendencies in political movements. They are 
researching infrastructural ways and forms of support for 
bringing people together and opening up possible po-
litical and aesthetic forms for assemblies, affectionately 
working towards another imagination of life and being 
together, but also reimagining the autonomy of another 
political history. That’s why it is very important to address 
the value of those contemporary events, festivals, perfor-
mances, networks, works of artists, research processes, 
and reexamine the political and social role of gatherings. 
This is especially crucial in a situation where institutions 
are confronted, on the one side, with the pressure of po-
litical populism and nationalism and, on the other, with the 
pressure to produce more and more through the use of 
flexibility and precarious ways of working. How to reflect 
in this situation upon the artistic institution as an imagina-
tive construction, as an infrastructure for the imaginative 
and alternative gathering, with practical, situational and 
performative consequences for the ones who are willing to 

4 Laurent Berlant, Cruel Optimism, Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2018. 

participate in the performances and other similar events? 
We should first critically approach the mechanisms which 
are producing generalisations of expressions and which 
are very tightly related to the ways these institutions are 
working, or to return to the words of Támás at the begin-
ning of the essay, to the conditions of the disappearance 
of the working class. In most of these institutions work is 
done because of our desires, so most of the time we work 
voluntarily. There is nothing wrong with voluntary work per 
se, but its affective drive should be turned from the feel-
ing of self-exploitation to emancipation in collaboration 
with others: to work and enable forms of life together. This 
would be a way to return to autonomous political practices 
and relate them to infrastructural knowledge and support 
of art institutions, rather than optimising them and making 
them even more successful in the struggle for the remains 
of public money. They should instead be transformed into 
other, maybe only temporary spaces that would, through 
their modes of instituting, challenge the general way art is 
produced today and also how it is related to its economic 
and political value. 

We can learn something helpful here from the failed narra-
tive of transition, something also helpful for environments 
that don’t share the same political and cultural circum-
stances but are nevertheless confronted with the same 
populist turn in politics. What was crucial in this narrative 
of transition was an erasure of political autonomy, a de-
nial of political subjectivation, a denial of the historicity 
of its own subjects, of the fact that there was a political 
history at work before the historic rupture, the fall of the 
Berlin Wall. Professionalisation functioned also as a re-
placement and generalisation of any political singularity 
and went hand in hand with neoliberal tendencies to gen-
eralise expressions and commodify culture. Institutionally 
organised gatherings like festivals, performances, events 
and other kinds of coming together slowly lost their politi-
cal and situational embeddedness, their various temporal 
and imaginative practices, and they became more and 
more generalised in the commodified and inconsequen-
tial narrative about democratic emancipation. So, the 
false ideological promise of a common European cultural 
space as was so present in many professional develop-
ments of institutions, should be addressed and disclosed 
in its dependence on the power dynamic between the 
ones who are equipped with rich contemporary cultural 
history and the one who still have a ways to go before 
they get there, arising from political infancy. If we want to 
develop our thinking about processes of instituting, this 
political infancy at their core has to be disclosed as some-
thing actually derived from the neoliberal and technocrat-
ic idea of the European cultural space, which is also at 
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the core of the new nationalist and populist movements. 
This is what these different movements have in common: 
they both need a political subject who is never awoken 
from his or her historical invisibility, neither as subject of 
radical commodification where histories are continuously 
reinvented nor as a subject of nationalistic pride, where 
he has to be reinvented as a member of the community. 

The political battle against populism will not yield results 
if at the same time the generalisation and flexibility of 
work in artistic institutions is not addressed. The institu-
tions have to be thought more as material processes of 
production with different temporal and spatial dynamics; 
not so easily exchangeable, they should be opened up 
as a vivid political space of different adversaries. What 
I mean with this is that we have to think about possible 
temporalities of institutional and instituting work, which 
would not be subsumed under the temporality of the pro-
ject, logistical excellence and management organisation 
but would instead work through an infrastructural dimen-
sion: supporting and enabling practices of coming to-
gether in their political, embodied and temporal singular-
ity, deeply entagled with the micropolitical environment. 
I would think about the live gathering here as a contin-
gent sum of many different, also contradictory, forces 
that are simultaneously only accessible through multiple, 
but at the same time singular, political dynamics. There is 
something interesting in the micropolitical dimension of 
the gathering, which can strengthen the contingent and 
paradoxical coming together of different social and cul-
tural forces and make it possible to imagine expressions 
that would not be easily shareable and exchangeable 
in a global scope but would nevertheless circulate as a 
complex and demanding process of translation. This way 
of thinking is of course far away from the logistical idea 
of optimisation and flexibility, which today is so strongly 
grounding the ways gatherings are made public and how 
their aesthetic expression is shared. Many performances 
are shared the same way other political gatherings are, 
with a lack of complexity of their translations and a de-
mand for instant satisfaction. They are shared through 
the circulation of instant images, documents, circulating 
affectionately around macropolitical gestures of emanci-
pation, but without the complexity, antagonism and dif-
ficult processes of political subjectivation. This process 
of political subjectivation would, namely, demand another 
temporality and engagement with the event, acknowledg-
ing the failures, ruptures, misunderstandings and deep 
ambivalence of the gathering itself, of coming together, 
without an easy identification with either us or them, but 
nevertheless continuously being-with. 

If imagination today seems to be colonised by the right 
and the right seems it could win the hegemonic battle, this 
also happens to be the case because of the ways capital-
ism works on our subjectivities and their desire to belong. 
What would be important to admit when we are thinking 
about performances and their gatherings is that the field 
of imagination is a conflictual and agonistic field where 
aesthetic expressions and creative changes and ruptures 
play a significant role. However, these expressions are not 
projected onto the future, but already practised as if, as 
if the changes are already there. This performative mo-
ment in the instituting process should also be important 
when thinking about gatherings and their value; it can be 
also be thought as the imaginative practice: doing as if. 
With such imaginative practices it is possible to develop 
strategies and representations, articulations to address 
hegemonic consciousness, to subvert images and repre-
sentations fed to the cultural imagination and to resist the 
ways these representations are produced. Performance 
is not progressive per se, but it has this radical micropo-
litical capacity for aesthetic invention and poetic playful-
ness that can open complexities and show us the para-
doxes we are living with today – when it brings a group of 
people together. Performance can then open expressions 
for alternative ways of living and incite displacement in 
already existing structures, opening up discourse and ini-
tiating change – but this can only be possible if it can be 
made, produced and endured as a set of various multiple 
practices, temporalities, collaborations and not as a gen-
eralised and managed mode of production. To imagine 
and come together as if it is possible to radically change 
the value of that which is yet to be done in a valuable and 
very present way, right now.  
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o.
opacity
In order to collaborate with people we do not already 
know, others with different backgrounds, languages, 
knowledges, experiences and longings, we have to ac-
cept the fact that we will never be able to completely un-
derstand anyone else. But that does not mean collabora-
tion does not work, we just have to live with the unknown 
realms of collaboration. The unknown, the opaque, the 
hidden beneath communication, constitute a major part 
of our daily life, and that is not necessarily more mysteri-
ous than anything else. It’s just how life is constituted and 
it’s a necessary prerequisite for any form of collaboration.
(see: Lucky side effect, Transparency)

P.
Practice
The workings of a live gathering can never be concep-
tualised without practice. As with any other practice, its 
knowledge is deeply implicated in its very materiality; or 
in other words, learning through doing. If the doing we 
are busy with is the matter of gathering, what a gather-
ing can do and how it works, there is no other way of 
figuring it out than to simply do it. If we want to get better 
(whatever better means) at reading, we learn it through 
reading. If we want to get better (question virtuosity) at 
dancing, we learn it through dancing. If we want to get 
better (remember dysfunctionality) at gathering, we learn 
it through gathering. As a consequence, reading this will 
not teach you anything about gathering unless you read 
it with others. 
(see: Kindergarten, Questions)

Q.
Questions
In many situations, meetings tend to live their own life, 
and although you are acutely aware of this you might 
end up in a bad collaboration at any moment. In 2015 
I met up with my long-time collaborators Sandra Lolax 
and Rosalind Goldberg in order to figure out whether we 
wanted to work together again, or just stay friends and 
not work together. We ended up writing questions that 
we found crucial to ask oneself when being in a gathering 
with others, then passed the questions to each other to 
edit, and ended up with a list of questions we wanted to 
continuously ask ourselves when working together. Here 
is our list of questions: 

stina 
nybErg 
a live 
gathering 
dictionary
(o-s)
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Do we feel reasonably well? 
Are we building from where we are right now? From our 
concrete situation, experience, sensation? 
Are we taking the time we need? 
Do we dare to stay in a mess, in the place where we do not 
know where we are going?
Is it fun? 
Are we trying to do something that does something? That is 
making a change in the line of our opinions and not allowing 
for our opinions to passivise us.
Are we taking care of each other? 
Are we giving each other cred?
Are we being explicit, specific, straight forward, straight on 
and clear? Without unnecessary hassle but not necessarily 
according to a known logic. 
Are we respecting each other’s differences and inability to 
always understand each other?
What did we learn today? 
What are we fantasising about and are our dreams big 
enough? 
(see: Practice, Transparency)

r.
relief
A live gathering is a space for relief from being an 
individual.
(see: Celebration)

s.
safe space
Gatherings sometimes need to be sealed of from the 
public in order for us not to risk badmouthing each other 
in front of a much larger enemy, and in order to not get 
harassed by insignificant questions. Although we come 
together for a shared cause, we disagree on the details of 
the cause and the means of making it happen. Within an 
expert room, where only the narrow us (us as in shared 
experience, knowledge, oppression etc.) can experi-
ment in a safe environment. Because we will fail, but we 
don’t want to be afraid to try. This smaller gathering can 
practice politics with each other, knowing that the basic 
premises are already held, and no unassuming questions 
need to be answered. Then, when we have sharpened our 
arguments and pirouettes in a friendly battle with each 
other, we turn them outwards. 
(see: Transparency, Opacity, Modalities)
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Florian malzacHEr
theatre as assembly 
spHErEs oF radical 
imagination and 
pragmatic utopias

It is a moment of truth when theatre director Milo Rau is 
called onto stage on the third day of his General Assembly 
at Schaubühne Berlin.1 Sixty delegates from all over the 
world have gathered ‘to debate on where we stand as a 
global community and what needs to be done – socially, 
ecologically, technologically, politically’2 with the aim to 
create a Charter for the 21st Century – till one of them, 
a German-Turkish Erdoğan supporter, outright denies the 
Armenian genocide. Emotions run high; the game has 
reached its limit. Some participants demand the speaker 
be expelled, others argue that a true democratic discus-
sion has to endure such opinions. Finally Milo Rau de-
cides to throw out the delinquent – just to call him back in 
a little later after further discussion.

This episode towards the end of an equally artistically 
and politically ambitious endeavour reveals much more 
than only the classic democratic conflicts around the lim-
its of freedom of speech. Suddenly the thin line becomes 
tangible that marks the proximity as well as the distance 
between theatre and politics. A line that can be crossed, 
hidden, played with or be made porous – but not ignored. 
It is this at times almost invisible gap that for me marks the 
most productive challenge in recent years in the perform-
ing arts. The renewed interest in theatre as public sphere 
has shed light on the specific potential of performing arts 
as a medium whose unique selling point is the creation 
of temporary communities defined by time, space and a 
changing set of theatrical rules. Such a theatre not only 
mirrors society but offers possibilities of trying out and 
challenging social and political procedures, of analysing, 
performing, enacting, testing or even inventing concrete 
aspects of society. 

The assembly – in the way Occupy Wall Street for ex-
ample used this term – is a core feature of an activism 

1  3–5 November 2017. 
2  http://www.general-assembly.net/en/.

influenced by the traditions of Anarchism. It marks a zone 
of gathering, of building community, of making decisions 
– and by this, of experimenting with the way democracy 
can function. This very well relates to many aspects of 
what theatre as assembly – a theatre that puts its focus 
on creating public spheres – is trying to achieve. But there 
is a crucial difference: the activist/anarchist assembly is 
generally considered a space of authentic negotiation, a 
space for trying to abolish established hierarchies, for not 
only trying out but living a different way of decision mak-
ing, usually based on the concept of consensus. At the 
same time, these assemblies are of a performative nature 
– and of a physical one, as Judith Butler points out in her 
speech at Occupy Wall Street (2011): 

it matters that as bodies we arrive together in public. 
As bodies we suffer, we require food and shelter, and 
as bodies we require one another in dependency and 
desire. So this is a politics of the public body, the re-
quirements of the body, its movement and its voice. […] 
We sit and stand and move as the popular will, the one 
that electoral politics has forgotten and abandoned. but 
we are here, time and again, persisting, imagining the 
phrase, ‘we the people’.3

 
Theatre as assembly might sympathise strongly with 
these ideas, but I would argue that at the end it has an 
essentially different take. Theatre is not only a social 
but also always a self-reflexive practice, despite the fact 
that conventional approaches have been neglecting this. 
Theatre is a paradoxical machine that marks a sphere 
where things are real and not real at the same time and 
proposes situations and practices that are symbolic and 
actual at once. It does not enable an artificial outside 
of pure criticality, nor is it able to lure its audience into 
mere immersive identification. The social spheres, the as-
semblies it can create offer the possibility of partaking 
and at the same time watching oneself from the outside. 
Brecht’s alienation effect is not an invention; it is a dis-
covery of what constitutes all theatre. Just not all theatre 
admits it – or even tries to make consistent use of it.

The ways theatre is conceived as a public space that 
gives room for radical imagination as well as pragmatic 
utopias are manifold and not seldom contradictory in 
their aesthetical as well as their political positions. But 
what unites them is the aim to expand the field of theatre, 

3  Judith Butler spoke in the context of Occupy Wall Street at 
Washington Square Park. Quoted from Youtube: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=rYfLZsb9by4. In her new book Towards a Theory of 
Performative Assembly Butler further explains the theatrical and 
performative dimension of assemblies in popular movements, of course 
without claiming that the assembly itself is theatre. 



Examining European representative democracy

thEatrE as assEmbly

florian malzacher

PErformancE – Public – Politics

68

to push its very means and possibilities, to find ways of 
engaging with the social and political issues of our time 
and by this also giving inspiration to activism and political 
thinking beyond the artistic realm.  

Dutch theatre director Lotte van den Berg’s ongoing pro-
ject (since 2014) Building Conversation aims at reducing 
theatre to its core. For her, theatre is first and foremost a 
place of communication, of meeting each other, a sphere 
where conflicts can be shown and experienced. An agree-
ment to communicate by obeying a set of rules that might 
be very different at each occasion. 

So Building Conversation is indeed just this: talking with 
each other. Inspired by communication techniques from 
all over the world, models and frames for dialogues are 
developed. There are no actors, no audience. Just the in-
vitation to participate in a conversation without words, in-
spired by Inuit assemblies, or alternating between reflec-
tion, retreat and dialogue, following a method invented by 
Jesuits. Another conversation happens completely with-
out a moderator, topic or goal – a method developed by 
quantum physicist David Bohm, exploring the patterns of 
our collective thinking. Building Conversation is directly in-
fluenced by Belgium political philosopher Chantal Mouffe 
and her concept of ‘agonistic pluralism’, and one of the 
talks is devoted to her theory. What makes these con-
versations theatre is their very framing as theatre, which 
enables us to engage and keep an analytic distance at the 
same time. Sometimes it just needs very few but precise 
decisions, gestures, rules to mark the space of art and 
opening up a wide field of experience. 

Participation and the field of agonism

Lotte van den Berg’s work is one approach to answer-
ing a problem that Brecht had already analysed in his 
Short Organum for the Theatre (1949): ‘The theatre as we 
know it shows the structure of society (represented on 
the stage) as incapable of being influenced by society (in 
the auditorium).’4 Not only the play onstage but the whole 
theatrical set up (not to speak of the hierarchies within the 
institution itself) merely reproduces the system they aim 
to criticise. For a theatre that takes the form of an assem-
bly, this question of real participation is obviously crucial: 
the rules of the involvement might differ as well as the 
means and degrees of possible influence. But without the 
will to allow and use participation, there is no assembly. 
And yet: what does that even mean in a time where we are 

4  John Willett (Ed.), Brecht on Theatre; The Development of an Aesthetic. 
London, 1964, p. 189.

permanently forced into putative participation within an 
all-inclusive capitalist system that has rendered the term 
almost useless? A pacifier which perversely delegates the 
responsibility for what is happening to citizens that can-
not influence it and thus enables the system to continue 
more or less undisturbed in its task of self-maintenance.

So-called participatory theatre all too often simply mimics 
such placebo-involvement; not just offering only stipulat-
ed choices but also forcing the audience to engage in this 
transparent setup where the main problem is not being 
forced into participation but being forced into fake partici-
pation. A permanent involvement (which basically means 
we are active only in the sense that we are consumers) 
that we can’t escape and that only prevents us from par-
ticipating in the powers that be. Passivity disguised as 
activity. Any theatre that understands itself as a space of 
assembly is inevitably confronted with the task of having 
to avoid false participation and at the same time reclaim 
the idea of participation as such. A participation that aims 
for more than merely replacing one mode of tutelage with 
another. 

Among the most demanding artistic projects thriving for 
participation and diversity are some of the works by Dutch 
artist Jonas Staal. The New World Summit (2012 onwards) 
opens up alternative political spaces in the form of quasi-
parliamentarian conventions of representatives of organi-
sations that are excluded from democratic discourse for 
being categorised as terrorists. These summits offer in-
tense and touching moments where voices can be heard 
that are elsewhere silenced, and where a radical idea of 
democracy appears at the horizon. However, they also 
produce moments of a strong sense of unease, disagree-
ment or even anger since these organisations are obvi-
ously not chosen on criteria of political correctness. Some 
might appear easier for the audience to identify with – for 
example the Kurdish women’s movement – whereas oth-
ers’ causes might seem unacceptable, for example when 
it comes to nationalism, violence, patriarchy and hierar-
chies in many struggles for independence. The New World 
Summit welcomes very different organisations; there is 
no advice given on how to judge or relate to them. The 
only clarity comes in the critique of Western democracies 
which base their existence on undemocratic, secretive, 
and often – even by their own standards – illegal ways of 
excluding what doesn’t fit in their own scheme. 

Artist Organisations International (a project devised by 
Jonas Staal, Joanna Warsza and me in 2014 for the 
HAU theatre in Berlin) came from a similar approach but 
pushed farther the idea of a specific dramaturgy within 
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a theatrical setting. Artist Organisations International (AOI) 
brought together twenty representatives of organisations 
founded by artists whose work confronts today’s crises 
in politics, economy, education, immigration and ecol-
ogy. It explored the current shift from artists working in 
the form of temporary projects to building long-term or-
ganisational structures: ‘What specific artistic value and 
political potential do such organisations have? How do 
they perform? What could their concrete impact on vari-
ous sociopolitical agendas and possible internationalist 
collaborations be?’5

Just as the invited artist organisations inherently question 
the form of the organisation itself by connecting the field 
of ethics with aesthetics, Artist Organisations International 
also aimed at making its own conditions visible – and 
enhancing communications and discussions. While the 
purpose of the congress was to discuss the possibility of 
creating a common meta artist organisation in the tradi-
tion of the historic Internationals, the event’s set reversed 
the logical order of things by proposing an already exist-
ing structure with clear visual identity and ceremony. AOI 
was set up as a preenactement – a proactive artistic an-
ticipation of a possible future development.6 This (by us, 
the organisers, not announced or commented) change in 
procedural order created from the very beginning tense 
discussions that ranged from the feeling of being trapped 
in an artistic or political vision of others to the accusa-
tion that using theatre as a curatorial means devalues all 
political urgency – ‘making theatre out of something’ as a 
synonym for making it fake. Only on the third day, the end 
of the congress, was the set finally changed to mark the 
beginning: in an improvised circle, without any banners 
and visual reminders of the AOI, a discussion was held 
that would normally open such an event. 

AOI did not aim to avoid conflicts but rather to make them 
visible – albeit with the hope of overcoming at least some 
of them. It postponed the moment of real participation un-
til the end in order to create substantial discussions and 
by this also made visible that participation is not neces-
sarily a matter of consensus: it can also aim at direct con-
frontation and can experiment with miscommunication or 
even abuse. Artist and theorist Pablo Helguera differenti-
ates between nonvoluntary (with no negotiation or agree-
ment involved), voluntary (with a clear agreement or even 
contract) and involuntary participation – the negotiations 

5  ‘Artist Organisations International – About’, http://www.artistorgani 
sationsinternational.org.
6  Cf. Oliver Marchart, „Public Movement; The Art of Preenactment,“ 
in: Florian Malzacher (Ed.), Not Just a Mirror; Looking fort he Political 
Theatre of Today, Alexander Verlag: Berlin, 2014, pp. 146-150.

in the latter being rather subtle, not direct, a play of hid-
den agendas in which ‘deceit and seduction play a cen-
tral role’.7 These categories of participation can shift and 
mix, of course, and maintaining a lack of clarity around 
them can be a useful artistic tool. AOI used the image of 
a possible International founded by artists not to create 
consensus but to open up an agonistic field. 

As much as theatre can be a space of collective or collab-
orative imagination, it has also always been a medium for 
showing conflicts and oppositions between ideas, pow-
ers, nations, generations, couples, or even within the psy-
che of a single character. Different forms of realism have 
sharpened this aspect of theatre by focusing on the inter-
nal contradictions of society. Brecht’s dialectical theatre 
looked at the different aspects of concrete struggles to 
enable the audience to understand how they were creat-
ed by the system they lived in instead of simply identifying 
with one position. Following Marx, this kind of theatre was 
driven by the belief that when the class struggle would 
finally be won, a harmonious communist society would 
be created. Later philosophers like Jürgen Habermas and 
John Rowles tried – in very different ways – to save the 
ideal of a consensus society, believing that rationality 
would encourage humankind to overcome its individual 
interests. But we are not only rational beings; emotion 
will always play a role, as Chantal Mouffe stresses: ‘While 
we desire an end to conflict, if we want people to be free 
we must always allow for the possibility that conflict may 
appear and to provide an arena where differences can 
be confronted.’8 Mouffe’s concept of ‘agonistic pluralism’ 
therefore aims for democracy to be an arena in which we 
can act out our differences as adversaries without having 
to reconcile them. At a time in which the once frowned 
upon dictum ‘You’re either with us or against us’ is having 
a renaissance on all sides of the political spectrum, we 
need playful (but serious) agonism where contradictions 
can not only be kept alive, but above all be freely articulat-
ed. Only through this can we prevent an antagonism that 
ends all negotiation. It is not by chance that Mouffe’s con-
cept draws its name from theatre, from ‘agon’, the game, 
the competition of arguments in Greek tragedy. 

Before Milo Rau’s General Assembly stand a line of prede-
cessors in his own oeuvre, a series of stagings of political 
trials that seem almost textbook examples of an agonis-
tic theatre. While most of the more conventional theatre 

7  Pablo Helguera, Education for Socially Engaged Art; A Materials and 
Techniques Handbook, New York: Jorge Pinto Books, 2011, p. 62.
8  Chantal Mouffe, ‘Hearts, Minds and Radical Democracy’, Red 
Paper, June 1, 1998, https://www.redpepper.org.uk/hearts-minds-and 
-radical-democracy/
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works by Rau rely instead on a very well crafted realism 
The Moscow Trials (2013), for instance, presented a the-
atrical setup in which three traumatic legal cases against 
Russian artists and curators were brought again in front 
of a judge, but this time in the realm of art. Protagonists 
of the actual trials as well as other closely linked people 
were confronted with each other in an artificial but simul-
taneously highly realistic situation in which curators, art-
ists and critics fought for artistic freedom on one side, 
conservative TV moderators, orthodox activists and 
priests for the primacy of religion and nation on the other. 
For three days the Sakharov Centre in Moscow became 
an agonistic space in which radically different opinions 
were exchanged in a way that was not possible anymore 
outside of the theatrical set. In front of an audience that 
was just as involved in the piece as the performers, the in-
dependent jury in the end decided – by the smallest pos-
sible margin – that art was innocent.

As Mouffe suggests, public space is ‘the battleground’9 
for the agonistic struggle between opposing hegem-
onic projects. On a small scale, theatre can create such 
spheres of open exchange, even in societies where free 
speech is scarce or in western democracies where the 
space between consensus and antagonism is becoming 
increasingly narrow. Art – using a differentiation by art 
theorist Miwon Kwon – not in but as public space might 
be one of the most important things theatre can offer.10 
This public space is not limited to the physical and ma-
terial space of the performance. As much as the trials 
initiated by Milo Rau were one-time events with a quite 
limited audience, they extended their stage far into the 
realm of news and other media, where discussions about 
politics and art continued. This use of media goes behind 
the usual PR work for an artistic project, it is part of the 
artistic work itself – and a political strategy of a ‘leftist 
populism’ as Chantal Mouffe propagates.

immersion as participation without political 
awareness 

Such a theatre of assembly, a theatre as public space, 
might be an intensive experience – but it clearly stands 
in opposition to recent concepts of immersive art as, for 
example, brought forward as the leitmotif of the Berliner 
Festspiele’s current program.11 While such concepts are 

9  Ibid.
10  Miwon Kwon, One Place After Another: Site Specific Art and 
Locational Identity, Cambridge & London: MIT Press, 2002.
11  Under the title ‘Immersion’, Berliner Festspiele started a 
programme in autumn 2016 that takes the motto from Allan Kaprow ‘Go 
in instead of looking at’ and often presents works between exhibition 

often also based on forms of participation (the Berliner 
Festspiele talk rather vaguely about ‘artistic positions … 
that recalibrate our relationship between activity and pas-
sivity’12), this participation is evidently not meant to be 
emancipatory. 

The term immersive theatre seems to span over a wide 
field: from an ecstatic theatre of intoxication referring, 
for instance, to Dionysus or Artaud via the pre-cinemat-
ic forms of the sophisticated illusion machines of the 
Baroque to the fourth wall of Diderot and his successors 
– the trick being of course that now this wall is supposed 
to keep the audience members in the same room as the 
performance.13 By this, at least Diderot’s paradox of a 
wall that is only created to be ignored can be considered 
solved. But even though Berliner Festspiele prominently 
argue with Allan Kaprow’s desire to be inside the artwork 
rather than looking at it from the outside, a closer look at 
their program as well as the contextualising texts on their 
website clearly show that rather than following the path 
of happenings, immersive art is strongly related to the 
very illusionist forms of theatre Kaprow et al. were fighting 
against. The aesthetical dilemma of such an approach is 
rather obvious when reading e.g. Doris Kolesch’s short 
history of immersive theatre on the Berliner Festspiele’s 
blog where she connects the phenomenon of the popu-
lar virtual reality game Pokémon Go to theatre14: as the 
invention of film and the victory of cinema brought illu-
sionist theatre to its limits in the beginning of the twenti-
eth century, latest developments of VR-techniques have 
made immersive theatre (or is it actually still just realis-
tic or illusionist theatre with a new name?) look outdated 
before it even had a chance to mature. A real immersive 
theatre does not give room for critical thinking; it does not 
allow any construction of at least a temporary distance. 
It claims an endless world – but only for those who don’t 
want to explore it thoroughly. The doors of the expanded 
stage should not be opened, the rules not questioned. 

This leads to the political implication of immersive thea-
tre. Here the manipulative totality clearly becomes a prob-
lem that goes much further: immersion demands sur-
render and submission to an artistic vision or ideology.  

and performance. The list of artists includes Mona el Gammal, Lundahl 
& Seitl, Omer Fast, Rimini Protokoll, Chris Salter, Vegard Vinge & Ida 
Müller, Ed Atkinds and Jonathan Meese – a list of works that shows that 
the field of Immersion is instead defined in a very wide way. 
12  https://www.berlinerfestspiele.de/en/aktuell/festivals/immersion/
ueber_programm_immersion/ immersion_allgemein/al lgemein_
immersion_1.php.
13  Cf. Doris Kolesch’s blog entry on the programme’s website: https://
blog.berlinerfestspiele.de/theater-und-immersion/.
14  https://blog.berlinerfestspiele.de/theater-und-immersion/.
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It aims at the affect created by a shock-and-awe realism 
Stanislavski could only have dreamt of. In such a world 
no emancipated spectator can exist, since any emanci-
pation would just happen within the given artistic limits. 
Immersion is participation without reflection and without 
any political awareness. Theatre critic Esther Slevogt po-
lemically but rightfully pointed out in a column on Berliner 
Festspiele’s immersion project: ‘Bert Brecht demanded 
after Germany had sunk in the immersion project of na-
tional socialism that a staging should always be recog-
nisable as a staging. Perhaps one should read the Short 
Organum again’.15 Real participation implies giving up 
responsibility and power. Brecht’s Lehrstücke (‘learning 
plays’) were to be performed by the audience itself, the 
working class. Brazilian theatre maker Augusto Boal not 
only followed this idea in his Theatre of the Oppressed 
but even handed over the responsibility for how the per-
formance developed to the ‘spect-actors’ (spectators 
that during the performance turned into actors). Kaprow, 
by the way, was very clear that being inside an artwork 
should not mean forgetting about reality: ‘The situations 
for a happening should come from what you see in the 
real world, from real places and people rather than from 
the head. If you stick to imagination too much you’ll end 
up with old art again, since art was always supposed to 
be made from imagination’.16

representation and the possibilities of 
preenactment

The question of participation is necessarily linked to the 
question of representation. Everyone who comes to the 
theatre – whether as actor, performer, spect-actor or au-
dience – is always part of a larger community, marked by 
colour, gender, class, body, profession… . The questions 
that currently beset all democracies – who is represented 
how, by whom, in what way and by what right – are re-
flected in the theatre. Can a middle-class actor represent 
a refugee? Can the West represent the global South? Can 
a man represent a woman? Does the representation of 
stereotypes (gender, race and so on) unmask them, or 
does it only repeat degrading insults? The roots of recent 
discussions such as the so-called black-face debate go 
deeper than merely questioning the right and competency 
of white actors to play black characters. The challenges 

15  Esther Slevogt, ‘Das große Eintauchen’, trans. Florian Malzacher, 
h t tps: //www.nachtk r i t ik .de/ index.php?opt ion=com_content 
&v iew=ar t i c l e& id=12602:ko lumne -aus- dem-bue rge r l i chen-
heldenleben-esther-slevogt-ueber-das-neue-zauberwort-immersion&c
atid=1506&Itemid=100389.
16 http://primaryinformation.org/files/allan-kaprow-how-to-make-a-
happening.pdf.

are complex – politically and artistically. They will outlast 
current debates about political correctness and occupy 
the theatre for a time to come. 

That even a theatre aiming to be critical often can’t avoid 
the dilemma that in the end its representations are just 
another repetition of the very miseries it wants to fight, 
was called by Brecht ‘Menschenfresserdramatik’17 (‘can-
nibal’s dramatic art’): ‘The physical exploitation of the 
poor is followed by a psychological one’18 when the pit-
ied character is supposed to produce feelings of sadness, 
guilt or even anger in a spectator, who most likely – at 
least structurally – is part of keeping the very system of 
exploitation alive. The thin line between presence and 
representation is always at stake in theatre – so it is not 
by chance that Jonas Staal often chooses theatres as 
venues for his projects. Here things can be shown and 
said that don’t find a form elsewhere, and where radical 
imagination is, in rare moments, still possible. 

While Staal’s New World Summit gives representation to 
those who are excluded from democratic representa-
tion, Make Art Policy by the Israeli “artistic research body” 
Public Movement, directed by choreographer Dana 
Yahalomi, put elected or incumbent representatives into 
the spotlight. For over ten years Public Movement has 
investigated political actions and studied and created 
public choreographies, forms of social organization, overt 
and covert rituals which they describe as ‘preenactments’ 
of possible rituals of the future. As political theorist Oliver 
Marchart points out, one of their choreographic rituals 
actually became part of the social protests in Israel 2011 
and could be described as a preenactment in form of “the 
artistic anticipation of a political event to come”. 

The pre-enactment presents itself as something like the 
pre-formance of a future political event. i would thus 
propose to use pre-enactment as a term for the artistic 
anticipation of a political event to come. But this event 
cannot be anticipated through simple extrapolation 
from well-known contemporary tendencies (as in the 
sense of role playing science fiction scenarios). in the 
realm of politics, nobody can see what the future brings: 
it is unclear where and when social conflicts will break 
out. The artistic pre-enactment could, in this sense, be 
subsumed under the category of the rehearsal – the re-
hearsal of a future political event. To the extent that this 
event is unknown, however, the pre-enactment – with 
its entirely open outcome – cannot be a rehearsal of a 

17  Bertolt Brecht, ‘Die dialektische Dramatik’, in Werke. Band 21. 
Frankfurt/Main, 1992, p. 435.
18  Ibid., p. 433, trans. Florian Malzacher.
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determinate event; at best, it could be the rehearsal of 
an entirely indeterminate event, the event of the politi-
cal. For this reason, it is perhaps preferable to think of 
pre-enactments not so much as rehearsals in the strict 
sense (as if the definite script of the future political event 
were available), than as training sessions. These ses-
sions are there to produce the skills necessary to en-
gage in the ‘actual thing’, should it occur. in the latter 
sense, the pre-enactment is what in the world of clas-
sical ballet would be the exercise, the training of basic 
movements at the barre. it would be the warming up for 
something that may or may not occur. if it occurs, an 
artistic intervention at a crossroads may turn into a col-
lective protest format of a social movement.19

In this vein, Make Art Policy aimed at creating a new way 
of talking about cultural policy. After a first realisation 
at the 2014 Baltic Circle Festival in Helsinki shortly be-
fore the national elections in Finland, a second version 
under the German title Macht Kunst Politik took place at 
the initiative of Impulse Theater Festival and FFT thea-
tre in Düsseldorf in 2016, before the state elections in 
North Rhine-Westphalia. Politicians from all relevant par-
ties were invited to present their party’s cultural policy. 
The assembly took place in the city hall of Düsseldorf, 
a typical postwar parliamentary setting, following a strict 
set of rules and with music steering the course of dis-
cussion. Macht Kunst Politik set up a political debate in 
front of an audience and changed only slightly the rules 
of procedure, aiming at two things: making cultural policy 
a topic at all – and sharpening the differences between 
the political parties. Especially the latter turned out to be 
difficult in Germany: Rather than finding points of disa-
greements with the other parties, most cultural politicians 
saw their colleagues as allies in the common fight against 
other ministries, mainly the financial department. As un-
derstandable as this might be – it also means that cul-
tural policy is removed from the arena of political argu-
ment and becomes merely a matter of lobbying. While we 
– the artists, dramaturges and curators – tried in several 
meetings and lengthy email exchanges to encourage the 
politicians to sharpen their differences, they kept aiming 
for consensus. With one exception: their clear opposition 
towards the newly rising right-wing party AfD (Alternative 
für Deutschland), which was also invited to participate.

When the event itself finally happened, it soon became 
clear: all attempts to create an agonistic, enthusiastic 
fight for different, clear-cut approaches towards cultural 

19  Oliver Marchart, „Public Movement. The Art of Preenactment“, in: 
Florian Malzacher (Ed.), Not Just a Mirror; Looking fort he Political Theatre 
of Today, Alexander Verlag: Berlin, 2014, pp. 149-150.

agendas failed. As did our plea not to recreate the situ-
ation of almost all political TV talk shows in Germany at 
that time: to spend most of the time talking about the 
AfD and disagreeing with their politics (especially since 
here it was clear that the audience was anyway largely 
disinclined to vote right wing). Instead of trying to win 
votes with strong contrasting visions, it became a show 
of blurry consensus – wasting most of the time on bash-
ing the right wingers and avoiding one’s own ideas. With 
the exception of the AfD representative, who was doing 
exactly this: trying to win the audience over for his con-
servative and sometimes reactionary ideas of culture.  
Macht Kunst Politik was an exciting and important endeav-
our that created insights that were not necessarily pleas-
ant. In its aim to change, at least for a short while, the very 
narrow field of cultural policy of the state of North Rhine-
Westphalia, and by this at least offering a glimpse of what 
might be possible, it clearly failed. But as a more con-
ventional political theatre, it succeeded perfectly: it mir-
rored the situation of cultural policy and made it, through 
its framing, visible. In other words: while the Helsinki as-
sembly of Make Art Policy actually managed to trigger im-
portant conversations also amongst the local art scene, 
Macht Kunst Politik became a reenactment of the existing 
situation rather than a pre-enactment of something that 
could be instead. 

Equally quasi-parliamentarian settings were taken by 
two projects dealing with the climate conference that 
took place in December 2015 in Paris: World Climate 
Change Conference by Rimini Protokoll and Théâtre des 
Négociations, created by philosopher Bruno Latour and 
theatre directors Frédérique Aït-Touati and Philippe 
Quesne. 

Rimini Protokoll’s World Climate Change Conference  
(2015/16) generally followed the concept and rules of 
the official Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change, 21st Conference of the Parties (COP 21): 670 
audience members represented the 670 members rep-
resenting the 196 participating nations. Trying to under-
stand and respect the concrete situations, the forces, 
restrictions, fears and hopes of ‘their’ respective coun-
tries as well as the limited time of the performance, which 
lasted about three hours, lead to pragmatic rather than 
utopian results not too far away from the results of the 
real climate conference – even if once in a while in Rimini’s 
version the USA did actually say ‘“ok, listen, let’s go balls 
to the wall, we’re just going to pay” – and simply replen-
ish the Green Climate Fund’20. For Daniel Wetzel, part of 

20  ‘Almost Like a Learning Play; Daniel Wetzel of Rimini Protokoll in a 
conversation with Florian Malzacher’, in Katia Arfara, Aneta Mancewicz 



thEatrE as assEmbly

florian malzacher

73

Examining European representative democracy

PErformancE – Public – Politics

Rimini Protokoll and co-director of World Climate Change 
Conference, ‘the point is to inhabit one of the different po-
sitions, not so much the actual modus operandi of the 
UN. You leave the piece having shared the space with 195 
different perspectives’. In this sense, the performance has 
aspects of Brecht’s famous concept of the learning play 
where one is simultaneous spectator and actor learning 
how to understand different positions better – though it 
lacks its political and pedagogical bias. 

A much more critical stance towards the system behind 
the world climate conference was taken by Latour’s, Aït-
Touati’s and Quesne’s Théâtre des Négociations21 with its 
belief that the failure of these conferences is in the end 
‘a consequence of representational issues: representa-
tions of the problems at stake and representations of the 
different communities and beings that coexist on earth’. 
Inviting some 200 students from all over the world and 
many more spectators, this simulation of the internation-
al conference was mainly aimed at creating visibility, as 
the co-director Frédérique Aït-Touati describes: ‘It was a 
question of making theatre a place where transparency 
and visibility prevailed, the opposite of negotiations be-
hind closed doors’. And it was about ‘including in climate 
negotiations those entities directly impacted by global 
warming (indigenous peoples, young people, forests, 
oceans, endangered species, imperilled territories), but 
who have no possible way of having “their” voices heard’.
Different from Rimini Protokoll, the emancipation of the 
spectators was central: not only did different scientists 
propose explanations and solutions whilst artists ex-
plored alternative forms of representation. Students were 
also involved – partly based on the Model United Nations 
(MUN), a pedagogical device invented at Harvard that 
simulates UN-like international negotiations in order to 
train students. It was about concrete solutions for stop-
ping climate change as well as finding different models of 
representation. 

While Rimini Protokoll’s project aimed at making the cli-
mate negotiations’ functioning transparent and giving, in 
a way, a realistic view on what is possible within this sys-
tem, Théâtre des Négociations gave freedom to renegoti-
ate the rules and create new alliances – whilst at the same 
time not distancing itself too far from the original rules of 
the game: ‘Should our attempt be too close to existing ne-
gotiations, the experience would have resembled a clas-
sic reenactment exercise. If too distant, it risked having 

and Ralf Remshardt (eds.), Intermedial Performance and Politics in 
the Public Sphere, Houndmills and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
forthcoming, 2018.
21  9–31 May 2015 at the Théâtre Nanterre-Amandiers.

no heuristic impact and being only an imaginary version 
of utopian negotiations.’22

Happening half a year before the real COP21 took place 
in the French capital, ‘we proposed that the students not 
play out their future roles, but instead a future possible for 
international climate negotiations’.23

on the evening of May 31, a ‘treaty’ was signed by all 
parties involved. needless to say, it had no political ram-
ifications, its impact occurring on another level. Bruno 
Latour saw it having a major constituent role: the en-
trance into the political arena of oceans, soils, forests, 
and endangered species. As i see it, this was, from the 
theatrical perspective, above all a fruitful experience. 
Thoroughly performative, in every sense of the word, it 
conveyed the slightly mad hopes of bringing about a 
new form of political representation by activating thea-
tre’s place through a new kind of political community, 
one not exclusively human, by including others actors 
from our common world.24

Like Make Art Policy, Théâtre des Négociations also drew 
its strength from the concept of preenactment25: both 
events did not create completely new settings, they used 
existing forms of political assemblies and tried do shift 
their procedures, contents and ethics. They were – as 
most assemblies referred to in this essay – utopian in a 
pragmatic way, envisioning change within existing institu-
tions or imagining new institutions that are pushing exist-
ing models further.

when realism is turned into reality 

Also Milo Rau’s General Assembly aimed at opening a per-
spective towards the future by proposing a new take on 
existing parliamentarian models:

While Europe and the uS are debating the moderniza-
tion, losers and underdogs, the proletariat and the shift 
to the right in their own countries, the General Assembly 
goes one step further with regard to the global reality of 
politics and economy, giving a voice to those who are 
underrepresented, who are not heard, the global Third 

22  Frédérique Aït-Touati, ‘For a Speculative Policy. Bruno Latour & 
Nanterre-Amendier’s Le Théâtredes négociations / Make It Work (2015)’, 
in Florian Malzacher & Joanna Warsza (Eds.), Empty Staged, Crowded 
Flats; Performativity as Curatorial Strategy, Berlin: Alexander Verlag, 2017, 
p. 156.
23  Ibid.
24  Ibid., p. 157.
25  Frédérique Aït-Touati herself uses the term: ibid. 154.
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Estate: labour immigrants, children and future genera-
tions, war victims, textile workers, miners, farmers, eco-
nomic and climate refugees, the victims of the dawn-
ing ecocide, the oceans, the atmosphere, animals and 
plants.26

What makes the General Assembly a preenactment dif-
ferent from the other examples is Rau’s artistic departure 
point as a theatre director with a deep belief in aesthetic 
realism used as a means to create highly affective mo-
ments of catharsis: cleansing through emotional iden-
tification – as for example in the acclaimed Hate Radio 
(2011), which convincingly reconstructed the original stu-
dio of the Hutu propaganda station RTLM, a driving force 
in the Tutsi genocide of 1994.

Rau’s realism is effective, complex and not easy to dis-
miss, since as much as he believes in the artistic legitima-
tion of representation, he is – different from many other 
protagonists of representational theatre27 – well aware 
of its ethical limitations: Not only are all the actors Tutsi 
survivors of the war, the piece was conceived collabora-
tively in a – as Rau stresses – quite difficult process, since 
the actors indeed had to face their very own traumas28: 
The actress Nancy Nkusi returned for the first time to her 
home country in order to impersonate the murderer of 
her own family. Devising as well as performing this work 
clearly shows Rau’s artistic aim ‘to traverse a trauma to-
gether with the involved in order to give them – of course 
only symbolically (…) an active, representational role’.29 
The ethical belief in the impossibility of, for instance, 
German actors assuming these roles coincides with the 
artistic belief that an authentic personal involvement of 
the performers creates a more realistic performance. Milo 
Rau speaks of the ‘simultaneity of biographical and, ac-
cordingly, political and actorly presence’ that are at the 
core of most of his works.30 

When Rau explains, ‘working realistically simply means 
dragging the real out of the shadow of the documents, 
the so called “actuality” into the light of truth and pres-
ence’31, this very concept of ‘truth and presence’ points 
directly at the core problem: Hate Radio is in the end nei-
ther a documentary nor a documentation. It condenses 

26  http://www.general-assembly.net/en/.
27  Cf. Bernd Stegemann. “Wie frei ist das Theater noch?”. Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Zeitung. 4 May 2018.
28  Milo Rau in an email to F.M., 23 February 2018, trans. F.M.
29  Ibid.
30  Ibid.
31  ‘Buchenwald, Bukavu, Bochum. Was ist globaler Realismus?’, Milo 
Rau im Gespra ̈ch mit Rolf Bossart, Theater der Zeit, Oktober 2015, trans. 
F.M.

piles of original material into two hours of theatre – and by 
this becomes fiction just as much as truth. Rau’s belief, 
that in order to show reality on stage one needs to trans-
form the material, rightfully dismisses the naïve idea of an 
exact reenactment as a possible shortcut to historic truth. 
But at the same time, it replaces this concept with the no 
less problematic claim that an artistic creation could be 
capable of exactly this: showing how it was. The perfor-
mance does not come as a version of a historical reality. It 
comes with the force of a truth to which one must surren-
der. However collectively conceived, in the end the strug-
gle, dramaturgy, montage, filling of gaps etc. stay invisible 
just as Milo Rau himself as a theatre director and at least 
primus inter pares does during the performance.

While Rau contributes an important body of discourse in 
his essays, interviews, books etc. – in the performances 
themselves he often seems to aim, rather, at the affect 
than the intellect. In more recent works like Five Easy 
Pieces, where kids present the case of the paedophile 
murderer Marc Dutroux, he even moved on to refine this 
method by virtuously using Brechtian estrangement ef-
fects to create fake havens of rationality just to stab the 
stranded, off-guard audience in the back with an even 
more forceful emotional manipulation: As much as Rau 
might indeed offer the protagonists of his works a mo-
ment of empowerment and participation, for the specta-
tor there is not much space for emancipation. 

Politically Rau might be closer to Brecht, but aestheti-
cally he is closer to Stanislavsky. In direct opposition to 
Brecht’s dictum that representation of the oppressed’s 
agony basically just repeats the very injustice with aes-
thetical means, Rau follows Aristotle in the belief that rep-
resentation of suffering enables emancipation – and uses 
a well crafted shock and awe realism in Stanislavsky’s tra-
dition to create cathartic affects in the audience. 

One has to keep this context of Rau’s repertory work in 
mind when looking at the very different strand in his work 
consisting of trials, tribunals and assemblies, which offer 
within a strict procedural dramaturgy a lot of space for the 
protagonists and sometimes for the audience32. They can 
be seen as an attempt to bridge the two poles of Rau’s 
work and artistic/intellectual personality. Here the direct-
ing aspect is drastically reduced, the emancipatory mo-
ment enhanced. These works propose a reality that does 

32  In The Moscow Trials (2013) three traumatic legal cases against 
Russian artists and curators were brought again in front of a judge, but 
this time in the realm of art. The Zurich Trials (2013) brought the right wing 
Swiss newspaper Die Weltwoche to court, and – most ambitious and 
most discussed –  The Congo Tribunal (2015–ongoing) investigates the 
ongoing war around the great lakes.
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not exist, but that in Rau’s view should exist. In this regard 
they are quite close to works like those by Jonas Staal. 
But, again, the difference lies in the approach: While both 
aim at creating situations that could or should become 
real (very much in the sense of a preenactment), Rau still 
relies on the tools and the belief system of aesthetical re-
alism. He not only marks or frames symbolically a pos-
sible reality (like Staal in form of procedures and set), his 
staging goes deep into the dramaturgical tissue, creates 
narratives through the selection of protagonists, the order 
of topics, speakers etc. In order for a situation to have the 
potential of becoming real, for Rau it has to look as real-
istic as possible. But this ‘realism’, as Rau himself states, 
‘is something completely artificial’33, a composition that in 
the end lies much more in Milo Rau’s hands than in those 
of the participants. The ‘acting’ in these preenactments 
has its emphasis just as much on its denotation in drama 
than on its political meaning. While the concept of ‘eman-
cipation through submission’34 might be considered as a 
merely aesthetic question in Rau’s repertory work, in the 
context of politics it crosses a crucial line. 

This dilemma also becomes visible in the ‘Ghent 
Manifesto’, published by Rau and his colleagues to mark 
the beginning of his directorship at the Belgium NT Ghent 
municipal theatre: ‘It’s not just about portraying the world 
anymore. It’s about changing it. The aim is not to depict 
the real, but to make the representation itself real.’35 While 
the first part of this paragraph is a variation of many politi-
cal artists’ credo, the second half, in a remarkable twist, 
points right at the core of the problem: Who created this 
representation, with what right, in whose name? The sec-
ond paragraph of the manifesto states: ‘Theatre is not a 
product, it is a production process. Research, castings, 
rehearsals and related debates must be publicly accessi-
ble’. But why then is this very process (including aspects 
of hierarchies, authorship, legitimation of representation 
etc.) not made visible – ‘accessible’ – within the perfor-
mance itself? This obviously would obstruct the aim for 
realism, for affective catharsis, for emotional identifi-
cation, but it would allow for a very different degree of 
emancipation and empowerment. 

It is this very contradiction that brought General 
Assembly, in the discussions about AKP supporter Tuğrul 
Semanoğlu’s genocide denial, to a turning point at which 
not only the case itself but also the artistic setup became 
the centre of attention. The problem of ‘the first world 

33  Ibid.
34  Milo Rau in an email to F.M., 23 February 2018, trans. F.M.
35  http://international-institute.de/en/news/.

parliament in the history of mankind’36 was not the hubris 
of this endeavour, which actually gave the work its utopian 
quality, but the belief that this could be contained within 
a preconceived director’s dramaturgy. While the agonistic 
(and sometimes antagonistic) spheres that Rau creates 
indeed reflect his belief in an urgent democratic need for 
more open confrontation, the way they are created fol-
lows a dramaturgical logic that – like in Greek tragedies 
– is based on tension and competition as a driving force.
As much as in General Assembly a meta-discourse about 
theatre and parliamentarian politics was very present, the 
degree and means of staging were at the same time ob-
scured: What was staged, what anticipated? To what de-
gree could the course of events be influenced? What real-
ity will come out of a representation in which the director 
finally is the one pulling the strings?

This dilemma of theatre mirrors – as so often – a dilem-
ma of current politics:  The manipulative aspect of Rau’s 
work is a main reason for it’s impressive success. Of all 
mentioned examples his assemblies and trials clearly 
create the widest media coverage and attract the largest 
audiences. (The most diverse, though, might be found in 
Jonas Staal’s work.)37  But as much as there is a need for 
affect in politics, as Chantal Mouffe advocates, as much 
as there indeed might be a need for a leftist populism in 
current crises – emancipation through manipulation is 
a profound contradiction to the very concept of assem-
blies. The hierarchy of knowledge between director and 
audience becomes unbearable. 

An agonistic space obviously needs agonism. But it also 
needs sincere participation. Indeed, such participation in 
art need not be a friendly or pleasant experience.38 As 
Claire Bishop points out: participation in art should create 
a sense of ‘unease and discomfort rather than belonging’. 
But at the same time, it requires treating all involved as 
‘subject[s] of independent thought’ – this is the ‘essential 
prerequisite for political action’.39 The éclat at the end of 
General Assembly did turn the participants into ‘subjects 
of independent thought’. And a theatre work into a politi-
cal situation, into a real assembly. 
Theatre can reenact, enact, preenact assemblies. It can 

36  http://www.general-assembly.net/en/.
37  And even more: Rau’s work also shows success in political reality: 
The Congo Tribunal, for example, led to a campaign to establish further 
tribunals in the country, with support from the Congolese lawyers 
association, the tribunal in Den Haag, et al.
38  For further reflection on participation in theatre cf. Florian 
Malzacher. ‘No Organum to Follow’, in Not Just a Mirror: Looking for 
the Political Theatre of Today, Ed. Florian Malzacher, Berlin and London: 
Alexander Verlag & Live Arts Development Agency, 2015, pp. 16–30.
39  Claire Bishop, ‘Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics’, October 
110, fall 2004, p. 70.
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create a space of analysis, of reflection or imagination and 
invention – but the moment it becomes a real assembly, 
realism ends and reality begins. With all its theatricality. 
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goran sErgEj pristaš
thE viEw from mattEr
Translated by Žarko Cvejić

1. black box darkness

The experience of darkness and the black box in the 
cinema is significantly different from the equivalent ex-
perience in the theatre, because the cinema radicalises 
darkness, from which one watches the film, whereas the 
theatre primarily emerges from darkness, peered into by 
the spectator. Unlike in the theatre, the cinema experi-
ence is hypnotic, healing. The assumptions of going to 
the cinema are idleness, free time, lethargic states, states 
that give rise to daydreaming. It was such pre-spectatori-
al states that likewise led Roland Barthes to the cinema, 
where he was ‘finally burying himself in a dim, anony-
mous, indifferent cube’.1

The spectator, buried in that ‘indifferent cube’, is pre-
sented with the ‘festival of affects known as a film’; the 
spectator’s gaze travels, choreographed by the camera 
(or image) and the darkness of the cinema engulfs her like 
a silkworm’s cocoon, as the very substance of daydream-
ing and the colour of a ‘diffuse eroticism’. Unlike the thea-
tre – still an inheritor of the bourgeois pose of watching, 
‘cultural appearance’, wherein the very act of watching 
theatre is still a gesture – the cinema draws the specta-
tor into dreaming. In the cinema, the ‘body’s freedom is 
generated’, eroticism arises not from exposing bodies 
but from their inoccupation and accessibility – the dark-
ness of the movie theatre condenses human presence, 
empties the space of all worldliness and relaxes bodily 
postures and attitudes. For Barthes, the cinema is only 
a retrofitted infrastructure of darkness, an upgraded the-
atrical black box. For him, however, the polar opposite of 
the cinematic experience is not the theatre, but watching 
television at home. In watching a film at home (I’m trying 
not to say ‘home cinema’), ‘darkness is erased, anonym-
ity repressed; space is familiar, articulated (by known ob-
jects), tamed’. The de-eroticised space of watching televi-
sion is familiar, it takes us to the family, not to dreaming. 
The eroticised space of the cinema is a place of hypno-
sis, Barthes argues, the cinematic image is a perfect bate: 

1 Roland Barthes, The Rustle of Language, New York: Hill and Wang, 
1986, pp. 346–349.

‘coalescent (its signified and its signifier melted togeth-
er), analogical, total, pregnant’. However far the specta-
tor might be sitting from the screen, she is “coalescent 
with representation” and it is the image that melts them 
together, an image consisting of all the ingredients of 
technique and functioning entirely according to the prin-
ciples of the ideological. This text by Barthes, as well as 
his abandoning of the movie theatre, becomes even more 
exciting now, because Barthes asks how one might un-
glue from the mirror of the repertory of images offered 
by the cinema and ideology. How to separate from the 
experience of coalescence, the safety of similitude, the 
naturalness generated by the ‘truth’ of the image, both in 
the cinema and in the cinema of society?

Barthes uses here a term that has a double meaning: dé-
collant (taking off), both as in taking off in aeronautics and 
coming off of drugs. Of course in these matters one can 
always resort to the methods of epic theatre, where the 
spectator watches critically; however, apart from resort-
ing to counter-ideology, Barthes proposes the method of 
being fascinated twice over: by the image and by the situ-
ation of the cinema. For Barthes, the situation of the cine-
ma comprises the image and all that surrounds it, its envi-
ronment: ‘the texture of the sound, the hall, the darkness, 
the obscure mass of the other bodies, the rays of light, 
entering the theater, leaving the hall’. In order to ‘come 
off’, Barthes complicates the ‘relationship’ of the spec-
tator with the ‘situation’ of watching. For Barthes, that 
distance, created by situating watching in the qualities of 
the circumstances of watching is “discretionary” and not 
critical, if we read discretion according to its etymological 
profile, but it is worth thinking discretion in terms of its 
dictionary definition as well, as “the freedom to decide 
what should be done in a particular situation”.2

This experience of watching is quite similar to the one 
Tomislav Gotovac described in his short pamphlet titled 
‘Whilst Watching a Movie’: ‘a structure comes to life, pul-
sating, seeking and finding its own rhythm, freeing, in 
midflight, its tensions, and carrying the mass that accom-
panies all of that. The screen and the eye as part of the 
same organism. The image and movement. That is film. 
The only genuine and the only possible definition of film is 
already contained in its name: motion picture’.3  

2 ‘Discretion’, OED Online, June 2017, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, http://www.oed.com/viewdictionaryentry/Entry/11125, accessed 
October 11, 2017.
3 Bojana Cvejić and Goran Sergej Pristaš: Parallel Slalom: A Lexicon 
of Non-Aligned Poetics, Walking Theory - TkH Belgrade & CDU Zagreb  
2013, pp. 133–134.
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2. a flame and a flash

A night in 2017, a small, improvised stage in a gallery,4 the 
lights are off. The artist, standing on the podium, lights up 
a lighter, which he is holding in his hand pressed against 
his heart, gazing at the flame, as though he were trying 
hard to keep it from going out or trying to set his own shirt 
on fire. At first, the flame illuminates the artist’s chest and 
face, framing it as a portrait. As time passes, the flame 
subsides and illuminates only the hand holding it. The 
spectator’s attention is imperceptibly narrowed down to 
the location of the heart, where the hand becomes the 
stage of the flame, but that hand is at the same time fram-
ing the place of the heart. By narrowing down the source 
of light, the portrait scene slowly becomes an icon of care, 
a scene that resonates with Christian representations of 
the heart of Jesus. As the lighter is running out of fuel, the 
flame is reduced to a flicker, which can no longer illumi-
nate anything but simply goes on for a while as a speck 
of light whose final flame of life, before it goes out, sheds 
light on the personal history of the artist – Slaven Tolj, per-
forming now for the first time following a recent life-threat-
ening stroke. The duration of the performance was only 
a few minutes, shorter than Tolj had anticipated, which 
means that it was seen only by the few people who man-
aged to get into the room on time, but those who came in 
late remained in the room for a while longer, hoping that 
due to the brevity of the act something may yet transpire, 
something that only a premature cut may promise.

The same space, eighteen years earlier, a few hundred 
people sitting in the dark, endlessly waiting for the begin-
ning of Oleg Kulik’s performance White Man, Black Dog. 
Finally, several photographers start taking pictures in the 
dark, with flashes – the only source of light during the per-
formance. A naked Kulik and a dog (wearing its own fur) 
enter the space. Kulik kisses and pets the dog and af-
ter a while the dog walks over to the spectators, who are 
sitting on the floor. Kulik follows the dog, walking across 
the people, their bodies, faces, the dog is licking them, 
jumping all over them. The spectators, although for the 
most part ‘experienced’ professionals and aficionados of 
radical art, are in a state of shock and some are running 
away from the dog; some are running away from the artist 
or the performance space, but remain outside, discuss-
ing, not dispersing. According to Kulik, the performance 
did not follow its regular course because there were too 

4 Galerija HDLU (Gallery of the Croatian Association of Artists), 
performance by Slaven Tolj, Bez naziva (Untitled), as part of the opening 
of the final exhibition in the cycle “Janje moje malo...” (My Little Lamb...), 
organised by the curatorial collective Što, kako i za koga (What, How, and 
for Whom)/WHW, in collaboration with Kathrin Rhomberg, 2017.

many people in the space and there was panic, so the 
dog did not behave the way it and Kulik had ‘agreed’ ei-
ther. Kulik spent most of the time chasing the animal, fear-
ing an unpredictable reaction both from the dog and the 
spectators.

Both of these performances made the most of darkness 
– the density of its structure, the power to immerse our-
selves in it into the background, to immerse ourselves into 
the depth of a black box (even though both performances 
took place in a white box). A white box separates, it inter-
polates interstices and gap zones between objects, al-
lows objects to generate exemplary worlds or fragments 
thereof, seeds or ruins of worlds. A black box or at least a 
dark box renders the world indifferent; the image emerg-
ing from the dark is only a membrane of meaning separat-
ing individual layers of enframing (Gestell).5 By itself, the 
manifesting of enframing does not guarantee meaning 
– Slaven Tolj holding a lighter and burning with it lighter 
fluid; a dog and a naked man chasing each other amongst 
the audience. 

Different techniques of (literal) illumination reveal different 
levels of the enframing, which are in both instances linked 
to the specific time of visibility that frames them. What 
was constituted in Tolj’s performance by the long time the 
lighter took to burn its fuel is equivalent to the millisecond 
of a photographic flash in Kulik’s performance. They both 
extract, out of the indifference of darkness, an image into 
the excess of temporal intensity, and that excess feeds 
directly on the virtuosity of the performing apparatus. 

3. the black box

Although the body has been displayed and dissected in 
galleries for decades, in all of its performative capaci-
ties, including being brought to the brink of death, the 
gallery is still a diurnal place, a place of attentiveness, 
before which the performer is always obliged to demon-
strate the objectness of the body, to expose it to tools 
and procedures, to bring it to the light of day. I already 
pointed out that Barthes viewed the movie theatre only 
as a retrofitted invariant of the theatrical black box; how-
ever, the black box comes to the theatre with a specta-
tor whose gaze was trained in the cinema, a spectator 
whose gaze no longer seeks the portal architectonics of 
a frame but always-already includes an integrated frame. 
Amidst the darkness of a black box, the theatre invari-
ably also includes the spectators and their gazing, even 

5  Martin Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology, and Other 
Essays, Harper Perennial Modern Classics: New York  2013.
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in the rehearsals, when their gaze is only assumed, when 
theatre is occurring in front of a spectator who has yet to 
be born. The taking place of theatre, unlike its showing, 
has a refractory rather than reflexive character. And that 
refraction occurs precisely at the membrane that sepa-
rates its two different local manifestations: the theatre as 
the institutional relationship of the audience (the public) 
and the artist (the producer), and the theatre as the poetic 
aggregate of the spectators and actors of a performance 
(animate and inanimate alike). Here, however, I am not 
talking about refraction as the effect produced by an idea 
passing through two media or two ideologies. Rather, 
this is about a deflection in the style of existence of those 
participating in theatre (spectators and artists), which oc-
curs as a consequence of the encounter at the membrane 
between the institution and poetics. In that duality, the 
theatre realises its refractory power, is materially factual 
and puts the world on display not only in theatre but also 
through theatre, which makes theatre a training ground 
par excellence for reflecting social objects, its simultane-
ous integration in social processes as well as ways of 
separating from them. Theatre is always similar to, but 
also different from, other social processes, but this dou-
ble status of theatre is increasingly difficult to preserve, 
given the transformations in its mode of production.6 

4. innervation 

With a certain dose of generalisation, one may argue that 
the following are the two dominant poles to which gravi-
tates the organisation of representation (and watching) in 
theatre: one pole is closer to processes of subjectification 
and the other to the reification of relations. The former 
seeks expression in the subject of representation or view-
ing, in the procedures of shaping a character, perform-
ing presence, working on critical awareness, or, rather, 
the spectator’s subjectification. Whether comprising in-
dividuals or a collective subject, performers or a spec-
tator, the subject and her perception perform a consti-
tutive function in the performance. The latter pole rests 
on processes of objectification, spanning a wide range 
of procedures, from turning persons into things to the 
panpsychism of objects, whether processes of forming 
images7 , ‘expanded’ choreography8 or contingency per-

6  For more on the monetisation of artistic labour and the growth of so-
called anti-production, see ‘Anti-production of Art’ in TkH 23, Belgrade, 
2016.
7 From the extreme of predominantly visual forms of representation 
(Schlemmer, Wilson, Dehlholm, Vinge...) via ideological spectacles and 
constructivist theatre (Eisenstein, Piscator, Meierhold...) to the theatre of 
cruel integration (Artaud, Beckett, Stelarc...).
8 I borrowed the concept from the conference Choreography as Ex-
panded Practice I attended in Barcelona 2012:  https://choreographyas-
expandedpractice.wordpress.com/

formances9. However, these two processes occur on two 
sides of a thin membrane, a membrane whereon, in one 
direction, material relations are reshaped into subjects 
and, in the other direction, life conditions are reified. This 
membrane is that of the performance apparatus, the form 
of the enslaving conditions of production as well as the 
aggregate of the potentialities of previously unexplored 
models of production. The processes whereby the char-
acters, performers and spectators are subjectified are a 
side effect of the apparatus, and when that apparatus 
disappears, the distribution of roles disappears as well. 
Some authors have sought to bridge the problem of the 
apparatus by alloying those two tendencies. On the one 
hand, the apparatus begets subjects and Artaud attempts 
to transcend it by means of a rebirth, giving birth with-
out a father, without resemblance to the creator, whereas 
after him, Beckett attempts to implant the being of the 
as-yet unborn into the very infrastructure of theatre. If we 
accept Artaud’s need for a rebirth of man, this time not 
in the image of his father, as an aspiration to avoid the 
closure of representation, how should one understand 
the unborn status of Beckett’s characters? His synthet-
ic play Breath is an attempt to encompass the gaze (by 
means of an increase and decrease in the intensity of the 
light) and the world of objects (rubbish as pure presence 
of de-functionalised objects) in a single integrated, op-
erative and machinic unit – the composite and aggregate 
unity of the objects of gazing, the apparatus of gazing, 
the spectators, and attention as connective material. 
Similarly, buried in the ground, living in rubbish, deferred 
to waiting, insecurely visible in semidarkness, Beckett’s 
characters are not integral subjects but are instead inte-
grated in matter, subjects who are manifested in matter 
but have not yet physically taken place. Their gaze, if they 
have one at all, is short-sighted; it does not collide with, 
attract, or refract the spectator’s gaze. What extends the 
spectator’s gaze is precisely the breath, the rhythm of the 
expansion of matter, the rhythm of activity, the rhythm of 
the caesurae indicated by two or three dots, the rhythm 
of exhausting movement in a square, leaves falling from 
the tree… Beckett’s stage features no discontinuity be-
tween the body and matter, it is a scene of total integra-
tion synchronised with the spectator’s immobilisation in 
her seat in the auditorium, the spectator’s immersion in 
the darkness of the hall. Beckett’s theatre comes close 
to a realisation of the images from Benjamin’s innervation 
machine, the prayer wheel from the fragment of the same 
name in One-way Street.10 The notion of innervation is a 

9 Some examples would be totalizing performances like Stano Filko’s 
HAPPSOC (1965), Tomislav Gotovac’s “A Total Portrait of City Zagreb” 
(1979) or the whole U.F.O. series by Julius Koller.
10 Walter Benjamin, One Way Street and Other Writings, London: NLB, 
1979, p. 75.



Examining European representative democracy

thE viEw from mattEr

Goran sergej Pristaš

PErformancE – Public – Politics

80

wandering concept in Benjamin, a notion that emerged 
in earlier and disappeared again in later versions of his 
essay on the work of art in the age of mechanical repro-
duction11. With the enigmatic argument that ‘there is no 
imagination without innervation’, Benjamin argues for his 
thesis that only a visual image (not verbal) can generate a 
healthy will. We may divine the riddle of innervation if we 
return once more to the aforementioned description of the 
work of film by Tomislav Gotovac, as a living, pulsating 
structure encompassing into a single whole (composite) 
the screen and the spectator’s eye as parts of one and 
the same organism. Benjamin invokes the mimetic func-
tion of innervation that would transfer to the viewer the 
impulse of the moving image and thus make room for a 
more direct operation of the apparatus, for the sake of the 
possibility of intervening in the social space of viewing. In 
his more mature materialist phase, Benjamin probably got 
scared that innervation might also harbour the danger of 
numbing the will of the spectator faced with the impact of 
moving images, so he retreated from further considera-
tion of its mimetic function. For us, however, it is interest-
ing that in Benjamin’s description of his ‘prayer wheel’ in 
One-way Street, what performs the regulative function in 
innervation is breath. Breath, Benjamin argues, operates 
in the canon of formula sounds, the ‘sacred syllables’ of 
the image, like in yoga exercises, a prayer wheel regu-
lated by breathing. We are faced again with a metaphor 
of an organism, of breathing, of an image, the body, the 
stretching of matter, and so on. The composite image of a 
body that stretches and regulates the operation of matter 
in a yoga exercise is another metaphorical image of the 
apparatus that Benjamin uses to conjure up for under-
standing the work of creating tensions and articulations. 
Innervation justifiably generates fear from an anaesthetic 
effect of the image, but in theatre, in the encounter of mu-
tual gazes upon the image and from the image, innerva-
tion creates a potential for the utopian moment of watch-
ing – the view from matter. 

Dragan Živadinov offered an ingenious example of this in a 
performance that was (probably) named after Benjamin’s 
fragment: Noordung Prayer Machine. The spectators were 
led to the performance in two groups: one group was 
led into a regular theatre auditorium, while the other was 
taken to a grid of frames made of wooden beams. In that 
grid, the spectators were sitting de facto underneath the 
stage, their heads peering from those frames with their 

11 “Related to the notion of an optical unconscious familiar from the 
artwork essay, innervation refers, broadly, to a neurophysiological pro-
cess that mediates between internal and external, psychic and motoric, 
human and mechanical registers.” in Miriam B. Hansen; “Benjamin and 
Cinema, Not a One-way Street”, Critical Inquiry, Vol. 25 p. 312

backs facing the regular auditorium and their gazes di-
rected at the shallow stage, the almost two-dimensional 
performance space. The performance was for the most 
part coordinated by the breathing of the ballerinas, who 
performed segments of a visually elaborate choreogra-
phy both on the shallow stage and the beams, amongst 
the spectators embedded in them. Another break of 
continuity happened amongst the spectators ‘pinched’ 
by the stage and those in the auditorium – the director 
himself was ‘directing’ the reactions of the audience in 
the regular auditorium by giving signals for applauding, 
whistling and the like, without any regard for what was 
happening on the stage. In this rather intense structure of 
performing, breathing, watching and surveying, Živadinov 
opened quite disparate registers in the innervation of the 
machine – distraction was generated by the spectators’ 
directed ‘emotive’ reactions, thus the view from the mat-
ter of an image was becoming a view into the matter of a 
performance.

What am I referring to here when I write ‘the matter of 
an image’? Every image or tableau is viewed from some-
where, from a specific point of view. This is a practical 
law of the geometric grounding of representation, says 
Barthes: ‘a fetishist subject is required to cut out the 
tableau’.12 A point of view is also a point of meaning and 
in different constellations, it is determined by the ‘law 
of society, law of struggle, law of meaning’.13 For Brecht 
and Eisenstein, this is the place of the social struggle or 
party, while for Diderot it was the place of the gaze with 
bourgeois values, the gestic differentiation [gestička difer-
encijacija] of the citizen. The gestic character of a spe-
cifically theatrical image or tableau rests on the law that 
regulates the scene, not on the choice of subject. That is 
why from every tableau, from its perspective, one may 
also determine the depth of the opposing triangle. That 
triangle is where the gaze is preserved, its impetus, its 
momentum. The intensity of the saved momentum will 
also determine the power of the militancy of that view, 
that is, the advocating force of the image and the law of 
representation that grounds it. By the same token there 
is validity to Barthes’s claim that ‘all militant art cannot 
but be representational, legal’.14 By framing the spectator, 
Živadinov almost literally preserves the gaze, as in a can 
or a jar, and displays it to the spectators sitting behind in 
the regular auditorium. However, their gaze too is framed 
by the director’s mediation, again by a literal staging of an 
instance of directing, of the director himself in a point of 

12 Roland Barthes, Image, Music, Text, New York: Hill and Wang, 1977, 
p. 76.
13  Ibid., 77
14  Ibid. 
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meaning, directing the reactions of the spectators in the 
audience. The moment the first of the ‘shackled’ specta-
tors turns her gaze backwards, towards the darkness of 
the auditorium, her gaze explodes, there occurs a sort of 
liberation of the saved gaze and the gaze starts travelling 
through the darkness of the black box, the darkness of 
the auditorium, forming new relations between the laws of 
watching, of the image, of affective reaction and so forth.  
From that moment on, the spectator is no longer confined 
to the function of watching, of occupying a point of view, 
but instead, becomes an ‘attender’,15 one whose inter-
est is dislocated from the field of the image, ex-centred; 
whose gaze becomes a side gaze – and the spectator’s 
position and relation regarding the image, theatre and the 
world is no longer just reflexive. The apparatus of theatre 
becomes a place of the density of the gaze (of the mat-
ter of an image), wherein (all) people and things crossing 
from the world into theatre undergo refraction, a deflec-
tion in the ray of vision.  

That view from the apparatus and through its cuts, the 
leap from the matter of an image into the complex mat-
ter of performance, the explosion of the gaze that occurs 
at the membrane, at the cut between an image and per-
formance, opens a new regime of interests, already by 
the very encounter in the disproportionate experience of 
watching, within a one-off assembly of a heterogeneous 
population of spectators. I wonder: if the coalescence of 
the factory machine, the apparatus of cinematic repre-
sentation and the performer’s body once gave birth to 
the eccentric actor,16 may we also speak of an eccentric 
spectator in the friction between the theatrical apparatus 
of encountering, technologies of mediation and the spec-
tator’s body? 

5. the Gaze of the undead

The price that one must pay in order to have a representa-
tion without an origin, without a law, is death, Barthes con-
cludes17 offering the example of a vampire’s gaze, a gaze 
through the closed eyes of an un-dead deceased person 
who is taken, in Dreyer’s film Vampyr, from his house to the 
graveyard while the camera transmits his subjective view. 
Barthes claims that representation is thereby fooled, be-
cause the spectator cannot occupy the vampire’s point 
of view, which leaves the image without the support of 

15  Bojana Cvejić, Choreographing Problems, London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2014 , pp. 62–72.
16  Eccentric Manifesto, trans. and intro by Marek Pytel, London: 
Eccentric Press, 1992, 22 pp. 
17 Barthes, Roland: Image, Music, Text, p. 77.

the law. But is there a form of complicating one’s point of 
view more sublime than the one in Joseph Beuys’ perfor-
mance wie man dem toten Hasen die Bilder erklärt? While 
the performer takes an explanatory position in a gallery, 
the audience is attending the performance from outside 
through the (fourth) glass wall and TV screen. The gaze of 
the inhuman, the gaze of the dead hare carried by Beuys 
renders vectors of watching visible, because here the 
gaze of the one watching from a side, and not frontally, is 
channelled through the gaze of the disinterested object, a 
gaze that is not constitutive of an image but of rationalisa-
tion of the triadic object of making-performing-attending.

‘The dead hare is a dead external organ of humanity.’18 
From today’s perspective, one might conclude that Beuys 
was a precursor of some kind of ‘object-oriented art’, but 
contrary to that, in a series of interviews and texts Beuys 
asserted his anthropocentric beliefs, whereas he regard-
ed animals, trees, and other materials that served as me-
dia for accessing the substance as external organs of hu-
manity. Therefore, the hare is above all a representative of 
a ruined environment as well as a deactivated prosthetic 
extension of humanity. In a way, the dead hare embod-
ies the gaze without momentum, the gaze of the envi-
ronment, indifferent, but not for that reason any less im-
portant or consequential. However, there is but one step 
from the environment to the apparatus, only a single step 
from a dead hare’s indifferent gaze without momentum 
to the preserved gaze of an ‘un-dead’ camera, or, to put 
it more accurately, to the ‘disembodied gaze’, as Judith 
Butler calls it in her description of the camera’s masculine 
privilege to be a gaze that produces bodies without itself 
being a body.19 However, there is always an in-between.

6. the view from matter

There are no clean apparatuses. Institutional apparatuses 
are ticking time bombs. Institutions are the perseverance 
of certain forms composed in rhythms and compile dif-
ferent temporal dynamics, patterns and periods. Every 
theatre is a conglomerate of time patterns that have 
acquired their formal organisation – elements of institu-
tions often link material with immaterial forms of archi-
tecture, management, repertoire calendars and sched-
ules, working hours, modes of presentation, technology, 
organisation of watching, design, style periods etc. that 

18  Cf. Gene Ray and Joseph Beuys, Mapping the Legacy: Papers from 
a Symposium, Sarasota, Florida, USA 1998, New York: Distributed Art 
Publishers, 2001, p. 110.
19 Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex”, 
London and New York: Routledge, 1993, p. 136.
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have accumulated in epistemologically and productively 
different historical periods. Institutions therefore repeat 
time patterns that make them recognisable, as well as 
juxtapose incommensurable rhythms in the social whole, 
which is precisely the cause of their problematic rela-
tionship with the present; their iterability rests in perfor-
mances of routines and norms through practices of work, 
communication, moving and phenomenality that are not 
necessarily or are seldom synchronous with the rhythms 
of more mobile economic, social and cultural actors.20

However, it is an ideological tendency of every apparatus, 
every institution, to sanitise its perspective, to lubricate 
and programme its own operations in order to reproduce 
a certain image of reality (and the order of things) as clear-
ly as possible and thereby also ways of producing that 
reality. If we want to bring about an explosion of the au-
tomatised gaze, to vaporise its perspectives and points of 
view, we need to bring its momentums to a juncture, to a 
collision, to crack open the cans of the gaze and fold over, 
rearrange their apparatuses. We already learned that les-
son from Dziga Vertov, whose Kino Eye is not the gaze of 
a man who penetrates, cuts a tableau into matter; nor is it 
a gaze from the environment, the gaze of a bird or a frog. 
It is the gaze of matter, the gaze that issues from the col-
lision of the camera and montage, wherein the gaze as 
well as the interval cut and leap to encounter each other.21

A similar lesson comes from Ion Grigorescu as well, in 
his diary entry on analogue photography, renouncing 
mastery in the quest for the right angle and position.22 
Grigorescu finds the real excitement of discovery in play-
ing with light by combining different kinds of lenses, or in 
darkness, developing photographs. Thus he surrenders 
the genius of articulation to the camera, because ‘nobody 
has seen things standing still so far’. The photographic 
darkroom is a place of deceleration, the place where the 
process of image creation is naturalised, whilst develop-
ing an image is an art only for the artist. The artist, says 
Grigorescu, is the only one who looks behind the image 

20 Caroline Levine, Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network, 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015, pp. 57–65.
21 ‘Vertov realizes the materialist program of the first chapter of Matter 
and Memory through the cinema, the in-itself of the image. Vertov’s non-
human eye, the kino-eye, is not the eye of a fly or of an eagle, the eye 
of another animal. Neither is it – in an Epsteinian way – the eye of the 
spirit endowed with a temporal perspective, which might apprehend 
the spiritual whole. On the contrary, it is the eye in matter, not subject 
to time, which has “conquered” time, which reaches the “negative of 
time” and which knows no other whole than the material universe and 
its extension.’ Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement Image, London: 
Athlone, 2000, pp. 83–84.
22 Ion Grigorescu, Andreiana Mihail and Georg Schöllhammer, 
Ion Grigorescu: Diaries 1970–1975, Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2014, pp. 
208–211.

that does not resemble reality and sees the month-long 
process of choosing the right lens for transforming the 
gaze and converting it into the eyes of matter. However, 
let us push that speculation a little further still. If the appa-
ratus (of performance, for instance) is a sort of machine, 
a machine made of a different kind of metal and if, as we 
know from Brecht’s and Benjamin’s criticism, it emerges 
from a crystallisation of social relations, conditions of pro-
duction and conditions of life, then that apparatus too is 
dead labour, a vampire sucking living labour from the work 
of art and reproducing the dominant patterns of the divi-
sion of labour, specialisation, and insight gained through 
reception. If we wish to change those patterns, we need 
to occupy the gaze precisely from the viewpoint of that 
vampire, the viewpoint of a diagram wherein the rela-
tions of subjectification and knowledge are physicalised, 
a point of view that is neither the viewpoint of the subject 
(because the subject is blind) nor the object (because the 
object is conditioned by its relation to the subject), but a 
third-person point of view, a point of view “from the side”, 
one that sees the theatre simultaneously as a place where 
things are shown and seen, as well as a local manifesta-
tion of the encounter in watching.

We already saw above, in the respective performances of 
Slaven Tolj and Oleg Kulik, how the temporality of black-
box darkness produces friction in a white box, but there 
are countless modes whereby the apparatuses may be 
permeated, encased and alloyed – let us cover a black 
box with a photographic darkroom, or an algorithmically 
led TV studio, or a prison TV room, or a sitcom TV sofa; let 
us rock the gaze of a theatre spectator back and forth23 or 
dislocate it following the logic of Bacon’s triptychs; let us 
stage a play on a film set; let us pay film extras to perform 
as spectators; let us impose on a repertoire institution the 
apparatus of an observatory or biosphere, a tourist camp 
on an abandoned factory, a painter’s studio on a theatre 
auditorium, an x-ray room or infrared laboratory, or … . 
In order to open a portal into the gaze of matter, perhaps 
even to invoke it as the materialist gaze, we need to col-
lide different apparatuses, to cause friction between their 
drives and temporal accumulations. Those repositories 
of time and technique will open the possibility for a view 
from the noise of matter, the possibility that poïesis might 
reach its highest state, to become physis, that theatre 
might become something in itself, a meeting site where 
meeting itself might transcend the individual functions of 
authorship, exposing and watching and become a ‘flower’ 
of performance/production, to use a poetic metaphor that 
was equally important to Martin Heidegger when he was 

23 Like in Michael Snow’s film Back and Forth.
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paving the road for the un-concealment of truth and to 
Zeami, who was looking for paths to reach an ultimate 
harmony between performing and watching.24

24 Cf. Martin Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology, and 
Other Essays, and Shelley Fenno Quinn, Developing Zeami: The Noh 
Actor’s Attunement in Practice, Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 
2005.   
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t.
transparency
Transparency is a necessary prerequisite for any form of 
collaboration. Since we will never truly understand each 
other, we need to be transparent about the politics we 
practice. In order to avoid unspoken power structures, 
blurry gangs of cool and uncool, a belief in ‘you know 
what I mean’ or ‘common sense’, we need to be transpar-
ent about what we mean. Practice saying ‘No, I do not 
know what you mean’ over and over again.
(see: Opacity)

u.
uninteresting
To name something uninteresting is an effective way of 
cancelling critique. It functions as a means of avoiding 
counter-arguments in favour of undermining the whole 
discussion in itself as being uninteresting. It is not wrong, 
or misinformed, it is just not so interesting. Like, yester-
days news. In many cases, it is used by people in pow-
er to cancel a discussion on their position and actions. 
Examples are: ‘I just find it uninteresting to bring up the 
race question right now, we are dealing with philosophy, 
right?’ ‘To discuss my position as a white male is just un-
interesting in this situation.’ Or a personal favourite: ‘We 
all read Judith Butler, right, but by 2017 identity politics 
has become uninteresting.’ Or allow me a longer example:
Sometimes, when you are supposed to make a collec-
tive work, some people ‘propose’ a method or a situation 
to depart from. Usually this is a good departure point; a 
clear proposal makes everyone know what they are get-
ting into. But in certain situations, the person or group of 
persons proposing the situation simultaneously claim it is 
a collective work between all the participants. Maybe they 
simply say that they have spent their unpaid time to work 
for your sake, to prepare this thing during their evenings 
and nights, and that all they wanted is to stir an interesting 
discussion. Yet, this interesting discussion always seems 
to have a way it should go, according to the prepared few. 
And if some people have set the rules that others are en-
couraged to break, this break can only happen within the 
expected field in order to be recognised as an ‘interest-
ing’ critique. Otherwise, the people organising it find it un-
interesting. A failure, a breakdown, a reason to close it off 
at the end to another potentially interesting project which 
turned out to be … just … uninteresting.
(see: Apolitical, Transparency, XYZ)

stina 
nybErg 
a live 
gathering 
dictionary
(t-xyz)
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v.
voice
Every situation you experience involves a context: a place, 
a situation, a body, a state. It is not possible to listen to 
all impressions at once, and we are constantly separating 
out noise from voice. The background sounds from the 
sounds we listen to. Through focussing on the practices 
and habits which determine what is considered noise and 
what is considered voice, we pay attention to the politi-
cal aspects of listening to every situation. In Caribbean 
Discourse Édouard Glissant describes how Caribbean 
slaves disguised their Creole language to make them-
selves unintelligible to their overseers. By sounding like 
noise in the colonists’ ears, their Creole was perceived 
not as a language but as something unimportant, some-
thing that did not need to be listened to. It made pos-
sible the use of this language – this noise – as an act of 
resistance. The awareness of what we see as noise and 
as voice can be a conscious way of listening differently.
(see: Uninteresting, XYZ)

w.
witness
As in the case of the recent #metoo movement, to bear 
witness to a situation can become a powerful source if 
the witnesses choose to gather. One single testimony can 
be questioned, it can be an exception, an exaggeration, 
and if I would rather forget about it myself – it is easiest 
to keep quiet about it. But thousands of witnesses giving 
the same account form a critical mass of testimony. The 
online live gathering easily slides into a representation of 
political awareness. A means by which to show your en-
gagement to others, regardless of its actual effect. But 
at moments, to simply tell the story of being one of the 
many, can be an act of support strong enough to cause 
real effects. 
(see: Apolitical, Hash tag, XYZ)

XyZ.
XyZ
The XYZ are the people that never count. The bottom of 
the credit list, the not-worth-mentioning, the … and so 
on. This book was made possible by Important Person, 
Interesting Character, Intelligent Philosopher and XYZ. 
(see: Nepotism)
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giulia palladini
on coexisting, mending 
and imagining: notEs 
on tHE domEstics oF 
pErFormancE

In this text, I propose a small shift in addressing the rela-
tions between performance and politics, or for that mat-
ter, the politics of performance. To start with, I shall drop 
one of the terms involved in this binomial, ‘politics’, and 
put forward another one: ‘domestics’. 

This expression does not quite exist in English, or rather 
it is not a term anybody would use in a standard sense, 
as a signifier immediately associated with a distinctive 
sphere, as opposed to ‘politics’. Speaking of ‘domestics’ 
here, I encourage language to conjure something it would 
not usually mean: that the set of activities associated with 
organising, maintaining and inhabiting a house consti-
tute a category in its own right, and that – just as much 
as the organising, maintaining and inhabiting of a polis 
– this category is not a given, but a field of struggle and 
imagination. 

Dropping the term politics, at least in the space of this 
text, I do not mean to deny the political potential of per-
formance. On the contrary, I would like to suggest that for 
exploring such potential today, we need to first overcome 
a certain linguistic saturation which came to characterise 
this binomial. This is not only a question of terminology: 
it is the relation between the ‘political’ and the ‘domes-
tic’ that needs to be carefully reconsidered, in politics as 
much as in art. 

In what follows, I start sketching out a meditation on the 
possibilities that a shift from a ‘politics of performance’ to 
a ‘domestics of performance’ would imply, and put for-
ward scraps of a connecting tissue that, hopefully, could 
be used for further weaving of thought and praxis. For 
this reason, this text is written in the form of a reconnais-
sance: as if taking out clothes from a chest of drawers, 
my own and those of others, washing them, trying them 
on, playing with their combinations and their possible 
use, mending them, piling them up and sitting on them, 

building precarious castles or temporary beds out of 
them, packing them up for future travels.

the domestic and the political

As I am typing these words, a particular strategy of deni-
gration is being performed on social medias against María 
de Jesús Patricio Martínez, better known as Marichuy, the 
independent candidate who had registered to run for the 
presidency of Mexico in the 2018 elections, designated 
and supported by the joint forces of the Fifth National 
Indigenous Congress (CNI) and the Zapatista Army of 
National Liberation (EZNL). Marichuy’s candidacy is an 
extremely relevant political fact. Not only is it the first time 
since its foundation in 1991 that the EZNL supports a can-
didate in presidential elections (so far, the Zapatistas had 
scorned competition for state power, privileging a strategy 
of local struggle and progressive acquisition of autonomy 
and indigenous control over regional resources); moreo-
ver, she is an indigenous woman, in a country where both 
indigenous people and women have been systematically 
abused, exploited and murdered for centuries. Born in 
Tuxpan in the state of Jalisco, Marichuy is an herbalist 
and a traditional healer, and she has been politically ac-
tive for twenty years in the indigenous movement. 

The strategy chosen to denigrate Mariuchy on digital plat-
forms like Twitter is to suggest that she looks like a clean-
ing woman. Various ironic remarks are associated with 
this comment: how suitable she would be for ‘cleaning up’ 
the country from corruption, how odd is to imagine her 
running an electoral campaign instead of making a good 
soup. The racist class prejudice at work in this denigra-
tion campaign is indicative of a certain relation between 
the ‘political’ and ‘the domestic’, appearing first of all 
on the level of representation, but also entailing specific 
conceptions and value judgments in terms of capacities 
associated with these two domains. This very strategy is 
also relevant to the ‘going public’ of domestic violence, 
which the immateriality of social networks easily allows. 
Marichuy’s political performance, on its part, is relevant to 
a specific force of the field of ‘domestics’ which this text 
attempts to address.

It is true: Marichuy looks like many domestic workers em-
ployed in Mexican houses, who are, just like her, wom-
en and indigenous. This is neither an insult nor a secret 
which is suddenly revealed, but the index of a shameful 
reality on which Mexican society, as much as many oth-
ers, is based: the gendered and racial division of domes-
tic labor. This resemblance is therefore a political fact: the 
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very association brought up by these racist comments 
is one of the reasons why it is so important that an in-
digenous woman runs for president in Mexico. To stick 
to the level of representation, her brown body, her dress 
code, her way of speaking are a scandal. She is mak-
ing it possible that such comments in reaction to such a 
scandal, expose a simple fact: ‘the king is naked’. This 
points to domestic labor in a house, but the political 
problem Mariuchy’s presence signals is much broader: 
the abuse and exploitation characterising domestic rela-
tions also corresponds to the state’s expropriation of land 
and destruction of natural resources, which for centuries 
have been damaging, in Mexico and elsewhere, the lives 
of indigenous populations, who have been signaling the 
danger of this conduct for the planet long before climate 
change became a ‘political issue’.

Making explicit the association between Marichuy and 
a domestic worker aims at questioning the candidate’s 
capacity to be a politician: the underlying assumption, 
on the part of her denigrators, is that she is not able 
to run a country because she is an outsider to politics. 
Ironically, when someone with a distinctive professional 
identity outside of politics – for example, an entrepreneur 
like Trump or Berlusconi – had stepped into an electoral 
competition, the status of the ‘outsider’ was emphasised 
in media that were supportive of them, according to the 
argument that someone who was able to successfully run 
a company would be capable of successfully running a 
country. But apparently someone who can successfully 
maintain a house would not be as capable to successfully 
run a country: she – and many other women ‘looking like 
her’ – might well be useful in the private sphere, but can-
not work in the public sphere.

Marichuy, however, does not work as a cleaning woman, 
although the skills she brings into politics, the expertise 
that she has gained in her militant background are defi-
nitely not fine-tuned to the way politics is conceived as a 
competition for state power. Indeed, she brings into the 
field of politics distinctive domestic capacities, in that she 
has been struggling for the past twenty years – and in-
herited the same struggle from her family members – to 
define what kind of home her community could imagine 
in a territory which was progressively made unfamiliar 
and toxic by the violence of investors and big corpora-
tions, backed up by the fatal embrace between criminal 
and state power. She embodies a capacity to become a 
house even when the house is stolen, disrupted, violated – 
a capacity of renewal which indigenous people have been 
practicing for centuries, and which international medias 
have only recently started to name ‘political’. 

Becoming a house means also becoming a chamber of 
resonance for other voices: it is not surprising that, in 
line with the Zapatist communicative strategy, Marichuy 
always appears surrounded by other indigenous women 
who anticipate her first statement with the choir: ‘Todas 
somos Marichuy!’: we are all Marichuy. The ‘rebel dignity’1 
which Mariuchy stands for does not function in a logic 
of politics, not, at least, if politics is understood within a 
temporality of the event. She functions neither in a logic 
of representation nor in what came to be known as par-
ticipatory democracy. Marichuy both presents and repre-
sents herself, and a millions of others, because she is mil-
lions of others: her domestics works not only for them, but 
through them. She is all the domestic workers who are 
conjured by those racist tweets, even if they won’t vote 
for her. She is all of them, although she is not represent-
ing an identity but a subjectivity in the making: a political 
subjectivity which is taking shape and transforming as it 
faces new urgencies. 

She is also all the women who will be killed from today on, 
during the long electoral campaign, before 2018, one after 
another, as continued to happen in Mexico for decades, 
one after another like in the incredibly long, terrifying, re-
dundant, clinical description of female corpses found in 
the Sonora desert, piled upon one another in a seemingly 
infinite series of pages in Roberto Bolaño’s novel 2066: 
one after another, too exhausting a spectacle to imagine, 
which the author made difficult for the reader to bear so 
as not to allow her to forget how impossible it is to even 
speak of it, read of it, think of it. 

Marichuy will not get close to achieving the presidency of 
Mexico in the elections: she did not collect the number 
of signatures needed in order to run for president, and 
she will therefore be excluded from the electoral com-
petition. But her own ‘domestics’ functions according to 
another temporality: it cannot be measured according to 
parameters of efficiency or success. It is a process of ap-
prenticeship and building solidarity, not only within her 
own country but also far beyond it, on an international 
level. Her domestics delineates different borders of re-
ality, marking the public sphere with the collective effort 
to name a reality of the possible, which has been hap-
pening already for a long time in what was never recog-
nised in public. Going public, then, is a performance of 
this ‘domestics’. Such collective effort, which is embod-
ied today in Marichuy’s political performance, functions 

1  This expression appears in the official statement of the EZNL: ‘Que 
retiemble en sus centros la tierra’:  http://enlacezapatista.ezln.org.
mx/2016/10/14/que-retiemble-en-sus-centros-la-tierra/, posted Octo-
ber 14, 2016.
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beyond language, or more precisely, works to un-limit the 
language, that of words and that of bodies, towards what 
maybe is still unthinkable but is in fact perfectly possible.  

for a non-domesticated notion of domestic

Originally stemming from the Latin word domus, ‘house’, 
the adjective domestic literally defines that which ‘belongs 
to the household’. ‘Domestic’ is also used to identify 
those activities taking place within a nation, as in the case 
of domestic flights. Yet another meaning results from the 
term’s association with the practice of ‘domestication’, 
the taming of wild animals and adapting them to intimate 
associations with humans. Moreover, in various languag-
es the word ‘domestic’ is used as a noun: it names a pro-
fessional role, and it refers to a person employed to take 
care of a house, traditionally the household servant. 

‘Domestic’ is a term loaded with a long history of disre-
gard: strongly associated with a gendered and racialized 
division of labor, it is an adjective particularly devaluated 
in capitalist patriarchy. It is also inscribed in a linguistic 
order grounded in a seemingly naturalized series of di-
chotomies, which are themselves historically construct-
ed, but seldom seen as such: for example, the distinction 
between private and public, between local and global, 
between reproduction and production, between untamed 
creativity and everyday banality. 

As Elke Krasny has insightfully suggested, at least since 
industrialization, and with the simultaneous explosion 
of urban growth, the organization and representation of 
men’s creative activity in public life has thrived upon the 
ideological and practical separation between the urban 
and the domestic spheres. It relied on the one hand on a 
rhetoric staging mobility, unpredictability and freedom as 
intrinsic qualities of public life (Baudelaire’s The Painter of 
Modern Life being emblematic of this rhetoric) against the 
safety, the routine and the stability of home life, and on 
the other on the supply of a massive domestic labor force, 
which was – ironically enough – constituted primarily by 
women on the move: persons who had left their homes to 
work as domestics in other people’s houses in the city.2 
This is a process we are well familiar with, as it persisted 
to this day: the global migrant workforce constitutes one 
of the backbones of international economy. 

2  Elke Krasny, ‘The Domestic is Political: The Feminization of 
Domestic Labor and Its Critique in Feminist Art Practice’, in Anna Maria 
Guasch, et al (eds.) Critical Cartography of Art and Visuality in the Global 
Age, Newcastle: Cambrudge Scholars Publishing, pp.161–176.

As much familiar is the unpaid domestic labor which 
women have performed in their own houses for centu-
ries, during their supposed free time: a work of reproduc-
tion to which, at least since the 1960s, feminist activists 
and theorists (such as Silvia Federici, and the International 
Wages for Housework Campaign) and artists (such as 
Mierle Laderman Ukeles, author of the 1969 Manifesto for 
Maintenance Art) have given visibility to and addressed as 
a crucial political issue, in society as much as in art.  

I want to reclaim the word domestic taking into account 
such burden of historical disdain and countering the 
idea of the ‘domestic sphere’ as something opposed to 
creativity, anomaly, estrangement and the unknown. As 
Kresny suggests, today more than ever we need to re-
affirm that ‘the domestic is political’.3 At the same time, 
in putting forward the idea of ‘domestics’ I also wish to 
open up the domestic to what it does not usually mean, 
and what it might, in fact, stand for: a domain of radical 
immanence, a possible alternative to the globalised flex-
ibility of relations and labour, an outpost to rethink what a 
home might be. I want to invent a different politics of use 
for the domestic, mending the fate of its predicament and 
imagining a possible future of redemption for all the activi-
ties which this word might evoke.

I also wish to uncouple the idea of domestic from the no-
tion of ‘domestication’, understood as a process of re-
striction, control and limitation, according to the mean-
ing which is emphasised, for example, by Deleuze and 
Guattari, who often ridicule the ‘domestic’ (in particular, 
but not only, when discussing animals) in their conceptual 
landscape, counterposing ‘a domesticated individual to a 
wild multiplicity’ and associating the domestic with tradi-
tional family and psychoanalysis.4 Here, I wish to call for 
a non-domesticated domestic, for a wild domestic, for an 
imaginative and unpredictable domestic. I wish to conjure 
a domestic beyond family and psychoanalysis, a domes-
tic that already in fact exists in many realities, one built, 
defended and sustained by a multiplicity. A domestic not 
based on identity, but on a mode of being which makes 
human life possible and desirable.

On closer observation, actually, the idea of a non-do-
mesticated domestic might well be seen as kindred with 
what Deleuze and Guattari called a ‘refrain’ (ritournelle): 
a temporary being at home where ‘home does not pre-
exist’,5 the drawing of a circle that marks an interior space 

3 Elke Krasny, ‘The Domestic is Political’, p. 161.
4 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and 
Schizophrenia, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987, p. 3.
5 Ibid., p. 311. 
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in which a deed may take place while at the same time 
opening onto a future ‘as a function of the working forces 
it shelters’.6 Like ‘the house of the tortoise, the hermitage 
of the crab’ – anomalous domestic images which Deleuze 
and Guattari evoke to conjure different strategies of ter-
ritorialisation – the idea of a non-domesticated domestic 
also aims to keep ‘at distance the forces of chaos knock-
ing at the door’,7 creating a shelter of linguistic and critical 
distance from the predominant state of affairs. 

In thinking about a ‘domestics of performance’, I wish to 
prompt the imagination of a domestic that is queer like 
the house on the hill which the two protagonists of Albert 
and David Maysles’s 1974 documentary Grey Garden - 
once-upon-a-time aristocrats now living in rags – inhab-
ited, surrounded by raccoons and feather boas, enact-
ing hallucinated strategies of survival between a patina of 
dust and impossible glamour, precariously making their 
way between abandonment and autonomy. Or else, the 
domestics of Jack Smith, who staged in his apartment a 
radical political and poetic struggle against what he called 
“the rented world”, mobilizing theatre as a technology of 
time against the abuses of capitalism over space: the in-
comprehensible phenomenon he called landlordism, the 
interminable (and to his opinion illogical) demand to ‘pay 
the rent that can never be paid’, or finish a work (which 
can never in fact be completely finished) so that it can be 
positioned in a museum, in a book, in a programme, and 
be associated with a name, becoming a piece of property. 
The domestic, in this sense, is also the space of autono-
my of work before it could be considered a product in a 
distinctive market.

I wish to call for an imagination of the domestic which 
is as enigmatic and historically loaded, as complex and 
incandescent as the scene conjured in the theatre piece 
Lippy (2014) by the Irish group Dead Centre: the scene in-
cludes four woman who, for seemingly unknown reasons, 
closed themselves in a house and committed a collective 
suicide, or rather, died alone but in proximity, united in the 
pact to starve themselves to death. This is a scene which 
Dead Centre picked up from the news; it is a fragment of 
an unknown domestic life; it is the impossible fantasy of 
the death scene of four strangers, whose bodies are, on 
stage, the creative matter of a particular domestic phan-
tasmagoria. ‘In 2000 in Leixlip, […] an aunt and 3 sisters 
boarded themselves into their home and entered into a 
suicide pact that lasted 40 days. We weren’t there. We 
don’t know what they said. This is not their story”,8 Dead 

6  Ibid.
7  Ibid., p. 320.
8  See https://www.deadcentre.org/projects-1#/lippy/.

Centre simply comments in their program notes – but 
clearly, much more is suggested by the performance 
itself. 

Beyond psychoanalysis, beyond the possibility of even 
making a distinction between an individual and a multi-
plicity, conjuring on stage those bodies who chose to die 
in proximity to each other strangely makes present a spe-
cific domestic history: hunger, which is so central to the 
history of Ireland; hunger as a metaphor for and effect of 
misery, but also as a signifier of political resistance, as 
in the many hunger strikes which have punctuated Irish 
political history over the last century. I am not sure wheth-
er Lippy would be presented, programmed or even con-
ceived as ‘political theatre’, even by its own authors. But 
there is something about its politics which interests me by 
virtue of a mobilisation of a certain domestics. It interests 
me precisely because ‘this is not their story’: the women 
in question are not given as an object of knowledge, nor 
are they chosen to represent a particular biography or the 
political history of a country. They do, however, participate 
in the making of a certain knowledge, which gets done in 
bits and pieces, using domestic instruments, tools that  
perhaps are not made for a certain use; the same as what 
happens in a house when certain objects, which would 
be considered old or out of use in a market, function per-
fectly, entering another order of imagination for their use. 
In other words, the same as what happens when an econ-
omy of use comes to substitute an economy of value, and 
unexpected forms of expertise and knowledge are forged 
almost by accident, not at work but ‘at home’. 

feeling ‘at home’ 

The field of domestics I am thinking of is not a given, just 
as the idea of a house is not a given: a house is a compli-
cated thing. It can be a matter of privilege, of survival, it 
can be a burden, a hope, a limit, a grave, and many other 
things. The recognition and configuration of what a house 
is and how it is managed and sustained, the question of 
who has the right to a shelter and under which conditions, 
are all both immaterial and utterly material matters in 
that they entail questions of affect and representation as 
well as instances of physical engagement and exclusion. 
Today in a time when major funds are allocated to sup-
port massive exhibitions on ‘the housing question’9 and 
large research projects investigating slums whilst people 

9  For example, at the House of World Cultures in Berlin in 2015, inspired 
by Friedrich Engels’ 1872 essays. For more see https://www.hkw.de/en/
programm/projekte/2015/wohnungsfrage/programm_wohnungsfrage/
veranstaltungen_108606.php. 
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are evicted every day from whatever shelter they desire 
to call home, be it an abandoned building, a square or 
a bridge; today, in a time in which once again places are 
being occupied, however temporarily, making the idea of 
‘home’ once again a public issue: buildings, theatres, for-
gotten private properties  – today more than ever, ‘what a 
house is’ also stands as a central political issue in life and 
in theatre. 
 
Which idea of ‘home’, however, is at stake in our ‘domes-
tics’? How to speak of home far from sentimentalism, far 
from nationalism, far from a dangerous horizon of iden-
tity? In this endeavour, it is helpful to draw on some re-
flections advanced by Suely Rolnik, who, writing at the 
end of the 1990s and facing today’s globalised world and 
globalised ways of living, denounced the disappearance 
of a particular affect: that of feeling ‘at home’. She did not 
refer to a physical shelter (although it is undeniable that an 
increasingly large number of human beings on the planet 
find themselves deprived of a place to live) but of ‘home’ 
understood as a ‘a subjective, palpable consistency – fa-
miliarity of certain relationships with the world, certain 
ways of life, certain shared meanings […] . The whole glo-
balized humanity lacks this kind of house, invisible but no 
less real’.10 According to Rolnik, one of the main issues 
at stake in experimenting with different modes of sub-
jectivation through artistic production and critical think-
ing, is to articulate a possible ‘vaccine’ against neoliberal 
domination of bodies and subjects, detaching ‘the sensa-
tion of subjective consistency from the model of identity’; 
displacing ‘oneself from the identity-figurative principle 
in the construction of an “at home.”’11 Proposing to call 
‘home’ a different subjective consistency means to ques-
tion both the stability and the idea of borders delimiting 
one’s territory as well as to conjure alternative practices of 
perception and habitation of the world:

‘To build an “at home” nowadays depends on opera-
tions that are rather inactive in modern Western subjec-
tivity familiar to the anthropophagous mode in its most 
active actualization: to be in tune with the transfigura-
tions within the body, resulting from the new connec-
tions of flows; to surf the events that such transfigura-
tions trigger; to experience concrete arrangements of 
existence that incarnate these palpable mutations; to 
invent new life possibilities.’12

10  Suely Rolnik, ‘Anthropophagic Subjectivity’, in Arte Contemporânea 
Brasileira: Um e/entre Outro/s, São Paulo: Fundação Bienal de São Paulo, 
1998, p. 1.  
11  Ibid., pp. 16f.
12  Ibid., p. 17.

In a similar spirit, I propose to call ‘home’ a structure of 
affective intelligibility and recognition in which a coexist-
ence might be imagined. 

This seems particularly important when thinking seriously 
about migration, and even more so in relation to the way 
the latter is treated as a topic but hardly confronted as 
an issue in contemporary art: the issue of mobility in this 
context reveals a deep problem of class, which might be 
stretched to even encompass more or less conscious 
forms of neocolonialism. In fact, whereas a ‘global oligar-
chy’13 of curators, artists and people working in different 
capacities in the cultural sector move and work freely be-
tween different national spaces and contexts, quite often 
migrants are extended a questionable invitation to ‘repre-
sent themselves’ on stage so as to make identity and sub-
jectivity coincide and expose them to the public sphere. 
Hence, seemingly two different regimes of mobility and 
representation exist for what is curated, spoken of and 
written about, and what is displayed and represented in 
artistic work.

Furthermore, how the hegemony of such global oligarchy 
in the international art scene is affecting the ‘local’ con-
texts is hardly ever problematised, and it is again some-
thing symptomatic of a necessity to rethink the idea of 
‘domestics’ in relation to both performance and the spac-
es where this practice takes place.

An almost emblematic example is the case of the nomina-
tion of Chris Dercon as the new director of the Volksbühne 
in Berlin, a theatre which for over a hundred years has 
stood as a home for political theatre, and a political thea-
tre of a specific kind: grounded in a distinctive socialist 
tradition. Furthermore, this theatre occupies a significant 
part of the city, being located on Rosa Luxembourg Platz, 
the centre of an East Berlin whose social fabric has al-
most completely disappeared, eaten up by simultaneous 
processes of gentrification and historical erasure. Having 
served for a decade as a repertory theatre, the Volksbühne 
has also entertained over time a very specific relation 
with a local audience, a relation which will undoubtedly 
be interrupted with the arrival of the new director: a cura-
tor who has very little to do with theatre, and even less 
with the idea of repertory theatre, something that, by its 
own nature, has a distinctive relation with a local context, 
functioning in a continuity of artistic production and con-
sumption. Dercon’s program, instead, has a distinctive 
‘cosmopolitan touch’: it is not only characterised by the 

13  I borrow this term from a brilliant article recently published by Sven 
Lutticken on the occupation of the Volksbhune in Berlin: https://www.
textezurkunst.de/articles/sven-lutticken-volksbuhne-occupation/.
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prominence of global English as well as by dance per-
formances (hence eradicating the linguistic component) 
but is punctuated by productions mostly developed else-
where, showcased in the Berlin house as in a permanent 
festival as ‘events’ rather than multiple stages of a con-
tinuing process. Highly experienced as a contemporary 
art curator, with a remarkable resumé and endorsed by 
both the global cultural oligarchy and local politicians, 
Dercon’s nomination was intended to lead Berlin towards 
its role as ‘global cultural capital’. This episode is indica-
tive of a substantial transformation in the mode of pro-
duction of contemporary performance, openly welcom-
ing some strategic features of neoliberal economy. An 
analysis of such transformation, and of the specific case 
of the Volksbühne, exceeds the scope of these pages. It is 
worth mentioning, however, that the instalment of Dercon 
at the head of the theatre was countered by a series of 
important actions which, in different ways, reclaimed an 
idea of ‘home’ for this theatre, interestingly re-signifying 
the nowadays normalised use of the term ‘house’ in rela-
tion to permanent theatres: the first was an open letter 
signed by all the workers employed in the theatre, which 
appeared in Spring 2015, asking the mayor of Berlin to 
reconsider Dercon’s nomination, and the second was the 
occupation of the theatre by a group of activists, which 
happened in September 2017 and forced the city to face 
a public discussion on what the transformation of this 
theatre is really about and on the cultural politics imple-
mented on all levels throughout the public sector. I do not 
read those actions as defending the status quo but rather 
as standing for a certain idea of what a ‘theatre for the 
people’ could be, first of all in terms of production. In this 
respect, some important questions were raised: how to 
defend a continuity of collective work and production for 
contemporary performance as well as a relation between 
production and consumption which is not prêt-à-porter? 
How not to let the mode of production of contemporary 
art cannibalise the mode of production of theatre, using 
dance and performance as fatal weapons in this process? 
And even more importantly, how to recognize and invent 
different forms of being at home in the theatre? 

I suspect that such questions would be vital if we want to 
step beyond an excessively easy discussion about what 
is local and what is global, what is national and what is 
cosmopolitan, what is innovative and what is tradition-
al. I also suspect that considering the fabric of certain 
practices of making performance, and the very domes-
tic setup and arrangement of social relations which sur-
round and sustain such practices, is vital to the possi-
bility of building an ‘at home’ in the theatre, understood 
as a structure of affective intelligibility and recognition in 

which a coexistence might be not only represented but 
also concretely experimented with.

a domestics of performance
 
This text strives to articulate an intuition: that the idea of 
domestics might be useful to reflect on performance, as a 
technique for figuring ways of living and working together 
not in terms of democratic consensus but rather in terms 
of proximity, organisation of material subsistence and 
modes of dwelling, in time and space. This intuition has 
to do with a necessity, which I feel strongly, to claim the 
stakes of performance as a laboratory for social repro-
duction, as well as a site of production, crucially holding 
that these two concepts are in fact not separated but inti-
mately connected, integral to each other. This also means 
to affirm, if it is still needed at all, that performance’s 
ephemerality does not cast it outside of exchange value, 
but makes it very suitable to contemporary neoliberalism, 
where immaterial goods are especially valuable on the 
market and work demands increasingly flexible subjec-
tivities, putting their own exposure, behaviours and com-
municative capacities on sale.14 

Reclaiming the word ‘domestic’ for a reflection on the po-
litical potential of performance also means to counter, at 
least on a discursive level, a certain tendency to conceive 
the practice of performance primarily as a site of critique 
or meta-comment on what exists: on neoliberalism, on 
immaterial labor, on institutions, on gender, on racism 
and so on. In other words, to counter an increasing re-
duction of the politics of performance to a glossing over 
the wrongdoings of neoliberalism, while at the same time 
mirroring its dynamics in terms of organisation, division of 
labour and  production of cultural and symbolic capital. 
Even more worrying, this mirroring also implies that dis-
courses on production and on work have progressively 
come to substitute production and work. 

Thinking a ‘domestics of performance’ means to recu-
perate, for the domain of performance, a material at-
tentiveness which characterises the practice of building, 
inhabiting or defending a house, and characterises as 
well the numerous and important struggles for housing 

14  These arguments have been made and extensively discussed 
before me by various authors. A classical reference by now is Paolo 
Virno, who has defined the performer as an emblematic example of 
immaterial work in A Grammar of the Multitude. See also Claire Bishop, 
Black Box, White Cube, Public Space; see also Giulia Palladini, ‘Il disagio 
della performance: per una tecnica poietica del lavoro vivo’, Operaviva 
Magazine, April 25, 2017, https://operaviva.info/il-disagio-della-
performance/, accessed June 14th, 2018.  
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which have taken place over the last decade, significantly 
led, organised and carried on by migrants: people whose 
home supposedly lies outside of the space they have to 
inhabit. With this idea, I am not so interested in address-
ing ‘domestic performances’ – performances happening 
in private houses, or valorising the domestic dimension 
over the public sphere. What interests me instead are 
performance gestures, images and circumstances which 
undo precisely that dichotomy in which the domestic has 
been historically constructed and confined: I am interest-
ed in gestures which uncouple the idea of ‘home’ from the 
realm of private life and make it an instrument to think and 
build public life.

Domestics as the area of desire, 
or the marvelous real

Although hardly used in English, the word ‘domestics’ is 
not my linguistic invention. I have encountered it in a par-
ticular text, and I want it to retain the resonance of a dis-
tinctive politics of use. The text is the English translation 
of Roland Barthes’ book Sade, Fourier, Loyola.15 There, 
Barthes discusses in parallel the work of these three 
authors – the Marquis de Sade, Charles Fourier and St. 
Ignatius of Loyola – attempting to extract their writings 
from the traditional economies of meaning in which they 
are commonly received and normalised (namely, sadism, 
political utopia and religion), and he addresses them first 
and foremost in light of their common trait: their respec-
tive formulation of new linguistic systems. The creative 
invention Barthes recognises as characteristic of the writ-
ing of Sade, Fourier and Loyola is also the base for these 
authors’ world-making gestures: it is the display of an 
excess which, in a sense, forces the world to confront a 
radical otherness, in terms of imagination, behaviour, af-
fects and language. Such creative invention, Barthes sug-
gests, is not only valid on an aesthetic or conceptual level. 
It is also vital to the social positioning of the text, which, 
as any text, is never neutral or innocent, as it is always 
already condemned to take place (just like performance) 
within the space and the language of bourgeois ideology: 

‘The social intervention of a text (not necessarily 
achieved at the time the text appears) is measured not 
by the popularity of its audience or by the fidelity of the 
socioeconomic reflection it contains or projects to a 
few eager sociologists, but rather by the violence that 
enables it to exceed the laws that a society, an ideol-
ogy a philosophy establish for themselves in order to 

15  Roland Barthes, Sade, Fourier, Loyola. Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 1989, translated by Richard Millet. 

agree among themselves in a fine surge of historical 
intelligibility.’16

In the case of Charles Fourier, such ‘violence’ corre-
sponds to the radical refusal to cope with both the lan-
guage and the structures of what existed in the society in 
which he lived, and from within which he articulated his 
text. One of the expressions of such refusal is the choice 
to conceive his utopian project not in the domain of poli-
tics (la politique) but in that of ‘domestics’ (la domestique). 
These two terms, however, have to be grasped according 
to a specific meaning in Fourier’s thinking, which Barthes 
spells out as such: “the area of Need is Politics, the area 
of Desire is what Fourier calls Domestics”.17 This is the 
resonance I feel it is important not to lose when we speak 
of ‘domestics’.

Choosing domestics over politics meant for Fourier to ap-
proach the question of living and working together out-
side of most common understandings of both work and 
life, in the attempt to reverse the relation not only between 
desire and need but also between private and public, 
family and community, material and immaterial, real and 
unreal. The real within the domain of ‘domestics’ was be-
yond both reality and realism. It was what Barthes, with 
his distinctive interpretative touch, calls ‘the marvelous 
real’: ‘the marvelous real very precisely is the signifier, or 
if one prefers “reality”, characterized, relative to the scien-
tific real, by its phantasmatic train’.18 It is in this sense that 
Fourier’s refusal does not equal a refusal of reality but is 
rather a quixotic attempt to look at ‘reality’ in its excess.
Domestics, therefore, served Fourier not as a field of 
stability, but as a field of invention in which he could ar-
ticulate his own utopian organisation of a society behav-
ing, or so Barthes suggests, like a child who ‘vomits up 
politics’, if politics is to be understood (as it is necessar-
ily to be understood, according to Barthes, at least after 
Marx) as a purge to regulate the indigestible misbalance 
between desire and need.19 Fourier turned the ‘domes-
tic’ into a technology: in one of the many programmatic 
statements which punctuate his books, he declares that 
his intention would be to ‘demonstrate the extreme facil-
ity of exiting from the civilized labyrinth, without political 
upheaval, without scientific effort, but by a purely do-
mestic operation’.20 The political revolution which Fourier 
foretastes, which he predicts and prepares in his writings, 
does not have the quality of an event: it is the persisting 

16  Ibid., p. 10. 
17  Ibid., p. 84. 
18  Ibid., p. 96–97.
19  Ibid., p. 88. 
20  Fourier (I. 1 2 6), quoted in Barthes, p. 87, fn. 10. 
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labor of making visible, and usable, the ‘marvelous real’. 
This revolutionary turn is not precisely an action, at least 
not if we understand this term as proposed by Hannah 
Arendt, who considered action a central category of poli-
tics, something the human animal is intrinsically capable 
of, opposed to both labour (which Arendt saw as the nec-
essary task of subsistence or reproduction), and work 
(which she understood as ‘producing’, making, including 
the making of art). The central activity in Fourier’s domes-
tics, as well as the domestics we may wish to make our 
own, might be figured instead as a persistent ‘doing’: a 
temporality which disavows both the horizon of the event 
and a messianic notion of futurity. It is a radical imma-
nence of social production which takes into account the 
necessity to encompass both the bliss of sensual delights 
and the execution of repugnant and filthy work.  
 
The starting point of Fourier’s effort to conceive another 
societal organisation was the acknowledgment that what 
he called ‘civilization’ had reached a state in which it was 
incapable of overcoming its own contradictions. To his 
eyes, the ‘civilized world’ appeared not only unfair and 
exploitative, based on men’s oppression of women and 
on the repression of pleasures, repetitive and boring, but 
also ‘unproductive’. Or to say it differently, it appeared as 
the enemy to what production essentially is, outside of 
the monster of civilization. 

I am inclined to see such imagined production pretty 
much in terms of what the young Marx of the Economic 
Manuscripts of 1848, and later Bertolt Brecht, will articu-
late as an horizon of ‘production’ whose main enemy is 
productivity: a production conceived outside and beyond 
what this concept has come to stand for in capitalism. 
Essentially, this is an idea of production as a process of 
transformation of creative matter, an intrinsically material 
and human activity matching together individual and so-
cial time, prolonging and molding a world. 

Since the world of ‘civilization’ was soaking in its own 
contradictions, in his oeuvre Fourier decided to remake 
the world: not trying to correct existing patterns of an un-
fair order of things, but imagining how things could be 
thought and done otherwise. If the phantasmagoric or-
ganisation of work according to pleasure, which Fourier 
describes in great detail in his books,21 is hardly imagina-
ble as a political programme, it can well be understood 
as a magic lantern figuring possibilities for a different 
coexistence: the latter involved not only humans but also 

21  See in particular Charles Fourier, The Theory of the Four Movements, 
edited by.Gareth Stedman Jones and Ian Patterson. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996. 

animals, objects, plants and even planets. Key to such an 
operation is a temporality – a temporality of writing and 
a temporality of social coexistence – in which ‘the do-
mestic detail of the example and the scope of the utopian 
plan’ themselves coexist: they contribute to configure an 
‘imagination of detail’, which is perhaps ‘what specifically 
defines Utopia (opposed to political science)’22: a pas-
sionate dwelling on the materiality of pleasure on which 
different forms of life could be based. 

Whereas Fourier’s bizarre meticulousness in describing 
the objects and forms of his new model of coexistence 
– including excursuses on melons or peacocks, theoreti-
cal lingerings on bergamot or pears, or particular agricul-
tural practices, or the figuring of inventive ways to train a 
Juvenile Legion of youngsters aged nine to sixteen to do 
dirty jobs such as picking up garbage – has often been 
ridiculed by political thinkers (starting with Marx and 
Engels in The German Ideology, continuing with Adorno), in 
his material attentiveness and feverish curiosity towards 
the things of the world (as creative matter to mold another 
world) I see a radical overturning of the procedures and 
language of politics as well as a possible key to address 
what ‘a domestics of performance’ could be. 

Significantly, in fact, Barthes calls the technique chosen 
by Fourier to realise his domestic operation theatricalisa-
tion: a technique that consists not in ‘designing a setting 
for representation, but unlimiting the language’.23 

unlimiting the language: on mending history and 
domestic tools

How to unlimit the language? What sort of theatre of the 
domestic might appear through such operation? What 
kind of tools would a domestics of performance require? 

A scene comes to my mind. It is the opening scene of 
Mapa Teatro’s performance Los Incontados: a Tryptich. 
This is part of a trilogy on the anatomy of violence in 
Colombia, a long journey composed by various perfor-
mances, installations and artistic drifts around episodes 
imagined and dreamed of, remembered and invented 
anew in the Colombian history of the last fifty years, all 
of which focus in different ways on the relation between 
violence and festive celebration. This history is stained 
with blood; it is a history which on the international level 
is both very well known through the spectacularised ver-
sion of 1980s Medellin and the legendary figure of Pablo 

22  Barthes, Sade, Fourier, Loyola, p. 105. 
23  Ibid., pp. 5f.  
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Escobar, and at the same time very little known, as it is 
blurred for many in the nebulous mist of social and politi-
cal unrest in which many Latin American countries have 
been writhing over the last century. It is a history which 
arrives on the European stage as an echo, seemingly too 
far away and too ‘domestic’ – in a sense, too internal to 
the nation to possibly hail a non-Colombian spectator. 
And yet, it is precisely by virtue of a domestic operation 
that the scene I shall describe in a moment succeeds to 
open a crack in theatre time, making it possible that a 
truly political potential unfolds in the live encounter with 
spectators.

The scene is that of six children sitting in what happens to 
be a domestic space, a living room, which is adorned as 
if a party is about to start: the image itself is a quote of a 
photograph by the Canadian photographer Jeff Wall, one 
of those photographs which are too real to appear realis-
tic, or too realistic to be regarded as slightly close to any 
reality. The children sit quietly, each of them holding an 
instrument which they will play later on before marching 
off-stage as a small festive band: all of them but one little 
girl, who will remain on stage throughout the show, as a 
privileged spectator to this history, as if the performance 
that follows is done for her – a work about the fantasy and 
the sorrow of a revolution which never took place, a hal-
lucinated journey into a tunnel of history which finally will 
disrupt the quiet domesticity of the living room she sits in.
In the first scene there is a grown up woman who sits 
amongst the children, holding a drum, taking part in the 
scene almost as a child among other children. She is the 
one who activates an old radio that stands at the cen-
tre of the living room, on stage, and starts transmitting 
a voice. The radio plays archival broadcasts from Radio 
Sutatenza: a radio founded in Colombia in 1947 with the 
prime purpose of providing informing to the working class 
and contributing to their political education. Mainly, the 
transmissions were conceived to reach peasants who 
were living in rural areas and had little access to the news 
or to education. The broadcast voice coming from the 
radio, overlapping and interweaving with strange sounds 
that will slowly take over the stage, reads from a political 
dictionary, spelling out the meaning of certain words: it 
spells out the different meaning that words like ‘oligarchy’, 
‘violence’, ‘revolution’, or ‘popular press’ have for different 
social classes. The voice coming from the radio, on stage, 
takes the time to articulate those words, again, in a public 
sphere, but it does so in the theatricalised space of this 
domestic audience: a gathering of children who are at the 
same time the consumers of these sounds and the pro-
ducers of future sounds for the ‘real’ audience, as it were, 
the audience watching the scene from their theatre seats. 

The words coming from the radio are those of the priest 
Camillo Torres, a legendary figure in Colombian history, 
who preached and practiced class struggle and land 
expropriation and later radicalised his position, becom-
ing militant, and was found dead in his first action in the 
NLA armed struggle in 1966. ‘El Cura Guerrillero’, Camillo 
Torres’ affectionate nickname, is the figure of an infancy of 
revolution for Colombia, a time whose memory glimmers 
from behind the smoke of the armed conflict that has af-
fected the Colombian population for almost sixty years 
and has not always been led by poetic and generous fig-
ures, as the guerrilleros also found themself very much 
implicated in shameful episodes of land control as well as 
in close proximity with criminal organisations. The armed 
conflict is to this day still an open wound in Colombia, 
above and beyond the ongoing peace process celebrated 
on an international level, for which the current Colombian 
president Santos gained a Nobel prize in 2016. 

Besides resonating in the ‘domestic’ history of this coun-
try, I want to suggest that this image has the potentiality to 
reverberate in multiple other directions. It resonates with 
other militant radios, with other ideas of radical pedago-
gy, with other attempts to reclaim language as a weapon 
in class struggle. It resonates with other domestic spaces 
in which the presence of radio broadcasts have made a 
difference in terms of information, activating processes 
of political subjectivation, occupying immaterially through 
the air a material space of living, the domestic space of 
everyday life, with the aim of transforming it. 

This scene does not represent the scene of those who 
listened to Radio Sutatenza back them. It evokes this re-
ality through what Barthes would call its ‘phantasmatic 
train’, but first and foremost it constructs a situation in 
which spectators cannot help but listen, again, to those 
words, once again allowing this dictionary to question 
one’s aural space. This scene creates a ‘feeling at home’ 
that is cross-temporal and cannot be limited to a national 
context. To a certain extent, this scene resounds, at least 
in the echo it makes in the pages of this text, with the 
political call articulated by Doreen Massey in the Kilburn 
Manifesto: a call to find strategies to carefully reconsider 
the use of certain words which are not simply side-affects 
but part and parcel of the naturalisation of specific eco-
nomic and historical processes:

‘underpinning the apparent common sense of these 
elements of our economic vocabulary (…) is the under-
standing that markets are natural: that as either exter-
nal to society or inherent in ‘human nature’, they are a 
pre-given force. The assumption is all around us. There 



Examining European representative democracy

on coEXistinG, mEnDinG anD imaGininG: 
notEs on thE DomEstics of PErformancE

Giulia Palladini

PErformancE – Public – Politics

96

is the language that is used to describe the financial 
markets as they roam Europe attacking country after 
country – an external force, a wild beast maybe, cer-
tainly not the product of particular social strata and their 
economic and political interests.’24 

According to Massey, building a different vocabulary 
for economy and for the life in common which economy 
should serve, is one of the main political tasks we face 
today whilst living in a condition in which ‘neoliberalism 
has hijacked our vocabulary’25 and intoxicated our way of 
speaking, so much so that it has also affected a certain 
understanding of possible ways of coexisting.

The children listening to the radio at the beginning of 
Los Incontados are at the same time ‘real’ and ‘unreal’: 
they are the children who might have listened to those 
broadcasts, and those who listen to them today, on stage. 
They are those black and brown girls and boys wearing a 
school uniform; they are those children studying history 
at school and possibly learning that words have only one 
meaning, to be learned once and for all; they are those 
very children standing there, holding a musical instrument 
which they might start playing; and there, during rehears-
als, performances and international tours, they listen to a 
voice coming from the radio saying that words might per-
haps mean different things, move bodies differently. The 
children are, in a sense, both who they are and who they 
stand for; they are for a moment all the children who are 
growing up in a language they might want to undo. In their 
attentiveness, in their dynamic stasis, these children might 
be seen as holding in their bodies the very revolutionary 
capacity which Asja Lacis and Walter Benjamin described 
in their Program for a Proletarian Children’s Theatre as a 
counter-force to pseudo-revolutionary bourgeois theatre: 
children who are beyond any idea of domesticity, children 
whose infancy is not domesticated, bodies still capable of 
incandescent gestures of political potentiality. 

It is perhaps the very ‘domestic’ nature of this image which 
makes it possible for it to unlimit the language, that of per-
formance and that of political discourse; it is its concern 
not to let go of the attachment to a local context but to 
foster the capacity to make it stand for a much broader 
spectrum; it is its care for a particular history and mem-
ory, for the way the latter are reproduced through thea-
tre. This scene is not only, and not primarily, celebrating 
a nostalgia for a preparatory work for revolution – today, 

24  Doreen Massey, “Vocabulary of the economy”, in After Neoliberalism: 
The Kilburn Manifesto, Doreen Massey, Stuart Hall and Michael Rustin 
(eds.), London: Lawrence & Wishart Ltd, 2013
25  Ibid., p. 15.

when a revolution has not taken place. It is instead  a way 
of mending history in a public space: mending holes and 
accidental tears like one would do with an old sweater, 
convoking not the private sentiments attached to it, but 
the public affects which have interwoven the thought and 
praxis of a possible revolution in Colombia or elsewhere, 
which have left traces that official memory is keen to 
erase, which have developed accidental techniques that 
perhaps will be lost and perhaps can be recuperated for 
different uses. It is perhaps a way of mending this histo-
ry’s ruptures of its own future, which is now already past, 
and exposing it to possible echoes of whatever other fu-
ture might be out there. 

It is by virtue of this domestic concern, by means of this 
domestic operation taking place in public, in the theatre, 
that these words might be listened to again, not as mere 
memorabilia but as a call to the present, a questioning 
of its contradictions. It is by means of this domestic op-
eration that these words can be sorted from the chaos 
of history, organized, and staged in a structure of poietic 
and historical intelligibility, used not to build an illusion 
but to enlarge a possible idea of reality, a possible ‘home’ 
for certain thoughts and political techniques. What is at 
stake in the particular domestics unfolding in this scene is 
also the materiality of a certain theatre production which 
neither glosses over history nor conceives of itself only or 
primarily as critique of the present. It is a scene taking the 
risk of conceiving itself as production: a production which 
reclaims its status of activity beyond notions of productiv-
ity, in that – perhaps in Fourieristic fashion – it uses and 
transforms the things of the world as creative matter. It 
awakens a use value of forgotten materials. It dwells in the 
meticulousness of details, in a material attentiveness to 
the possibility of wonder, in theatre as much as in politics. 
This scene could be seen as an expression of the ‘marve-
lous real’ that a domestics of performance might display: 
a micropolitics of detailed actions which are, however, 
part of a continuous doing and imagining.

how to co-exist with performance

Fourier’s domestic utopia, his quixotic attempt to create 
a system based on excess, was an important reference 
for Roland Barthes’ own reflection on the question of co-
existence: something which kept him busy in different 
forms towards the end of his life and which emerges with 
particular relevance in one of his last seminars: Comment 
vivre ensemble: simulations romanesques de quelques es-
paces quotidiens, given at the Collège de France from 
January to May 1977. Rather than sketching a politics of 
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coexistence, Barthes’seminar focussed on various literary 
scenes which, to his mind, expressed a certain domestics 
of coexistence: the particular coexistence which might 
take place between subjects of different sorts, including 
what he called ‘a text’ and its reader. What Barthes con-
sidered the most profound pleasure of a text was, in fact, 
the achievement of a form of co-existence between the 
author and the reader, a co-existence which was, inter-
estingly, imagined as a contagion of sorts: I would like to 
call it a contagion of doing. In Barthes’ thought, this was 
achieved when a particular writing succeeded to ‘trans-
migrate into our life’, to generate from the pleasure of 
reading a desire to write. This is, in a sense, the gist of the 
Fourieristic utopia of eliminating any distinction between 
producers and consumers. A utopia to which Brecht’s 
theatre also aspired and which he neared in his invention 
of the Lehrstück, or ‘learning play’. 

What would a form of coexistence with performance be? 

Perhaps the activation of a particular desire of ‘doing’ 
outside common understandings of production, perhaps 
the intensification of a certain temporality of remaking the 
world which is not limited to the time of the event but func-
tions beyond performance time, beyond representation, 
in small as much as in great details, on a utopian scale: 
but can utopia be anything other than domestic? Barthes 
asks with slight irony, ‘can a utopia ever be political?’26

Perhaps a domestics of performance is a form of inhabit-
ing and anticipating the ‘marvelous real’. It is the trigger-
ing, for spectators, of ways to extend themselves beyond 
the encounter with performance: techniques for inventing 
different ways of ‘feeling at home’ in a live gathering, al-
beit not safely, not protected from conflicts but in touch 
with palpable possibilities of recognising a distinctive so-
cial space. 

Perhaps it consists in figuring out ways to finally uncouple 
once and for all the idea of home from the realm of private 
life, and using performance as a laboratory for inventing 
concrete arrangements of existence in which the prox-
imity and movement of humans and things might find a 
shelter from the generalised homelessness of neoliberal 
subjectivity. 

coda: domestic disturbances

Years ago I was contacted by an art historian I had never 
met before who worked in the university where I used to 

26  Barthes, Sade, Fourier, Loyola, p. 85.

work and had been given my contact by someone who 
knew my work on queer performance and the 1960s New 
York scene. The art historian asked me for a Skype meet-
ing in order to present to me a project he was inviting 
me to ‘collaborate’ on, a project focussed on the politics 
of appearance of the queer subject in twentieth-century 
Italian art history. 

The Skype conversation very quickly turned into an in-
terrogation, an attempt to mine me for ideas, lines of in-
quiry, bibliographic references and possible professional 
contacts. For quite some time during the conversation, I 
answered the art historian’s questions, suggesting ideas, 
names and titles of books which were relevant to the sub-
ject of his proposed project: thinking out loud, putting my 
own knowledge and intellectual capacity in the service 
of what I imagined was the beginning of a collaboration. 
Especially in view of the political affinity which the project 
topic seemed to promise as well as my thinking that I was 
setting up a relation of collaboration, I did not hesitate to 
share my ideas; nor did I think it was necessary to protect 
the value of the information I was providing him with.

At some point during this conversation, some noises 
started to come from the back of the room where the art 
historian was sitting: a typical bourgeois living room with 
an arty touch and a big bookcase full of dusty volumes, 
as in many academics’ houses. As I was speaking I start-
ed to notice on the background of the screen, behind his 
middle-aged, white, male head, a brown figure moving 
around, cleaning. It was she – the Filipino domestic helper 
who was working in the house during our Skype meeting 
– who was producing those noises, I realised, while dust-
ing off books and vacuum-cleaning the carpet. 

The art historian, who was busy taking notes as I was 
speaking, took a while to notice the noises and the pres-
ence of his cleaning lady, who was now visible to me on 
the screen. When he did, he simply said: ‘Sorry, I shall now 
move with my computer to the other room because there 
are some disturbances here’. Once in the other room, he 
sat down to continue the conversation, but for me the in-
terruption had been more than a pause: it had opened the 
time necessary for me to realise what this situation really 
was. Not surprisingly, when I stopped talking and asked 
a bit more about the conditions of the project he was in-
viting me to collaborate in, I found out that what the art 
historian was proposing to me was to gratuitously sketch 
out a research project for him, starting with compiling a 
bibliography and building up a scholarly network, and fur-
ther allowing him to apply for potential research funding 
that, in the future, might also involve a scholarship for me. 
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The unease and indignation I felt during this Skype meet-
ing endured in me long after I closed, quite abruptly, our 
conversation, long after I sent him an email explaining 
how shameful I found his attempt to exploit my labour. 
In my memory, such indignation bound the labour of 
the woman working behind the professor’s back, in the 
house, to the gratuitous labour which he felt completely 
entitled to expect from someone who, although he did not 
even know her, appeared on screen as a rather young, 
female, precarious cognitive worker. 

This association was obviously inaccurate, and can hardly 
be considered a bond between the two of us: on the one 
hand, I can imagine that the professor’s domestic helper 
was paid for her labour, whereas I was not and would 
not be; on the other, I am fully aware that the differences 
between the two of us in terms of class and race (and 
how these two things matter in contemporary capitalism) 
make it much more complicated for her than for me to ne-
gotiate working conditions, or simply to shut the door and 
go whenever facing an unjust treatment. In truth, I also 
ignore the nature of her working conditions: perhaps she 
is well paid for her work and she has a good relation with 
her employer. One thing, however, I know for sure: in my 
presence her employer hardly acknowledged her labour 
and disregarded it as a mere ‘disturbance’ to his meet-
ing. In very much the same fashion, I can imagine that 
my own withdrawal from the nature of this conversation 
was quickly filed away by the professor as a mere ‘distur-
bance’: a background noise in the setting up of a shelter 
for his project, an annoying and hardly understandable 
whim in the frame of the exploitative economy of knowl-
edge which, especially but not exclusively in Italy, consti-
tutes an unwritten rule of academic work relations. In a 
sense, I can well imagine that within the ‘economy of the 
promise’27 in which this academic is accustomed to work, 
his proposal of collaboration functioned, in fact, as an of-
fer for me to invest in view of a potential future payoff.

Both the labour of the domestic helper and my own (or, for 
that matter, that of another  researcher who would agree 
to work for free) is key to the daily renewal of the art his-
torian’s life and productivity. It is this labour which makes 
up the conditions for the execution of his own work: for 
this reason, perhaps, it is vital that such labour – whether 
corresponded to by wages or by the promise of wages – 
is made invisible and rendered unrecognisable as labour. 
It is for this reason, perhaps, that whilst the art historian 
might think of his research project about the appearance 

27  The expression ‘the economy of promise’ and the dynamics 
it names is explored in the collected volume Economia politica della 
promessa, ed. Marco Bascetta, Rome: manifestolibri, 2015.

of the queer subject in Italian art history as a contribution 
to thinking or writing on art and politics, or on the politics 
of art history, he completely fails to understand the pro-
found injustice of his own ‘domestics’. 

I couldn’t resist to share this little story because it is so 
strikingly exemplary of something which, to different de-
grees, is quite common in contemporary academia, and 
which, unfortunately, does not involve only men but also 
women: most of them likely women who in their scholarly 
research are busy with ‘political’ issues but likewise hard-
ly question the organisation of their domestics – neither 
in terms of the management of their house, nor of their 
research projects. At the time of this episode, I wondered 
what sort of political solidarity might have taken place 
between me – a white, educated, European woman pre-
cariously working as a producer of knowledge – and the 
professor’s domestic helper – who I cannot describe in 
as much detail, although I can imagine her having a back-
ground of migration and I know she is currently perform-
ing domestic service in a white man’s house. The leap 
between us seemed very large, although I could already 
see clearly how close our collaboration could possibly be 
in boycotting this man’s life.

This question is not easy and of course is also not new: 
how hypocritical it is to fill this gap on a conceptual level 
is an issue which Audre Lorde used to spell out loud and 
clear in many of her interventions, especially in confer-
ences organised and monopolised by white middle-class 
feminists. In the same spirit, bell hooks pinpoints the 
question of ‘work’ as a major problem which the feminist 
movement has faced since the 1960s, when, for example, 
white, middle-class feminists like Betty Friedan empha-
sised the emancipatory potential, for women, of working 
outside of the domestic sphere while neglecting the fact 
that many women of color were already working hard 
daily outside the house (and for that matter in the house 
too), and that this was not always emancipatory work but 
often just degrading toil. This question also necessarily 
points to the fact that a great amount of material labour 
still exists today, in and outside of the art field, alongside 
the immaterial labour which is a prominent topic of our 
discussions within the art field when thinking about per-
formance and politics. The fact that most of this material 
labour is performed by racialised bodies or by women is 
another aspect hardly negligible in political struggle as 
much as in critical reflection.

After many years, I still do not have the answer to that 
question. Perhaps a possible answer lies precisely in the 
‘domestic disturbance’ which, albeit involuntarily, our 
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coexistence during this Skype meeting produced: a short 
but significant coexistence which was for me a source of 
knowledge, if not a posthumous form of subjectivation. 
The awareness of this possibility of coexistence does not 
pass through political discourse, but through inventing 
ever new forms of domestic solidarity, in praxis as much 
as in discourse, in production as well as in representation. 
Perhaps Marichuy, with her marked body and the longue 
durée of her domestic and political work, with her potenti-
ality to delineate the borders of an unthinkable, marvelous 
real, is a very good place to start. 
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