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European Alternatives is a transnational civil 
society organisation working since 2007 to 
promote democracy, equality and culture  
beyond the nation state. We imagine, demand  
and enact alternatives for a viable future 
for Europe helping to shape new forms of 
governance, art, citizenship and media that 
directly connect the local to the transnational. 
Throughout ten years of activity across the 
continent, European Alternatives has developed 
a unique model of transnational activism and 
citizenship rejecting the idea that we must 
choose between the status-quo and nationalism. 





EUROPA, 
TRANSEUROPA, 
THE MYTH OF EUROPA

 

Never before has the planet needed
an adventurous Europe 

as much as it needs it now
Zygmunt Bauman

«A European journal of new transnational thought and culture» is the way we characterised the first publication 
of European Alternatives in 2007. The ambitious subtitle says much about what we were trying to achieve: a 
regular publication that could be called genuinely «European» (and not national), but which was not euro-centric; 
a political publication which was also philosophical, artistic, cultural and literary; and which was resolutely 
«new» and forward-looking.
 
In its quest to live up to its title, the journal took di�erent physical forms and appearances, and changed its name 
from «European Alternatives» to «The Myth of Europa» to «Transeuropa». It was as if in our search for the mythical 
Europa carried away by Zeus, disguised as a bull, we ourselves took on di�erent forms, di�erent personas, di�erent 
guises. And in our search we were joined by some of the leading thinkers, artists, writers, poets, political and social 
theorists of our age. Together with our readers we ranged over Europe, to North Africa, the Middle East, the Americas, 
China and elsewhere, knowing that Europa is never to be found where you expect, and that frontiers are the limits of 
our imaginations and understandings, sometimes to be overcome, sometimes to be interrogated and sometimes to be 
opened-up or breached by dialogue and experimentation.
 
In the journal of European Alternatives from 2007 onwards the reader found an intellectual, cultural and political 
chronicle and interpretation of contemporary events and tendencies, a unique set of viewpoints on a changing world 
that was entering into a new stage of crisis and complexity. Those viewpoints came through the words and also the 
images and photographs. The time we put into choosing and making combinations between the articles and images 
expressed our conviction that photographs can at once open up the world to us and open us up to the world, a window in 
the white page to another part of the planet, to another human subjectivity.
 
The journal of European Alternatives has always been a campaigning journal, whether for gender equality, Roma 
rights, migrant rights, media freedom or democratic renewal: through it readers, writers and artists since 2007 have 
been informed about and joined our campaigns, joined our movement, joined our organization for democracy, equality 
and culture beyond the nation-state. 10 years after the beginnings of European Alternatives and its �rst publications, 
we take a moment to gather many of them in one place, to take a look back at the journey we have travelled, share what 
we have seen with new acquaintances encountered recently on our route, before turning our faces resolutely to the 
wind, looking into the distance, and continuing our adventure together as friends.

Niccolò Milanese and Lorenzo Marsili
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Europe is something that must be actively created, and this creation must be 
carried out in every domain of culture. It is ceaseless ambition and exploration 
which gives Europe its importance and interest. For too long, too many of the 
cultural elite have regarded Europe either as a political inevitability, which can 
be left to the administrators to best organise, or as a political distraction from 
what should be their own specialist concern – be it in history, art, literature, 
science or elsewhere. But a half-hearted, mediocre Europe is perhaps worse 
than no Europe at all; and no sphere of endeavour can be dissociated from the 
community in which it takes place and which it must help to form. 

Once we took the first steps towards a European political organisation – and 
we took them over 50 years ago – cultural and intellectual engagement with 
Europe became an obligation: the fate of Europe cannot be delegated.

European Alternatives is a movement for cultural 

engagement with the idea and reality of Europe. This journal 

is one space in which that engagement will take place. It is 

committed to promoting transnational thought and culture 

and making those new ideas available to as wide a public 

as possible.

The first action of European Alternatives was the London 

Festival of Europe in March 2007. This two week series of 

debates, lectures and art exhibitions shared the intention 

of widespread cultural debate about Europe, of the highest 

possible quality and diversity. The Festival is at the same time 

a political demand, a cultural celebration and a philosophical 

exploration.

This first issue picks up on several of the Festival’s themes 

and commitments, and includes several of its contributors.

It sees the publication of Zygmunt Bauman’s momentous 

opening lecture to the Festival, demanding that Europe take 

on a sense of global responsibility. 

The Visions of Europe section calls for philosophical 

projections of a European ideal. In this issue the call is met by 

Etienne Balibar and Marc Crépon, both of whom see Europe 

as a multitudinous space, which must be comprehended in 

all its irreducible complexity.

Europe can no longer be defined by its place of origin. All 

the world has visited Europe, as Europe has explored all the 

world: indelible traces have been left throughout. Europe 

must therefore be understood in its relations with the world. 

In this first of our regular Europe in the World sections, 

David Gosset gestures towards more substantial Sino-

European cultural interaction.

Inside Europe Europe is a space for engagement with current 

national and trans-national politics within Europe. In this 

issue Patrick Diamond suggests finding a new base for the 

European common market in social justice and responsibility; 

Vera Rich unravels the tangled post-revolution politics of 

Ukraine; and Stella Tang looks at political fragmentation  

in Italy.

European Alternatives is aware of its responsibility to 

present the best of the many European cultures. In this issue 

we are very pleased to have a special section in partnership 

with the Romanian Cultural Institute, presenting Romania’s 

ambitions in joining the European Union, and the best of 

Romanian film and photography.

The final section of the magazine is one of the most 

important. The Culture and the Arts section asks that 

cultural practitioners rally themselves to the cause of 

constructing Europe and a European society. In this issue 

Hans Ulrich Obrist presents his thoughts on curating in a 

trans-national context, and Viky Steiri hails Greek composer 

Jani Christou, a master of musical surrealism.

In reading European Alternatives, we hope you will see the 

multitude of future possibilities Europe presents, and the 

importance of realising them. To take part in creating Europe, 

please visit www.euroalter.com, where you can join us, 

subscribe to this journal, and find out about our other activities. 

B  1  F
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The only substantive political questions are now at a level 

beyond the nation state. It is only in a trans-national arena that 

real decisions will become apparent. The European Union, and 

the search for more satisfactory ways to make it work, must 

represent a foremost hope in finding new ways to formulate 

and address these questions.

There are at least two reasons why politics must now be trans-

national. Firstly, increased interrelations between peoples mean 

that any national event can easily have a global audience and 

rapid global impacts. Europe inherits the role as a crucible of this 

new interconnectedness, both from the proximity of difference 

between its internal neighbours and from its colonial past.

Secondly, the global movement of capital and the increasing 

power of corporations imply that decisions of fundamental 

importance for the evolution of our societies occur well 

beyond national politics. These have gone hand in hand 

with the exponential increase of the gap between global  

rich and poor. 

The implication of these two facts is that real choices which 

concern more than merely administrative matters of 

governance, political choices between ways of living, choices 

that truly aim to make history, can only be taken in a trans-

national context. Politics must, as Habermas has said, catch up 

with global markets. But politics must also begin to take a role in 

shaping global markets, in fostering global justice and creating 

a truly trans-national democratic practice.

Democratic disengagement is the bigger problem lying behind 

the much touted ‘democratic deficit’. People no longer see 

the possibility in formal politics. The new trans-nationalism 

of political issues suggests that this problem can only be 

addressed simultaneously at the national and international 

level. It is the huge failure of the present European Union to 

have not successfully articulated a sense of global responsibility 

and possibility. 

Lucien Febvre, in a famous course at the Collége de France 

in 1945, rhetorically asked whether a Europe united as a new 

super-state would truly be able to halt the wars, factionalisms, 

and miseries of all sort that burden humanity, and would 

instead not merely replicate – at the global level – the tragic 

actions that marked the first part of the twentieth century. 

Europe must not think of creating a new “global power” capable 

of standing up to the rising Asian countries or the USA. Instead, 

Europe should open itself to the possibility of generating a new 

political constellation. In doing this it need only be guided by 

its founding mission: to be a motor of peace and reconciliation. 

The challenge must not be to replace ‘the glory of the nation’ 

with ‘the glory of Europe’, but to attempt the creation of a novel 

political system that makes of tolerance for difference, respect 

for justice and equality, and a multilateral approach its prime 

characteristics.

Political alternatives can be glimpsed through the cracked glass 

of Europe. In bringing them into focus, the role of cultural actors 

in Europe cannot be underestimated. Febvre’s doubts about a 

new European political entity were motivated by his post-war 

pessimism about the maturity of the European peoples: about 

whether they were capable for the task of generating peaceful 

global solutions. It is the inalienable responsibility of cultural 

practitioners to ensure the European peoples do live up to this, 

that they have both the vision and the ambition to demand 

these solutions and create them. It is a responsibility that has 

only been taken up patchily in contemporary Europe, and yet 

one that can no longer be escaped.

TRANS-NATIONAL POLITICS 
AND GLOBAL RESPONSIBILITY

B  2  F
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Great Britain has always been an unfinished nation. Both the 

outgoing and the incoming Prime Minister have promised to 

complete it with new constitutional arrangements, all the 

while still employing the rhetorical force of ‘nationhood’. 

As phoney debates about ‘Britishness’ are launched and 

re-launched, in the space opened by the vacuous noise pro-

European voices should be making themselves heard. The 

unresolved status of Britishness yields both the possibility for 

the birth of a new paradigm and the danger of retrenchment. 

The current government has, for the most part, preferred the 

false safety of the prolonged interregnum. It is part of the 

task of pro-Europeans to foster the conditions for the birth 

of the new.

There is an argument to say that the debate must start with 

the status of Englishness, that insecure, nostalgic chimera 

which conjures the problem of Britishness. But to start here 

would be always to chase reality with one’s head turned 

away: Englishness looks only backwards, and it is already 

outdated and exclusive amongst Britain’s contemporary 

demographic. Critical national history is undeniably vital and 

presently lacking, but what lacks above all from the political 

discourse of all European countries is brave experimentation 

with future possibilities and configurations: this is what the 

‘identity’ debate must become, and the only thing that would 

genuinely count as having it.

At the beginnings of what is now 10 years in power, the 

Labour government showed some limited signs of engaging 

bravely with new European politics: Tony Blair stood beside 

Jacques Chirac at St Malo in 1998 to introduce the possibility 

of a real common foreign policy to the European discourse; 

the government have ceaselessly pushed for CAP reform, 

and not always for the wrong reasons; only recently has the 

government’s support for enlargement started to flag (with 

the closing of the doors to Romanians and Bulgarians). 

In many ways the government has later undermined many 

of these earlier achievements, but the most significant failing 

is to have never promoted a positive, engaged national 

discourse about Europe. Instead it has allowed the debate to 

become increasingly poisoned, and at times it has fed itself 

from that poison.

The clamour for a national referendum on Europe is rising 

again, with the claim being that avoiding any such referendum 

is undemocratic. Yet to insist that holding a referendum in the 

current climate would be democratic is to have too facile an 

understanding of democracy, as if whatever the majority says 

at any time should go all the time. What should be promoted is 

an engaged and intelligent national debate, and a referendum 

is not at the moment the way to achieve that. The interest of 

the anti-European lobby in staging one has little to do with 

democracy, and everything to do with opportunism.

Both sides are to blame. It was from the cowardice of not 

facing down the Euro-obsessed Tory party in 1997 that the 

referendum promise arrived: the unfulfilled promise to do the 

arguing later. 

Ultimately the responsibility lies with pro-European civil 

society and business, which must urgently find new ways of 

organising itself. In the past these movements have lacked 

ambition, imagination and breadth. They have also, ironically, 

lacked trans-national dimensions. Now, in many countries 

of Europe, they find themselves in increasingly hostile 

conditions. Paradoxically, these conditions simultaneously 

offer some of the greatest political possibilities since the end 

of the Second World War. There is a renewal of politics being 

attempted once again throughout the Western democracies of 

Europe. Despite all appearances otherwise, Britain, through 

its permanently unresolved identity, offers one paramount 

potentiality for making of this renewal a genuinely new 

phase in European history. That opportunity will not be open 

indefinitely, it must be taken now. 

B  3  F
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1. Now, more than ever before, politics, as 

Max Weber put it, can only be “global”. 

This does not mean that there is only one 

global politics possible: on the contrary there 

is necessarily a choice between several politics, 

defined by their objectives, their means, their 

conditions, their obstacles, their “subjects” 

or “wills”, the risks they involve. The field of 

politics is that of the alternative. If we posit 

that today all the possibilities fall within one 

trend towards “globalization”, the question 

then becomes: what are the alternatives 

to its dominant forms? Can Europe be an 

“alterglobalizing” force, and how?

2.To claim that politics can only be global 

does not equate to saying that politics 

is not concerned with the condition and the 

problems of “people” where they live, where 

their life history has placed them:  on the 

contrary, it equates to asserting that local 

citizenship has as its condition an active 

global citizenship. Every local political choice 

of economic, social, cultural, institutional 

orientation involves a “cosmopolitical” choice, 

and vice-versa.

 

3.Europe’s place in the world today – in 

spite of a few vague diplomatic impulses 

– is that of a dead dog that follows the water’s 

current, devoid of any initiative of its own. If 

not – given its economic and cultural “weight” 

– that of a dead elephant that goes with the 

flow. Examples abound: from the reform of the 

United Nations to the enforcement of the Tokyo 

Protocol, from the regulation of international 

migration to the resolution of Near and 

Middle Eastern crises or the deployment of 

back-up troops to the wars initiated by the 

US. Consequently, Europe lacks the means of 

resolving its own “internal” problems, including 

institutional ones.

4. That Europe has no global politics entails 

that there is no – or hardly any – global 

politics emerging from the European nations, 

despite the desire of some to “keep their rank” 

of former great powers or to be a spanner in 

the works. European nations thus have no – 

or hardly any – home politics presenting real 

alternatives. National elections function in 

this respect as a trompe-l’œil, but one which 

fails to dupe everyone: hence depoliticization. 

Global issues therefore re-emerge in a purely 

ideological form: “the clash of civilizations,” 

and the like.  

5. The causes of this situation are to be 

found within the evolution of historically 

inherited power relations that have been 

reinforced by the current state of affairs. But 

this evolution – that confers either a purely 

reactive or a simply adaptive function upon 

the “European construction” – cannot stand as 

a total explanation. We must supplement this 

acknowledgement with another one: there is 

a disastrous collective inability, amongst the 

majority of the European population, to imagine 

alternative policies and forms of politics, and 

this cannot be dissociated from the uncertainty 

looming over the political identity of Europe. 

The failure of the Constitution treaty is not 

the source but one of the symptoms of this 

uncertainty.

A Plea 
for an Alter-
Globalizing 
Europe Theses 

Etienne Balibar
Translated by Anna Preger

Etienne Balibar is Emeritus 

Professor of Philosophy at 

the University of Nanterre, 

and Professor of Critical 

Theory at the University of 

California, Irvine.
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6. The construction of Europe as a new kind 

of federation began and developed during 

previous stages of globalization and international 

relations whose features have now undergone a 

total shake-up. This construction is an (uneven) 

asset, but not a necessity: its “expansiveness” 

must not mislead us in this regard. The USSR 

may have been dismantled 80 years after its 

formation due to its rigidity and its system of 

state control, but the corollary of this is not 

that, 50 years on, by virtue of its flexibility and 

liberalism, there is no risk of an EU break-up. 

However, such a break-up would not mean going 

back to square one: some things are irreversible. 

Thus the European construction will either 

establish new foundations and new objectives, 

or it will collapse taking along with it, for the 

foreseeable future, any chance of collective 

political action in this part of the world.  

7. The forces – “right-“ as well as “left-

wing” – that are opposed to re-launching 

the European construction, are both inside each 

country (as demonstrated by the “no” voters in 

France and the Netherlands who would have 

been joined by many others had the ratification 

campaign been pursued) and beyond Europe 

(in particular in the United States). But the 

determining factor is what I shall call “the 

contradiction within the European people itself”, 

with all its social and cultural dimensions. This 

is what needs to be tackled through discussion 

and mobilization: operating, initially, at one’s 

own level, across the borders. To this end, if 

not parties, then we at least need movements, 

networks, trans-European initiatives.

8. European identity – with regards to the 

legacy inscribed in the institutions, the 

geography, the culture that it must maintain – is 

faced with two problems whose solution will only 

be reached at the cost of conflicts and errors. 

On the one hand it must overcome its East-

West divide, which shifts position at different 

points in time, is associated with antagonisms 

between “regimes” and “systems” (not without 

its paradoxes, for example when “Westernism” 

spreads to the East following “revolutions” or 

“counter-revolutions”), but never disappears. On 

the other hand it must find a balance between a 

“closed” Europe (therefore restricted, but within 

which limits?) that one may wish to homogenize, 

and an “open” Europe (not so much a Great 

Europe than a Europe of borders, acknowledging 

its constitutive interpenetration with vast Euro-

Atlantic, Euro-Asian, Euro-Mediterranean, Euro-

African spaces). This is where the “questions” 

now pending lie: the Turkish question, the 

Russian question, the British question…  

In order to go on, Europe must invent a variable 

geometry, a form of state and administration 

without precedent in history.

9. Facing the decline of the American 

hegemony in the world (which is 

relative, but irreversible and precipitated 

by the “neo-conservative” attempt to re-

establish it by force), Europe must choose 

between two strategies, which will gradually 

entail consequences in every area of political 

and social life: either attempting to form one 

of the “power blocs” (Grossraum) that will 

compete with one another for supremacy over 

a new global configuration, or forming one 

of the “mediations” that will attempt to give 

birth to a new economic and political order, 

more egalitarian and more decentralized, 

likely to effectively curtail conflicts, to 

institute redistribution mechanisms, to keep 

claims to hegemony in check. The first way 

is doomed to failure (even at the cost of an 

evolution towards totalitarianism, that might 

increase insecurity, terrorism being one of its 

aspects). The second is improbable without a 

considerable degree of collective conscience 

and political will, rallying public opinion across 

the continent. What is certain is that the terms 

of the alternative cannot be conflated within a 

rhetoric of compromises between national and 

communitarian bureaucracies.

10. Between the “North”, which most of 

Europe pertains to, and the “South” 

(whose geography, economy and degree of state 

integration are increasingly changing), there 

is not only an interdependence but a genuine 

reciprocity of possibilities of development (or 

“co-development”). It is important to recognize 

this and turn it into a political project. The 

fact that Europe was the starting-point for 

the “Westernization of the world”, in ways 

that were, to varying degrees, marked by 

domination but which today are universally 

challenged, represents in this respect both an 

obstacle and an opportunity to be seized: these 

are the two sides of the “post-colony”. Only a 

project such as this would allow for a balance 

to be found between a Europe focused on law-

and-order, violently repressing the migrations 

it itself provokes, and a Europe without borders, 

open to “unrestrained” migration (that is to 

say, migrations entirely ordered by the market 

of human instruments). Only this would 

allow for conflicts of interests and culture 

between “old” and “new”, “legal’ and “illegal”, 

“communitarian” and “extra-communitarian” 

Europeans to be addressed. It is thus not an 

administrative but an existential priority.



11. Against the backdrop of the 

uninterrupted Middle Eastern 

crisis that is in the process of becoming a 

regional war, the war in Lebanon highlighted 

the urgency of creating a political space 

encompassing all the countries surrounding the 

Mediterranean – only such a space can offer an 

alternative to the “clash of civilizations” in this 

highly sensitive and crucial region. As for the 

Israeli-Palestinian question that is its epicentre, 

the extreme anti-Zionist discourse should not 

be condoned; rather, concertedly and without 

delay Israeli expansion should be stopped and 

the rights of the Palestinian people recognized 

– rights that are officially championed by 

European nations. More generally, this hotbed 

of wars and ethnic-religious hatred should 

be turned into a site of cooperation and 

institutionalized negotiation, with repercussions 

across the globe. It is, for obvious reasons, 

Europe that should take the initiative. France, 

with its shared and troubled history with the 

Maghreb, has a particular part to play here.  

12.Crucial to alterglobalization are the 

following legal and political projects: 

• The democratic regulation of migration flows, 

therefore the reform regarding the right to 

mobility and residence, still marked by national 

interests at the expense of reciprocity;

• “Collective security” and, correlatively, the 

penal responsibility of states and individuals 

regarding supranational affairs, therefore the 

reform of the UN, still held back by its support 

of decisions inherited from the Second World 

War and the logic of power;

• The reinforcement of the guarantees of 

individual freedom, minority rights and 

human rights, therefore the practical and legal 

conditions of humanitarian intervention.  

• The merging of the instances of economic 

negotiation and regulation, of those controlling 

tax evasion and those concerning social rights, 

so as to sketch out on a global scale a Keynesian 

model now dismantled on a national level;

• Finally, the prioritization of ecological risks 

over the other factors of insecurity rehearsed by 

Kofi Annan in his Millennium speech. 

This list is not a closed one, but it demonstrates 

how diverse and interrelated the elements now 

forming, on a global scale, the substance of real 

politics are.

13. The above theses are merely 

propositions to orient and open 

a debate. Rather than presenting solutions, 

they are attempts to explicate contradictions 

that cannot be evaded. It is now a question 

of establishing the touchstones of rigour and 

integrity for a political debate in Europe today. 

And this debate will enable us, hopefully, to 

then supplement, clarify and modify them.

FURTHER READING

We, the People of 

Europe? Reflections 

on Transnational 

Citizenship, Etienne 

Balibar and Immanuel 

Wallerstein

Who If Not We?, 

Etienne Balibar, Boris 

Groys, Robert Fleck, and 

others. 

Politics and the Other 

Scene, Etienne Balibar 

and Daniel Hahn



21

In the many philosophical attempts to define the 
identity of Europe over more than the last two 
centuries, it is possible to distinguish two major 
directions of thought:
1) The first is to attribute to Europe a heritage 
both selective and restrictive. Together or 
separately, one after the other, ancient Greece, 
Rome or Judeo-Christianism are invoked, 
with various accentuations – shared historical 
references that Europeans have ceaselessly 
re-identified, cultivated, sustained, promoted 
and conjoined over the course of their history. 
To think of Europe would be to make a typology 
of these gestures, of which the history of the 
different European nations, the museums and 
their capitals offer a million and one traces. 
There are amongst them those which have 
sustained what might be called the ‘politics of 
identity’ or the ‘politics of belonging’ each time 
they have been used as a political instrument. 
This first way of identifying Europe calls for 
three remarks. The first is it frequently leads 
to a substantialisation of Europe’s identity. It 
is just the same as imposing something like an 
essence (Greek, Roman or Judeo-Christian) on 
Europe. The second is that this imposition is 
usually exclusive. It ends up by designating, even 
inside Europe, that which is not European or 
that which is less European – perhaps also that 
which cannot be held for European, and which 
it should defend itself against. The third, finally, 
is that identity thus defined always presupposes 
a genealogy – that is to say a discourse of 
origins – and moreover a mono-genealogy, even 
when it recognises conjointly the Greek, Roman 
and Christian heritages. Said in other words, 
at each turn it is the relation of Europe to its 
‘alterities’ that is forgotten – it is the set of those 
constitutive elements of its identity which are not 
directly implicated in this triple heritage that is 
hidden.
2) The second way of defining Europe consists 
in making Europe an end in itself. This is just 
as exclusive: Europe becomes an end which, 
without doubt, groups the Europeans, but also 
separates them and distinguishes them from 
all others. And it is true that, for more than two 

hundred years, many things have been invoked 
in the name of this communal project. This 
project would ultimately impose itself on the 
rest of the world: rationality, modernity or, in 
more political versions – which always run the 
risk of being subverted or instrumentalised – 
democracy, the rights of Man etc. 
Of such an approach one should not ignore the 
merit: in making a communal project of Europe, 
it makes the crucible of European identity out of 
the transcendence of national allegiances and the 
inscription of European history in a movement 
that cannot be reduced to national ambitions and 
calculation. But one must also recall that this way 
of defining Europe is not without many problems. 
It may well be these that a Europe unsure of its 
own identity, now more than ever, is confronted 
with.
Firstly, it is a conception of European identity 
that one can call Euro-centric, in that, making of 
reason, progress, democracy etc. the property of 
Europe, it designates itself, again and always, as 
the centre of the world. Furthermore, it implies 
a movement of the universal characterised by 
its own unilateralism: from Europe towards the 
rest of the world. According to such a vision, it 
is the responsibility of the Europeans, now and 
throughout history, to bring in and often impose 
their values, their principles, which are ipso 
facto taken to have universal force. On the basis 
of ignorance or denial of what the rest of the 
world has been able to bring simultaneously to 
Europe, Europe carries out what one cannot but 
understand as a confiscation of the universal.
One cannot subscribe to this confiscation today, 
for at least two reasons. The first, which recalls 
Patocka’s essays on Europe in the 1970s, is that 
the two World Wars (and more so the second) 
definitively sanctioned the image that Europe 
could give to itself – this sanction is imposed in 
the first instance by the rest of the world and 
has prompted the chaotic reconfiguration of the 
relationship between the European continent and 
its alterities. The second is that this appropriation 
is always likely to come back doubly: at the same 
time against Europe itself and also against those 
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ideals which it appropriates as its own. 
Today, this unilateral movement cannot carry 
on. It is no longer acceptable nor credible. 
Its continuation would bring the allegation, 
quite rightly, that Europe is being arrogant or 
hegemonic. This accusation is indexed to the one 
million and one forms which Euro-centrism has 
taken over the last centuries. The other result 
would be the discrediting outside of Europe 
of those ideals Europe has appropriated as its 
own (democracy, human rights, progress, etc). 
In other geographical areas, and under other 
political skies, these ideals would be denounced 
for being precisely European, all too European.
But, for all that, this does not signify that 
the notions of heritage and project should be 
rejected. It indicates only that, if the problem of 
each of the two conceptions hitherto analysed is 
that of their exclusivity, they must be rethought 
in the prism of a new conception of identity, 
which no longer ignores the constitutive relation 
of Europe with that which it has itself defined, 
imagined, and sometimes fantasised, as its own 
alterities. This is a precondition for the future 
credibility of the heritage and project of Europe. 
The one and the other, in effect, can provide 
the basis for hope and positive action, at the 
world-scale, only if they are underlined by the 
recognition that Europe is the complex result 
of a double movement of multiple assemblages 
and adoptions. Since Europe’s history cannot be 
dissociated from the numerous exchanges that 
have linked it, reciprocally, to other continents, 
Europe cannot define itself exclusively on its own 
and starting from itself. All reflections on its past 
as well as on its future must, on the contrary, 
start from the following axiom: “that which did 
not ‘belong’ to Europe has nevertheless, in one 
way or another, come to it and then ‘belonged’ to 
it at least partially; whatever one defines as the 
property of Europe also exists outside of Europe 
– and therefore does not strictly ‘belong to it’ (or 
not anymore).”
What has made Europe? Nothing more and 
nothing less than a double network of relations. 
In a first sense, it takes its identity from the 
ensemble of relations which the nations making 
up Europe have had one with another. Europe 
is made intrinsically of that which they have 
exchanged, imported and translated in all the 
domains: artistic, political, institutional, technical 
and scientific. Europe presents itself therefore 
as an ensemble of regional and national entities 
which have been composed one with the other 
and which were made, not without conflict 
or resistance, following different processes of 
adoption. But Europe also takes its identity 
from the ensemble of relations which these 
same nations have maintained, together and 
concurrently, with those which they have ‘taken’ 
as their communal alterity: the alterity or the 
alterities of Europe. Europe is a collection of 
countries which, in their great majority, shared a 
common way of relating to the other continents 
– at a given moment in their history, they have 
joined their own development with a project of 
appropriation and exploitation of the rest of the 
world. Each of them (or nearly all) carry traces of 
these relations that can be interpreted as, again, 
a series of elements assembled and adopted – 
those same ones which, today, the forces most 

hostile to the European project would like to see 
it renounce. 
The consequences of this other way of thinking 
of identity for our conception of the heritage 
and the project of Europe are not insignificant. 
To think of Europe in these terms is, in effect, 
to uncouple ‘European belonging’ from mono-
genealogy by opposing the idea of a homogenous 
identity with that of an identity fundamentally 
heterogeneous. The same manoeuvre ensures 
that inside Europe we avoid the situation where, 
due to a restrictive notion of identity, belonging 
becomes selective and exclusive in such a way 
that a non-negligible number of European 
citizens – and indeed those who still lack the 
rights of citizenship – are perceived to be, or 
regard themselves to be, non-European or less 
European.
This other way of thinking gives European 
heritage a content which is essentially relational. 
Wherever we come from, whatever our personal 
and family history, whatever the religious context 
in which we have been brought up and whatever 
our education, that which we Europeans inherit 
is, before all, this double array of relations. These 
multiple constructions, in all domains of our 
shared existence, memory, customs, institutions, 
art, but also alimentation, clothing and many 
other things still carry, in various degrees, the 
traces of a diverse history. All politics that tries 
to impose exclusive and restrictive criteria on 

belonging (in name of such a monogenealogy, the 
belonging to such a civilisation, such a religion 
etc) denies its own history and finally its very 
own identity. We know (as recent history has 
shown) that such a politics is also (and always) 
potentially murderous; because it is, each 
time, through the denial of the constitutively 
heterogeneous nature of identity (hiding this 
heterogeneity from those whose identity is itself 
composed of it) that violence starts. 
With regard to the European project, all 
this means that we cannot avoid a renewed 
interrogation of the conditions of the relations it 
wants to sustain with that which it has always 
thought and defined as its own alterities. 
Two divergent ways are then available. The 
first makes of Europe, despite its composite 
history and identity, a fortress; a fortress seeking 
power, on the look out for anything that might 
oppose its logic. It protects itself from others 
in infinitely hardening the conditions of its 
hospitality, making more precarious each instant 
the conditions of life for strangers on its territory, 
imposing on the rest of the world the multiple, 
recurring manifestations of its enclosure and 
its defence. By reducing the ambitions of the 
European projects to un peau de chagrin, this 
route condemns Europeans to an infinite spiral 
of fears and increasingly menacing attempts 
to ensure security. In the long run, it will turn 
against Europe itself – as everywhere (including 
inside its borders) it discerns, records, registers 

”Europe’s history cannot be 
dissociated from the numerous 
exchanges that have linked it, 
reciprocally, to other continents”
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and controls ‘strangers’ who might threaten it. 
The second way, on the contrary, knows that 
the ‘European dream’ – as Jeremy Rifkin called 
it – has a chance to be shared, not only by 
the ‘populations’ of the ‘European nations’, 
but also by others. It is in the name of this 
‘openness’, as against the retrenchment of 
identity – the appropriations and confiscations 
of belonging, be they in the name of politics, 
religion or something else — that Europe has 
constructed (and must continue to construct) a 
heterogeneous identity. The fortune of Europe, 
and the reason for taking the risk of Europe, 
today as before, is that it never remains identical 
to itself: it has never been possible to reduce 

Europe, at any point in the course of its history, 
to one or another circumscription of what could 
define it. Not even a religion or a certain form of 
government determines it. 
As Valery already pointed out in 1922, in his 
«Note or the European», re-printed in The 
Crisis of the Spirit, the principle of Europe is 
its own transformation in result of its exposure 
to the rest of the world. This exposition is not 

simple – most of the time it has taken the form 
of a brutal imposition (of which it still carries 
the painful memory). But at the same time as 
Europe imposed itself on others (by appropriating 
and colonising the world), it became more 
heterogeneous itself. This is the rule of its 
history. Such is, once again, its heritage, and 
this is the scale on which its project should be 
measured. One cannot formulate economic and 
social policy, immigration policy, foreign policy, 
educational and judicial policy, as if the future 
of Europe does not depend intrinsically on the 
relation that it defines and sustains with that 
which it will carry on conceiving, imagining, 
fictionalising and fantasising as its own alterities. 
None of them can be made as if, in closing the 
many routes of heterogenisation, it is not this 
future that would be compromised. 
Now, this rule not only concerns collective 
cultural identities (that of Europe or of each 
‘nation’ which makes it up). It firstly applies to 
each and every European citizen, current, past 
and future.  Further, it is for everyone the best 
way to achieve what we can call ‘the idiomatic 
invention of one’s own singularity’. It is here that 
the question of multilingualism is written, in a 
way paradigmatic to reflections on identity. What 
does Umberto Eco’s now famous expression ‘the 
language of Europe is translation’ state if not, in a 
broader sense, that any singular heterogenisation 
must firstly be that of identity itself? From a 
literary and linguistic point of view, this implies 
that those texts which European nations have 
appropriated do not belong to the nations 
themselves. Instead, they are given to each and 
every European citizen, whatever their linguistic 
knowledge, to appropriate – i.e. to make a 
constitutive element of this invention of oneself, 
to which reading contributes, in an essential but 
not an exclusive way.
The works of Shakespeare, Dante, Cervantes, 
Kafka, Hugo or Pushkin and many others, 
throughout the centuries, not only haunt the 
memory of the English, Italians, Spanish, 
Germans, French or Russians. Through 
translations, they have been (and will continue to 
be), over the centuries or decades, integrated in 
each European language. They have left (and will 
continue to leave) their traces in these languages, 
so that each time we read them, in translation 
or in the original, we give ourselves additional 
tools to move aside, deviate or differ from the 
most conventional uses of language.  Now, it is in 
this distancing, deviation or difference that the 

idiomatic invention of 
singularity consists. 
If we conceive of 
language not only 
as a mere means of 
communication – 
always susceptible to 
standardisation and 
uniformisation – but 

also as the means for this invention, in which the 
variability of identity depends, translations that 
bring the reverberations of another language into 
our own subvert attempts to formalise identity.
He who invents his own idiom — and this is 
what schools, amongst other institutions, should 
aim at making possible, if their purpose is to 
awaken and educate, rather than to adapt — he 

”All politics that tries to impose 
exclusive and restrictive criteria on 
belonging denies its own history 
and finally its very own identity”
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who gives himself an idiom, in order to share 
it or to pass it on, does not do so in and from 
a language that no difference, no exposition 
to alterity, has modified. He or she does not 
reproduce nor cultivate nor develop a foundation 
identifiable with the patrimony of a community 
closed within itself, even if there are those who 
would like to make such a patrimony an element 
of their identity. 
Having the use of a European language, 
whatever it might be, is to do the contrary to 
this. It is to be the trustee, in various ways, 
of one thousand and one translations – it is to 
inherit that which has been translated from 
Hebrew to Greek, from Greek to Latin, from 
each of these languages into all the vernaculars 
and from all these languages into all the others. 
But this is not all. The word ‘idiom’ also carries 
another meaning. Everyone inherits these 
marks in a different way. Or, more exactly, these 
would be nothing if everyone did not have the 
responsibility to use them in their own way. 
This is the reason why the statement that the 
language of Europe is translation refers to 
something like a ‘freedom’: freedom to invent 
itself within the traces one is given – that is 
to say to translate them one more time. Over 
translations sedimented in the language are 
superimposed the ones that everyone should be 
free to use in one’s own language. 
This should be the function of any education 
policy as of any European linguistic policy. But 
nothing is less evident as things stand. This 
would suppose that learning languages (and 
first of all foreign languages) is not reduced to 
just placing a means of communication at one’s 
disposal. It would imply that, throughout Europe, 
the study of language and literature should be 

dedicated to bringing out the million and one 
resonances, the million and one reverberations 
of languages and literatures within one another. 
It also implies that the consistent discrediting of 
literary studies – thought of as useless or out of 
date (notably studies of Greek and Latin) – should 
be halted.  

But there is one last way to understand Umberto 
Eco’s sentence ‘the language of Europe is 
translation’, in giving it its broader significance. 
It is to understand that translation is not only the 

‘language’ that Europeans speak one to another, 
but what they should ‘exemplify’ in speaking 
to the rest of the world. It is true that to speak 
of such a relation is not straightforward — it is 
legitimate to ask oneself to what extent, in so 
doing, one avoids re-introducing surreptitiously 
the European teleology and universalism we 
were trying to get rid of. This would be the case 
if translation, understood as openness, did not 
itself have the inverse effect. Translation speaks 
first of all about openness and hospitality. To 
translate is welcome into a language what has 
been written and thought in another language, 
it is to open oneself to the risk of something 
which presents difference to oneself, of which the 

”Translation is not only the 
‘language’ that Europeans speak 
one to another, but what they 
should ‘exemplify’ in speaking to 
the rest of the world”
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principle is not autonomous. 
To speak, as we have tried, of the relationship 
between Europe and its alterities as a 
constitutive relation is to recall the fact of such 
heterogeneousness. Europe is a space in which 
men and women of different ‘origins’, religions 
and beliefs learn – not without difficulties, 

resistance and violence – not only to cohabit and 
tolerate each other, but to live together; that is 
to say, to make of the various and unpredictable 
inventions of their own identities a translation. 
A true ‘European history’ would suppose that 
all attempts at enclosure, all the confiscations of 
self-invention, all the censures and prohibitions, 
fevers, resurgences  of nationalism and 
fanaticism, have been refuted as being opposed 
to its law. 
But nothing is stable – because nothing is more 
delicate than this heterogeneousness. The 
forces which oppose it are rearming both inside 
Europe and outside its frontiers – as are all 
those who would like to establish another law 
which determines identity: that of separation, of 
incompatibility, of retrenchment of each in the 
sphere of their own civilisation. Today there are 
many throughout the world who are tempted by 
this other way of formulating identity, which is 
always violent and murderous. And this means 
that, just as Derrida called for, most notably 
in L’Autre Cap, something like a responsibility 
for Europe must be thought of today, and that 
would be firstly and above all this singular 
way of formulating identity, which recalls the 
idea of translation (even if it is not the only 
one to practice such a mode) – in opposition 
to these discourses of  fixity, of definition, of 
stigmatisation or of the excitation of feelings 
of belonging of which one speaks a little in all 
the world, including inside Europe. It is not an 
unavoidable clash between opposing civilisations 
which defines the present moment, but a fight 
to the death between two ways of thinking of 
identity which are at work in every civilisation: 
on one side, that which recognises (and lives 
from) its own constitutively heterogenous 
identity, and for which every belonging in its 
becoming is defined by its openness; on the other 
side that which is regressive, which is sustained 
and haunted by a fantasy of homogeneity.
The responsibility for Europe is to take the 
mantle, so difficult, of this difference. And this 
obliges it to listen to and to give rights to all 
voices, with even more reason when those voices 
are feeble and fragile and when they have no 
power – to all the voices which try to think of 
their identity in terms of translation. This obliges 
the European authorities (heads of government, 
ministers and commissioners) not to make out 
as if these voices did not exist, in the name of 
economic calculation, of strategic interest, of 
such a simplification of thought and action, as if 
they counted for nothing, as if everything were 
already played-out long ago – as if the combat 
between two languages were already lost to 

begin with. But this responsibility (both ethical 
and political) is also that of European citizens 
who, from their legitimate fear of all those who 
promote and carry out violence, are exposed, at 
each new insurgence of the unacceptable (such 
a crime, such a massacre, such a threat), to the 
regressive temptation of refusing and denying 
the constitutively heterogeneous, plural and 
composite character of all identity. This is, and 
will always be, the most dangerous of traps laid 
for them. 

”the principle of Europe is its own 
transformation in result of its 
exposure to the rest of the world”
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”Europe is a space in which men 
and women of different ‘origins’, 
religions and beliefs learn – not 
without difficulties, resistance and 
violence – not only to cohabit and 
tolerate each other, but to live 
together; that is to say, to make 
of the various and unpredictable 
inventions of their own identities a 
translation”
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It is the studio of an artist in the 17th-century 

Netherlands. In the foreground there are a 

tapestry, an empty chair and a table. A seated 

painter is trying to catch the essence of his 

model, a demure young woman, Clio, the Greek 

muse of history. On the wall, as a backdrop, is a 

large map of the Seventeen Provinces printed in 

Amsterdam. The scene is quiet but inspiring. 

Johannes Vermeer’s Art of Painting is open 

to interpretations. With Clio and a map as 

key elements of the composition, Vermeer 

represents the interplay between history 

and geography but, more fundamentally, the 

interaction between time and space. 

However, Clio is the Dutch Golden Age painter’s 

main focus. Even if both time and space are 

conditions of human experience, history is well 

and truly alive in Vermeer’s allegory. This living 

presence of history is a differentiating factor 

between, on one side, Europe and China and, on 

the other, the United States: while the two old 

worlds carry ancient memories, the American 

spirit, always on the move for new frontiers, has 

relatively less historical depth. 

Used to innumerable discourses on the 

differences between the West and the East, 

one is not prepared to recognize two facts. 

First, although Europe and China have been 

slowly elaborating two distinct civilizations, 

they cannot be absolutely separated. Having in 

common long maturations over millennia, the 

two old worlds have developed affinities and, 

despite all the exotic representations, the two 

edges of Eurasia are closer than they seem. 

Second, one should not reduce the West to the 

US: that country, which from a colony has been 

rising to the rank of global hyperpower in only 

230 years, is very singular and is culturally 

departing from its European foundation. “The 

reasons for the trans-Atlantic divide are deep, 

long in development, and likely to endure,” 

writes Robert Kagan (Paradise and Power, 2003). 

While we would disagree with the Washington-

based analyst on the causes of the Atlantic 

divide, we strongly converge to observe the 

divisive trend. 

It is precisely based on their affinities that 

Europe and China have to build a partnership 

that goes beyond ever-varying trade, scientific 

or even political interests. In other words, 

by placing culture as the keystone of their 

relationship, the two Eurasian civilizations 

would enter a really stable and meaningful 

cooperation having over time global constructive 

impact. Historian Christopher Dawson (1889-

1970) already indicated after the first massive 

tragedy of the 20th century the direction to 

follow: “If a true world-civilization is ever to be 

created, it will not be by ignoring the existence 

of the great historic traditions of culture, but 

rather by an increase of mutual comprehension” 

(The Making of Europe, 1932). 

Understand, so that you can trust

Escalation in the Middle East, chaos in Iraq, 

uncertainty in Afghanistan, tensions over 

Iran’s and North Korea’s nuclear programs, the 

spread of terrorism, large economic exclusion, 

deadlock in the Doha trade development 

agenda, rhetorical dispute between Washington 

and Moscow, evaporation of US soft power and 

discredit of the very values it is supposed to 

project. Despite Francis Fukuyama’s famous 
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post-Cold War prediction, history has not ended 

(The End of History and the Last Man, 1992). On 

the contrary, it is a time when various models 

of society are facing one another and opposite 

ideas circulating intensively. 

At the two edges of the Eurasian continent, the 

European Union, a model for cooperation among 

countries, and China, a reference for developing 

countries, have a greater role to play in this 

highly critical global situation. It requires on 

both sides vision and leadership. However, one 

should not forget that managing the growing 

interdependence between a post-nation-state 

Europe and a re-emerging Chinese world 

is a process that does presuppose time. An 

agenda uniquely driven by trade or immediate 

technocratic concerns does not fully express the 

nature of the European and 

Chinese cultures. 

Only a shared awareness of fundamental 

cultural and historical commonalities can lead 

to the deepening of the links between the 

two edges of Eurasia and have a moderating 

effect on Washington’s imperial hubris. Better 

understanding between Europe and China is 

also necessary for both sides to take the full 

measure of what the two ancient civilizations 

can achieve together. 

But in various segments of European society, 

one hesitates about China’s intentions, and 

it seems that China is still too unknown to be 

trusted. Intellige ut credas - “understand so 

that you should believe” - Augustine’s words on 

reason and faith might apply also to the actors 

of international relations: mutual understanding 

begets trust and the two are, in fact, reinforcing 

each other. 

From internal pluralism to global 
equilibrium 

China’s re-emergence - there is no “China rise”, 

but only China’s restoration to its historical 

position - is already having considerable impact 

on the global village. Understandably, observers 

and analysts discuss the nature of Beijing’s 

behaviour on the international scene. Will China 

behave like an empire trying to dominate and 

extend a pax Sinica, or act as a cooperative 

force working for a foedus pacificum, a league 

of peace, to use Immanuel Kant’s expression 

(Perpetual  

Peace, 1795)? 

In other words, will China tend to behave like 

the US, indeed at the centre of a unilateral pax 

Americana, or more like the members of the 

European Union embarked to build a republic of 

nations? Peace or war at a massive scale in the 

21st century will depend largely on the answer 

to this question. 

Obviously, a pax Sinica would collide with the 

pax Americana; in such a scenario, indirect 

or direct conflicts between the two hegemons 

seem unavoidable. But if a cooperative Chinese 

civilization joins the efforts of a cooperative 

Europe, not only could an unprecedented area 

of peace and prosperity be opened on Eurasia, 

but the US could rediscover the wisdom of the 

Jeffersonian spirit, or face the risk of being 

isolated from the dynamics of a post-imperial 

Eurasian world-continent. 

One may try to anticipate the nature of Beijing’s 

posture in world affairs by looking at what can 

be called China’s experience of diversity. Here, 

we are looking for a factor that partly explains 

China’s current relatively good relationship with 

its 14 land neighbours (given the heterogeneity 

of China’s periphery, this is already a 

remarkable diplomatic achievement), its strong 

engagement into the United Nations system and 

the World Trade Organization, its commitment 

to the ASEAN+3 process, the six-party talks 

on North Korea or the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization (SCO). 

Beyond more obvious and immediate tactical 

concerns, or strategic choices, Zhou Enlai’s “Five 

Principles of Peaceful Co-Existence”, or more 

recently the SCO’s “Shanghai Spirit” (mutual 

trust, mutual benefit, equality, consultation, 

respect for cultural diversity, and common 

development) might well also be linked with a 

tradition of having to handle pluralism and to 

cope with complexity. 

Since it shares with the Old World an 

accumulation of experiences in dealing with 

a high level of internal diversity, the Chinese 

world is more likely to adopt the European quest 

for equilibrium on the global chessboard. As 

custom deeply influences individuals’ behaviour, 

history has profound impact on the reflexes or 

responses of political entities. 

”At the two edges of the Eurasian 
continent, the European Union, 
a model for cooperation among 
countries, and China, a reference 
for developing countries, have a 
greater role to play in this highly 
critical global situation”
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The US, which never had to manage internally 

a multilateral subsystem, is just not well 

equipped to accept and live within a genuine 

global multilateral system. Discussing the 

trans-Atlantic divide, Robert Kagan affirms that 

“on major strategic and international questions 

today, Americans are from Mars and Europeans 

are from Venus” (Paradise and Power, 2003). But 

to continue the astronomical metaphor, if one 

can say, indeed, that Americans are from one 

planet, both Chinese are Europeans are from 

constellations. 

For Washington the only conceivable alternative 

is between chaos (to be understood as a world 

without US leadership) or the leadership of one 

pole over the others (another way to formulate 

and justify the pax Americana).  

“A quick end to US supremacy would produce 

massive international instability. In effect, it 

would prompt global anarchy,” wrote Zbigniew 

Brzezinski, analyst and formerly national 

security adviser to president Jimmy Carter (The 

Grand Chessboard, 1997). One can even find a 

radical version of this alternative, where chaos is 

mere non-existence, and its opposite order and 

survival. Indeed, analyzing the “war on terror”, 

David Frum and Richard Perle conclude: “There 

is no middle way for Americans: it is victory or 

Holocaust” (An end to evil, 2004). One should 

not underestimate the danger of such a gross 

and immature remark, since it gives no more 

space to reason and intelligence. 

By contrast, because of their past internal 

diplomatic arrangements, Europe and China see 

almost instinctively the nuances between these 

extremes and the advantages of maintaining 

equilibrium among various poles of power. 

History has trained the two old worlds to deal 

better with complexity, uncertainty and the 

art of concessions. In the US, many would 

have first to recognize that reality is complex 

and uncertain and that compromise is not 

necessarily a betrayal of ideals, or negotiation a 

waste of time. Americans like Henry Kissinger, 

who are able to apprehend at the world level 

a genuine multipolar configuration, have been 

shaped by careful studies of European thinking. 

Diplomacy (1994) recapitulates the story of 

the Old World foreign-policy wisdom - and, of 

course, imperfections. 

Middle ways between uniformity, 
fragmentation

It is a paradox that despite a long obsession 

for an immutable order - unity under the 

emperor mainly served by an ideology, orthodox 

Confucianism, and an obedient bureaucracy 

- China could well be prepared to act as a co-

architect of a multipolar world. 

”History has trained the two 
old worlds to deal better with 
complexity, uncertainty and the 
art of concessions”
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Western “Orientalism” reflects China’s imperial 

vision of itself: a timeless pyramidal socio-

political construction occupying the centre 

of the world. This “Orientalism”, vulgar or 

sophisticated, is still one of the sources of the 

“China threat” refrain. Indeed, a re-emerging 

“Middle Kingdom” - translation of the Chinese 

zhong guo, where the notion of “kingdom” is not 

even obvious - would logically strive to gain a 

position of dominant centrality. 

In that sense, the fear is just a consequence of 

a biased initial assumption. One should stop 

to indulge in vague representation such as the 

one behind the alleged quotation attributed 

to Napoleon Bonaparte: “When China awakes 

the world will tremble.” Why should the world 

necessarily dread China’s awakening? China is, 

in fact, able for concrete universalism, which 

is already partly enveloped in its own internal 

“unity in diversity” and in its post-imperial 

socio-political transformations. 

The overture of the epic Romance of the Three 

Kingdoms (either written at the very end of 

the Yuan Dynasty, 1277-1367, or at the very 

beginning of the Ming period, 1368-1644) is 

often cited: “The world under heaven, after 

a long period of division, tends to unite; after 

a long period of union, tends to divide.” The 

author of the novel, Luo Guanzhong (1330-

1400), points to different phases of Chinese 

history where fragmentation and unity 

alternate. The issue of unification has been the 

recurrent theme of China’s history well after 

the Qin’s first emperor (221 BC) or the long Han 

Dynasty (206 BC-AD 220), which established 

the intellectual foundations and fixed the rules 

of imperial Confucianism. 

If this system has been able for long periods of 

time to structure the Chinese world, one cannot 

reduce all Chinese history to it, and one should 

pay attention to phases whose characteristic 

was to balance unity and diversity. If China has 

suffered in the past from totalitarian uniformity 

or the chaos of internecine fights, it also made 

the experience of a wide range of political 

configurations between these two extremes. 

The pre-Qin age presents interesting examples 

of such configurations. Under the Zhou Dynasty 

(1121-222 BC), numerous kingdoms co-existed 

within what is today’s China territory. While 

describing a sub-period (known as Springs and 

Autumns, 722-481 BC) of this long dynastic 

time, French sociologist and sinologist Marcel 

Granet (1884-1940) writes: “This time saw a 

kind of inferior concord ... it was the result of 

a practice of summits and treaties among the 

kingdoms ... they intended to reach a certain 

equilibrium” (The Chinese Civilization, 1929). 

 

It is in that context that American analyst 

and academic Kendall Myers (Johns Hopkins 

University, Paul Nitze School of Advanced 

International Studies) is right to affirm: “China, 

like Europe, has had its own international 

system, with a long experience of several 

thousand years of international relations, for 

the most part within China. As a consequence, 

China has developed its own classical theories” 

(“Why history matters”, Daxia Forum Lecture, 

East China Normal University, Shanghai, June 

2, 2006). A study that would be to the Chinese 

world what Henry Kissinger’s Diplomacy is to 

the West has yet to be written. 

Enveloping diversity, also potentially a source 

of fragmentation as indicated in the opening 

of the Romance of the Three Kingdoms, 

China has developed highly refined thinking 

on equilibrium and harmony. Widely used 

nowadays is the famous sentence whose 

origin is the Analects of Confucius (551-479 

BC): “The gentleman is looking for harmony 

and not assimilation, the others are looking 

for assimilation without harmony” (Analects 

13:23). More generally, it makes sense to read 

the Analects as, among other things, a classic 

on peace and conflict prevention. Asked by his 

disciple Zigong, often engaged in inter-state 

diplomacy, about government, Confucius replies: 

“Sufficiency of food, military equipment and 

confidence of the people in their ruler.” But 

when the disciple asks: “Suppose you had no 

choice but to dispense with one of these three, 

which would you forgo?” the master answers: 

“Weapons.” (Analects 12:7). 

Let us go back to Vienna’s Kunsthistorisches 

Museum to look again at The Art of Painting. 

In her left hand, Vermeer’s Clio is holding 

The History of the Peloponnesian War by 

Thucydides. Here again, Europe and China 

meet; they have in common the sad experience 

of violent tragedies. While Chinese and 

European histories are made of wars on their 

respective soils, the US did not have to go 

through major conflicts on its territory (the  

”China is not another nation-
state, and an analogy with Europe 
can help us to frame the Chinese 
world in a way that is both useful 
and meaningful”
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Civil War between 1861 and 1865 being  

an exception). 

With such similarities in their past trajectories, 

Europe and China probably developed a 

perception that is closer than it can seem. 

Exoticism and strangeness reconstructed 

by literature or cultivated by Sinologists 

who examine China, as Egyptologists would 

explore hieroglyphs, sphinx and mummies, 

might diminish when the analysis is gaining in 

accuracy. 

On December 1, 2005, Premier Wen Jiabao gave 

an interview to the French newspaper Le Figaro. 

As an introduction, he made a reference to the 

scholar Gu Hongming (1857-1928): “It seems 

that only the French people could understand 

China and the Chinese civilization because the 

French share an extraordinary quality with the 

Chinese, namely subtlety.” 

And Wen added: “So when I meet French 

friends, I do not feel there is estrangement 

between us.” We have also this reference to 

subtlety to describe the Chinese mind, but this 

time in Jean Monnet’s words; remembering his 

stay in Shanghai in 1934 and 1935, the father 

of the European community writes: “When I 

reached Shanghai ... I found myself face to face 

with men who seemed far more subtle and 

intelligent than Westerners” (Jean Monnet, 

Memoirs, Collins, English translation  

1978, p 110). 

Delicacy of perception and an aptitude for 

nuances are not, of course, exclusively Sino-

French characteristics. Wen was being polite 

with his guests - and supremely “subtle” 

with his French visitors, who may have been 

especially receptive to the agreeable wording. 

However, millennia have polished the European 

and Chinese collective mind to an extent yet 

to be matched by the New World, in spite of its 

many achievements. General refined judgment 

did not prevent the two edges of Eurasia to 

fall repeatedly into the madness of wars, 

internal turmoil and even to come close to self-

annihilation, but accumulated wisdom certainly 

contributed to their respective longevity and 

current renewal.

China: The Europe of the Far East?

Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-59) observed this 

general paradox of 19th-century US society: 

“The aspect of American society is animated, 

because men and things are always changing; 

but it is monotonous, because all these changes 

are alike” (Chapter XVII, Democracy in  

America, 1835). 

Today, for those trying to describe China’s 

mega-society, the difficulty is twofold: men 

and things are, indeed, changing, but these 

changes, because of the heterogeneity of the 

Chinese world, are not similar. Discontinuities 

in geography, demography and economy 

humble the China watcher and certainly make 

the work of policymakers arduous. People 

not directly in contact with the reality of the 

Chinese constellation tend to look at China 

as a homogeneous entity. They imagine one 

Chinese type from Harbin to Guangzhou or 

from Shanghai to Chengdu living in similar 

environment and conditions. This is, of course, 

a stereotype. China is not another nation-state, 

and an analogy with Europe can help us to 

frame the Chinese world in a way that is both 

useful and meaningful. 

China is physically almost as large as Europe 

and much larger than the European Union 27. 

The population of the European Union does not 

exceed a third of China’s 1.3 billion inhabitants. 

These basic elements introduce us to the scale 

and variety of the Chinese world. Nine Chinese 

continental provinces (Henan, Shandong, 

Guangdong, Sichuan, Jiangsu, Hebei, Hunan, 

Hubei and Anhui) have a population superior 

in number to the population of France, which 

is after Germany the most populated of the 25 

EU member states. Almost 200 million people 

live in the Shanghai economic basin alone (the 

Shanghai municipality, Jiangsu, Zhejiang and 

Anhui). A strong Sichuan identity, a Cantonese 

culture or some Shandong characteristics, to 

name a few Chinese cultural subsystems, are 

not really surprising. Moreover, one should not 

forget that China is a multinational political 

entity. 

Conventionally, one speaks of 56 ethnic groups 

composing China’s gigantic human mosaic. If 

the Han group - being itself much less uniform 

than it seems - makes more than 90% of the 

total population, one has to keep in mind that 

other minorities represent in total more than 

100 million people. China’s largest minority, the 

Zhuang group mainly located in the Guangxi 

autonomous region, is made up of 16 million 

people, and more than 18 ethnic groups are 

composed by more than a million people each. 

The newest independent European country, 

Montenegro, has a population of fewer 

than 650,000. 

In such a context, it is important to balance the 

legitimate need for unity with the richness of 

diversity. Indeed, the preamble of the People’s 
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Republic of China constitution adopted in 1982 

stipulates: “The People’s Republic of China is 

a unitary multinational state built up jointly by 

the people of all its nationalities. In the struggle 

to safeguard the unity of the nationalities, it is 

necessary to combat big-nation chauvinism, 

mainly Han chauvinism, and also necessary to 

combat local-national chauvinism.” To combat 

big-nation chauvinism and local-national 

chauvinism, this double simultaneous task 

would sound familiar, mutatis mutandis, to a 

European Union official. On one side, Beijing 

needs to ensure that the Han large majority 

does not fall into the pitfalls of exclusive 

nationalism within the Chinese world, and on 

the other side, it needs to prevent separatism. 

From six to 27 members; the history of post-

World War II European integration is made of 

successive enlargements; it is also, gradually, 

the political reunification of the European 

civilization. At the other edge of Eurasia, 

with Hong Kong and Macau (1997 and 1999 

respectively) retrocession, the Chinese world is 

also going through a process of reunification; 

using EU jargon, it could be framed as China’s 

own version of enlargement. The status of 

special administrative region allows Hong 

Kong and Macau to maintain some of their 

characteristics within an enlarged Chinese 

world. In Hong Kong, the Basic Law guarantees 

a large degree of autonomy (under the principle 

“one country, two systems”) to the citizens of 

the city-state. It also indicates the path toward 

democratization (for example, Article 45 of 

the Basic Law specifies that “the ultimate 

aim is the selection of the chief executive 

by universal suffrage upon nomination by a 

broadly representative nominating committee in 

accordance with democratic procedures”).  For 

the Chinese world, Hong Kong is a laboratory 

whose successful experimentations will have 

a considerable impact. Indeed, if the principle 

“one country, two systems” proves to be 

workable and effective, it can be a point of 

departure to frame the future of cross-strait 

relations. The road to political integration 

between Beijing and Taipei after intense 

economic links will be long and tortuous. 

 

Europe and China: Cross-fertilizations 

The European Union must articulate more 

options with respect to China than seeing 

it simply as either a threat or an economic 

opportunity. By reflecting on China’s cohesion, 

Europe can find the path toward more political 

integration. In that sense, for the world’s largest 

trading bloc, the reintegration of one-fifth of 

mankind into the world-system is not only a 

test but also an impulse for further political 

deepening. Europe is being asked to face its 

historical responsibility, and this task might help 

focus the union’s energies and take them away 

from other issues, perhaps more urgent, but 

certainly less important. 

After the exchanges with the Jesuits in the 

16th century, and the clashes with Western 

aggressive powers in the 1800s, China is facing 

Europe directly for the third time. However, 

Beijing is now talking to Brussels as an equal. 

Failing to realize that a renewed Europe is more 

than a force that can potentially counterbalance 

Washington or a partner for business, Beijing 

would miss an historical opportunity. If China 

can find inspiration in European society and its 

constant effort to balance economic efficiency 

and social justice under the rule of law, then 

even more Chinese citizens will be able to 

enjoy all the benefits of modernization. Chinese 

civilization will subsequently be in a better 

position to contribute to global equilibrium. 

Moreover, culture has to stand as the keystone 

of the Euro-China relationship. Whereas trade, 

economic or political interests vary and can be 

sources of tensions, culture is what can maintain 

the connection between Europe and China, the 

supporting element without which the Euro-

China arch can easily collapse. In its highest 

expression, culture does not divide. “Friends 

converge towards the gentleman’s culture and 

their friendship promotes benevolence and 

goodness.” This was Confucius’ view (Analects 

12:24). Clashes between human beings are 

caused by obscurantism or misinterpretations 

of the traditions and not by what has been 

precisely elaborated through millennia to be a 

source of harmony. 

Aware of fundamental commonalities, 

understanding their respective constraints and 

looking for cross-fertilizations, it is time now for 

the two old worlds to join their strengths and 

wisdoms to open a more cooperative page of 

history. Let us meditate one very last time on 

Vermeer’s Art of Painting. It presents a paradox: 

Clio imposes her presence but we can shape her 

features.
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More Than 
Just a Social 
Model: 
Reform and 
Social Justice

In May 2003, Jürgen Habermas and Jacques 

Derrida wrote a public letter about the future 

of European identity in the wake of the Iraq 

war. The welfare state’s guarantees of social 

security, the European commitment to the 

civilising power of the state, and its capacity 

to address market failures were held to be 

distinctive characteristics that articulated 

Europe’s identity, differentiating it firmly from 

the United States.

The European Social Model (ESM) has become 

central to the definition of what modern Europe 

is for. The ESM is not a single concept, but 

a wider set of strategic principles and policy 

instruments designed to ensure security and 

opportunity for all in a changing world. This 

definition of the ESM reflects three categories 

or criteria:

Responsibility: society takes broad responsibility 

for the welfare of individuals, sheltering them 

against poverty and providing support against 

unemployment, illness, disability and old age. 

Society encourages and actively promotes high 

quality public goods such as education, health 

and support for families. 

Regulation: labour relations are 

institutionalised. They are based on 

social dialogue, labour laws and collective 

agreements. Social partnership flourishes in 

firms. Regulation persists in product markets. 

Redistribution: transfers and services are open 

to all groups. Differences in incomes are limited 

by redistribution through financial transfers, 

taxes on property, and so on. 

The policy framework underpinning this 

conception includes a developed and 

interventionist state; a robust welfare system; 

the containment of economic inequalities; 

and a key role in sustaining the institutions of 

social partnership. The ESM also implies a rich 

framework of social and economic citizenship 

rights, gradually consolidated in Europe since 

the Second World War. 

But the ESM is more than just a social 

model. Indeed, it influences productivity and 

growth, as well as the overall structure of the 

economy itself. The ESM helps to shape social 

institutions, social norms and the wider culture. 

At the heart of the ESM are values of equity, 

fairness, solidarity and freedom. 

The starting-point for any discussion of the ESM 

today should be an acknowledgement that the 

debate in Europe has too often focused on the 

question of welfare state sustainability: will the 

ESM survive; does it deserve to in the future? 

There are, of course, several compelling 

economic and competitiveness challenges 

confronting the welfare states of Western 

Europe. But this is the wrong perspective from 

which to begin. The centre-right has created 

a false choice - ‘liberalise or die’ - to justify 

the scaling-back of the welfare state while 

facilitating globalisation, world trade, and 
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adaptation to economic change. 

There is no compelling evidence that suggests 

the welfare state is becoming uncompetitive or 

unaffordable due to these external pressures. 

Instead, the debate about the ESM should be 

concerned with how reform of such models re-

distributes opportunity, assists the vulnerable, 

protects the marginalised and strengthens 

social justice. Indeed, reform should be the 

friend of social justice in the new Europe, not 

the enemy. 

Social democrats need to frame the arguments 

for reform more persuasively, however, 

reflecting the core priorities of social justice. 

This is a notoriously elusive concept, but the 

German political scientist Wolfgang Merkel has 

listed five priorities of social justice in a post-

industrial society:

1. The fight against poverty - not just economic 

inequality itself, but on the grounds that 

poverty (above all enduring poverty) limits the 

individual’s capacity for autonomy and self-

esteem. 

2. Creating the highest possible standards of 

education and training, rooted in equal and fair 

access for all. 

3. Ensuring employment for all those willing 

and able. 

4. A welfare state that provides protection 

 and dignity. 

5. Limiting inequalities of income and wealth if 

they hinder the realisation of the first four goals 

or endanger the cohesion of society. 

Defenders of the status-quo should appreciate 

that Europe’s models of welfare capitalism do 

not currently match these basic principles of 

social justice. At present: 

• Full employment no longer exists in most 

EU member-states. Even high employment 

countries like Sweden and the UK have 

problems of working age inactivity and rising 

claims for sickness and invalidity benefit. 

• Security against social risks is very partial: 

welfare systems insure against ‘old’ risks such 

as short-term unemployment, sickness and 

poverty in old age, but not so well against 

‘new’ risks - single parenthood, relationship 

breakdown, and incapacity in old age.

 

”We should not lose confidence in 
the idea of the active state as an 
efficient instrument of social justice 
and economic modernisation”
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• Fairness between the generations has broken 

down as pensioners 

fare better, but 

poverty among 

families with children 

and child poverty is 

rising throughout 

the EU. 

• The industrial 

relations system 

protects privileged 

labour market 

insiders through 

strong trade unions 

and collective 

agreements, but 

excludes weaker and 

more vulnerable 

workers in the 

competitive service 

economy. 

• Inequalities of 

income and wealth are rising in the EU, while 

the inheritance of social disadvantage among 

children is becoming more rather than less 

embedded. 

Welfare states in the future will have to 

confront massive exogenous changes: 

the ageing society requiring traditional 

conceptions of retirement to be re-thought; 

the emergence of post-scarcity lifestyles; new 

kinds and greater numbers of vulnerable and 

impoverished groups, including migrants, 

women and children; social changes such as the 

decline of the traditional family; and the weaker 

performance of the European economy since 

the early 1990s.  

In response, the EU needs a new social justice 

charter, enforced by the European Commission, 

to which all member-states sign-up. This 

developmental welfare state is an alternative to 

both EU Keynesian policies that seek to recreate 

traditional powers of national economic 

intervention; and the EU regulatory state where 

employment and social regulation fills the gap 

created by the collapse of the old constraints on 

market capitalism. 

The social justice charter should involve:

• Effective peer review of social justice policies 

through Europe-wide sharing of best practice 

through the Open Method of Co-ordination 

(OMC). 

• New criteria to assess the quality of 

national public expenditure. The growth and 

stability pact has had perverse effects since 

public expenditure is often the prerequisite 

for structural reforms, for example in 

infrastructure and skills. 

• Reform of the EU budget with a shift away 

from agriculture and old industries to research 

and investment in human capital. 

This model attempts to counter the adverse 

effects of globalisation on the low skilled and 

low paid, by recreating three pillars of security 

in industrialised societies: ensuring that those 

who lose their job can find new employment; 

providing universal access to basic services 

such as health and education; and anticipating 

the root causes of insecurity such as low skills 

and lack of employability, acting to alleviate 

them early.  

If Europe is to flourish in the future, then 

growth must be inclusive. The EU’s role should 

be to help member-states to transform welfare 

from the passive distribution of benefits 

to actively investing in opportunities and 

more equal life-chances. What is distinctive 

about the ESM is that it aspires to go beyond 

compensating for the injustices inflicted by the 

market, to shaping the market as well. 

We should not lose confidence in the idea of 

the active state as an efficient instrument of 

social justice and economic modernisation. The 

enduring ideals of the ESM - solidarity, equality, 

liberty - are as valid today as a century ago. 

But the model itself is under strain. That is why 

its institutions and programmes have to be 

updated for the 21st century. 

A future ESM would not be any one national 

model, but would fuse together solutions from 

across countries through policy emulation. 

These include obligations as well as rights 

in the welfare state, especially active labour 

market policy; sustaining the contributory 

principle in the services provided through 

the ESM; a shift from ‘negative’ to ‘positive’ 

welfare, promoting active social and economic 

participation, learning, and life-choices; 

and finally less bureaucracy and greater 

decentralisation and diversity of provision. 

The future of the ESM does not amount to 

a choice between ‘Keynesian Europe’ and a 

deregulated ‘Anglo-Saxon’ Europe. There is an 

alternative vision of a ‘Social Europe’ that is 

both progressive and fair.   
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In 1991, when the Soviet Union fell apart, 

Ukraine became the largest state in Europe. 

During the past sixteen years, it has captured 

world headlines on several occasions and 

at various levels – from the ephemeral 

world of pop-music to the pro-democracy 

“Orange Revolution”. Yet, for the most 

part, in the world at large, knowledge of 

Ukraine remains fragmentary – so that while 

millions of UK citizens know the name of 

the footballer Andriy Shevchenko, relatively 

few know of the poet Taras Shevchenko, who 

for Ukrainians combines the iconic roles of 

national poet, defender of the oppressed, and 

inspiration of the long struggle for statehood 

and independence. And while the Orange 

Revolution won world-wide admiration and 

support (no less than 30,000 “international 

observers” sacrificed their Christmas festivities 

to monitor the vital re-run of the disputed 

Presidential elections – the vast majority of 

them paying their own expenses!), the political 

confusion ensuing from President Yushchenko’s 

dissolution of the Ukrainian Parliament in April 

2007 has disconcerted even many of Ukraine’s 

most loyal friends.

For those with some interest in European 

geopolitics, Ukraine’s future is viewed as a 

choice between Russia and “Europe”. The 

linguistic situation is seen as a corollary of 

this: with Ukrainophones looking westward to 

eventual membership of the European Union 

and Russophones looking towards closer 

ties with Russia. This division, however, is 

simplistic. Many people in the east and south 

East of Ukraine, whom Soviet polity denied 

the chance of learning the Ukrainian language 

in their youth, and who do not possess the 

linguistic skills to master it as adults, deeply 

resent their lack of what should have been their 

mother tongue. One of the most moving of the 

songs sung on Kyiv’s Independence Square 

during the “Orange Revolution” –“The Colour 

of the Sun” – was a duel in which two singers, 

Ukrainophone and Russophone, expressed 

love for their country that transcended the 

linguistic “barrier.” And EU membership was 

on Ukraine’s agenda well before the president 

Victor Yushchenko came to power; already by 

the mid-1990s an accession date of 2020 was 

part of Ukraine’s political discourse.

No serious politician would deny that Ukraine 

has to preserve a viable working relationship 

with her big neighbour. However, recent 

developments, ranging from reported Russian 

attempts to buy up Ukraine’s energy suppliers 

to such symbolic irritants as the news (which 

arrived during the writing of this article) 

that the Director of the Ukrainian Academy’s 

Institute of Literature has been denied a visa 

for a private visit to St Petersburg have made 

Ukrainian relations with Russia increasingly 

a matter of political pragmatism rather than 

based on fraternal warmth.

Symbolic of Ukraine’s need to look 

simultaneously East and West is the Odessa-
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Brody pipeline. This was built with the 

intention of conveying oil from the Caspian 

and Central Asian fields, shipped by tanker 

across the Black Sea, to Brody on the Polish 

border, and thence to the Płock oil refinery 

and the Gdansk oil terminal. Oil from the 

non-Russian states of the former USSR would 

thus reach northern, central and western 

Europe, bypassing the potential stranglehold 

of Russia. However, although western 

politicians frequently praised the pipeline as 

a potential guarantor of energy security, the 

oil multinationals were shy of committing 

themselves, while the Poles delayed over their 

commitment to build the required links to Płock 

and Brody. In 2004, in the final months of the 

Kuchma presidency, the Ukrainian government, 

after months of indecision, agreed a temporary 

deal with Russia, by which Russian oil, piped 

westward across Belarus to Brody, would then 

be sent eastward again to Odessa, and thence 

by tanker to the Mediterranean (contravening, 

incidentally, the Turkish commitment to make 

the ecologically high-risk Dardanelles a tanker-

free zone). Since this arrangement came into 

operation, Ukrainian international political 

discourse has shown a significant dichotomy: 

when addressing Russians it notes the benefit 

to Ukraine’s economy from the transit fees 

paid by Russia; when speaking to westerners it 

urges the eventual completion of the Płock and 

Gdansk links so that, as originally envisaged,  

Odessa can transmit oil into the heart of the 

European market.

Apart from some die-hard Communists who 

would like to see the Soviet Union restored, 

Ukrainian public opinion is becoming 

increasingly Europe-oriented. The problem, 

increasingly a pragmatic rather than an 

ideological one, is how to reconcile this with 

living next door to what appears to be an 

increasingly assertive Russia.

The current political turmoil in Ukraine 

has been seen by some commentators as a 

re-emergence of the Europe-versus-Russia 

controversy. Such a view is over-simplistic. 

Certainly, one root of the problem is the 

disputed 2004 Presidential elections, in which 

geopolitical factors did play some role, and in 

the aftermath of which, to resolve a deadlock, 

the incoming President Viktor Yushchenko 

agreed to the transfer of a package of powers 

and prerogatives hitherto belonging to the 

Presidency into the competence of Parliament. 

The problem is precisely what powers were 

transferred. In spring 2005, elections to 

the Ukrainian Supreme Rada (parliament) 

resulted in a government headed by Viktor 

Yanukovych (Yushchenko’s erstwhile rival for 

the Presidency) leaving the pro-Yushchenko 

parties in the Rada as a minority. This situation 

is not new – many US Presidents have had 

to work with a Congress dominated by the 

opposite party, but it requires considerable 

political finesse and – perhaps more important 

– a tradition of such “cohabitation”.  

For Ukraine, new to multi-party democracy, the 

difficulties were considerable; on one occasion, 

Prime Minister Yanukovych refused to ratify 

seven Presidential decrees unless Yushchenko 

agreed to dismiss seven provincial governors 

who were loyal to the President. After several 

months during which parliamentary business 

became increasingly unworkable, and with 

conflicts between the various opposition parties 

exacerbating the situation, the final straw came 

when the parties of the ruling coalition were 

perceived by Yushchenko to be poaching Rada 

members from the parties supporting him. On 

2 April 2007 Yushchenko decreed the Rada to 

be dissolved and announced new elections for 

24 June. This led to a two-fold outcry: the pro-

Yanukovych parties protested that the President 

had no right to dissolve the Rada ahead of its 

four-year term, while all parties – even the 

most pro-President – protested that this date 

would give them too little time to prepare their 

campaign. Smouldering in the background 

was another, related, dispute – if (as agreed in 

December 2004) the President could now only 

appoint certain key officials with the consent 

of the Rada, had he the right to dismiss them 

without the Rada’s approval?

Following Yushchenko’s decree, opposition 

parties and blocs withdrew from the Rada; 

the pro-Yanukovych ruling coalition continued 

to convene – awaiting a decision from 

the Constitutional Court as to its legality. 

Meanwhile, the rank-and-file Yanukovych 

supporters took to the streets – or rather to 

Independence Square in Kyiv, the focus of the 

“Orange Revolution” campaigners of autumn 

2004, but now festooned with azure-and-white. 

Nothing abashed, the “Orange” opposition 

parties (now calling belatedly for a united 

stand!) established their rallying-ground on 

European Square, a couple of hundred metres 

away, noting that the name was appropriate, 

since they were the true, westward looking, 

European-minded democrats. The two groups 

continued for some weeks to campaign against 

each other, using no weapon against each 

other stronger than pop music to drown out 

each other’s speeches. But on 24 May, the 

situation took an uglier turn, when Yushchenko 

decreed that the special riot police should be 

subordinated to him, not to Interior Minister 

Vasyl Tsusko –and the following day, when he 
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summoned squads of such police to Kyiv, other 

troops loyal to Tsyusko blocked the roads.

Under threat of armed violence, a deal was 

worked out between Yushchenko, Yanukovych, 

and  a person who until now had been ignored 

in negotiations – Rada speaker Oleksandr 

Moroz – agreeing to the dissolution of the 

Rada and setting the new election date at 30 

September. However, there have been further 

appeals to the Constitutional Court as to the 

legality of these decisions, and as this journal 

goes to press, that Court has still to rule.

For the moment, Ukraine seems beset with 

divisions and conflicts between her would-be 

leaders. This is nothing new: back in the 17th 

century, Ivan Mazepa, Hetman (elected leader) 

of Ukraine’s Cossack state complained that

“All men long for peace, yet never
With one purpose work together”
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Difference 
and the Italian 
Parliamentary 
Coup 

During his stay in Genoa, Nietzsche heartily 

expressed his admiration for the spirit of 

individualism that characterised the architecture 

of the city: houses of all colours and shapes 

fighting one with the other, trying to prevail by 

escaping urban monotony like the pest, boasting 

a balcony somewhat more extended than the 

neighbour’s, a higher floor, a small turret, and 

any other expression of difference. He contrasted 

this with the homogeneous spirit he distilled in 

the German residential neighbourhoods, with 

their identical houses duly lined up in endless 

rows of the same.  

Ambition has famously been given a most 

concise characterisation by Julius Caesar – 

better be first in the provinces than second 

in Rome. And it is in Rome that we discover 

today the multifaceted nature of words such 

as ‘difference’, ‘multiplicity’ and ‘pluralism’, 

that always oscillate between the expression 

of the greatest freedom for the individual and 

the most direct political representation for 

the inhabitants of the polis, and the risk of 

factionalism, inimical division, persecution of 

private interest.  

Political fragmentation in the Italian Parliament 

– a Parliament that, we should remember, with 

two chambers with identical powers exercises 

an enormous role in the life of the Italian 

parliamentary democracy – is a well-known 

phenomenon. More then twenty parties are 

actively represented in Parliament, and the 

governing coalition – depending on how it is 

looked at – oscillates between nine and  

eleven parties.  

To the extent that this fragmentation points to 

a wealth of political offers, it bestows a peculiar 

pleasure on going to the ballot box in Italy. 

With a television system that is forced to give 

ample space even to the most minute of political 

groups, it often happens that the voter is able 

to associate himself with a particular group to 

an important degree. This is probably one of the 

reasons behind the greater political engagement 

of Italians as evidenced by both a reading of the 

official media and conversations robbed in cafes.  

The actual political situation, however, offers 

a marked contrast to such hopes. Many Italian 

commentators, reflecting on the current state 

of affairs, repeatedly speak of a “spirit of 1992”, 

referring to the period when, torn between 

corruption scandals and an economy gone out 

of control, a whole political system and the class 

it created were reduced to ashes. It was the end 

of the First Republic, with the disappearance 

of the Democrazia Cristiana (DC) – the party 

that effectively ruled since the instauration of 

the Republic in 1948, – the break-up of the 

Partito Comunista Italiano (PCI), and the exile of 

important political figures such as former prime 

minister Bettino Craxi.  

The sense of a “new 1992” is given its main 

thrust from the perceived weakness of the 

current government. With endless negotiation 

between coalition partners – further complicated 

by the feeble majority at the Senate (where 

the governing coalition can only count on two 

votes over the Berlusconi-led opposition) – the 

government is often deemed unable to govern. 

Faced with fundamental issues demanding 

immediate attention – such as a thorough reform 

of the Welfare State (which should include 

greater support for young “temporary” workers, 
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as well as a stabilisation of the pension system), 

a new electoral system (the current system 

was voted in by the Berlusconi government 

alone and is deemed to be at the root of the 

current political uncertainty in the Senate), and 

a revision of the tax system – the government 

seem unable to reach an agreement between its 

many components and steer a viable way.  

The perceived weakness seems to have given rise 

to an “assault” on the part of so-called “poteri 

forti”. Just recently Luca Cordero di Montezemolo 

- president of the industrialists and the man 

behind Fiat and Ferrari - publicly voiced a full-

fledged political program, going well beyond his 

duties as president of Confindustria; the Catholic 

Church has never been so active as in the recent 

months, to the point of organising a nation-wide 

rally in Rome with the organised participation 

of over half a million people; Trade Unions are 

unusually assertive in their demands prior to 

political confrontation with the government.  

A new offensive of the judiciary can also be 

noted. In recent months enormous amounts of 

phone “intercettazioni” (interceptions) of leading 

politicians were made public causing repeated 

rows. This is coupled by confidential information 

being repeatedly “leaked” to (certain) 

newspapers going to fuel a largely groundless 

debate in the national media.  

It is then not surprising that trust towards the 

institutions of the State seems to be at an all-time 

low, with the apparent public rejection of the 

current political class.  But it would be rushing 

to conclusions to refer back too strongly to the 

experience of 1992. For one thing, the economic 

situation is not even comparable; on the verge of 

national bankruptcy then, and now expected to 

grow over 2% in 2007. Likewise, the corruption 

scandals investigated by the Mani Pulite (“clean 

hands”) team in 1992 led to serious charges and 

arrests, whereas the situation today seem to be 

characterised by a legally irrelevant but media-

effective accusations campaign.

If the evolution of the situation is unpredictable 

at the present moment it points to serious 

structural problems in the Italian parliamentary 

democracy, problems that force us to cast a 

second look at how to understand, and best 

practice, that pluralism that European societies 

(should) see as their most precious treasure.   

Chinese thought has a millenarian aversion 

to political and social fragmentation. Words 

such as ‘partiality’ and ‘partisanship’, and 

the thought of separate groups representing 

a particular ‘interest’, have been vehemently 

condemned as a descent from the interest for 

the whole to that for the individual. A party 

has always been understood as a clique, the 

representation of an interest as a demand for 

private gain. That this is a possible negative 

outcome of plurality is a thought that the current 

Italian situation instantiates. But it is hardly 

alone: the disappearance of the Polish nation 

over the 18th century has frequently been 

linked to the suicidal system of liberum veto, 

whereby any parliamentarian had the right to 

block legislation, effectively leading the nation 

to a stand-still. This illness may also turn out 

to affect the European creation, where the 

exploration of its full potentialities is blocked by a 

system not too dissimilar in ethos to that of 18th 

century Poland.  

But history has also shown that a party can 

also give voice to a repressed subjectivity. What 

the Italian example paradoxically shows is that 

what is needed is not less but more plurality, 

if perhaps of a different kind. Systems must 

make decisions, must act and not merely react, 

legislate with a solid vision of the future, and 

have impact. If, on one side, this can only be 

achieved by a greater cohesion of the governing 

forces (such as is the case in many European 

countries), this is not enough. The political forces 

(and one may rightly wish they be not reduced 

to merely two) must compete on the terrain of 

the future, offering truly alternative proposals 

that incite the necessary political interest on 

the part of its citizens. The prospect of a future 

competition between a Rudolph Giuliani and 

a Hilary Clinton, as well as the lack of any real 

left-of-centre alternatives for a Briton during the 

recent attack on Iraq, are worrying signs. If true 

democratic pluralism dies when exacerbated 

factionalism gains predominance, neither does 

it boost a healthy constitution when the ballot 

box is turned into a procedural reproduction of 

the same.  

The School of Athens,

Raphael, c. 1511







Institutul Cultural Roman (the Romanian 

Cultural Institute) promotes Romanian 

contemporary and traditional arts & culture 

worldwide. Working as an official state organisation 

under the 

patronage of 

the President 

of Romania, it has a global network of 15 centres 

ranging from Stockholm to Venice, and from New 

York to Tel Aviv.   

In London, the Institute went live in 2006 and 

has since developed a programme of arts events 

hosted at its premises at 1 Belgrave Square or 

in established arts venues in London and the 

UK. We work with partners – organisations and 

individuals – and encourage dialogue and direct 

experience of Romanian cultural diversity through 

music & theatre, photography & film, traditional 

crafts; literature & multimedia; folk and urban 

culture. Highlights include Lia Perjovschi at the 

Tate, Fanfare Ciocarlia at the Barbican, 12:08East 

of Bucharest at the Edinburgh New Europe Film 

Festival, Ada Milea & Alex Balanescu at The Spitz, 

the Enescu Society at 1 Belgrave Square. We always 

have at least one Romanian artist-in-residence in 

the Institute’s Attic Space and explore ways to 

introduce to the UK the latest in arts & culture from 

EU’s most recent state-member. 

More about us at www.icr-london.co.uk.

The Romanian Cultural Institute
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As Romania joined the European Union on January 1st 2007, there is an ever growing 

interest in Romania in the United Kingdom. It is in our mutual interest to make 

Romania better known in Europe, as well as to present to the European public the 

image of a young, modern and dynamic Romania, a country with a strong European 

and democratic heritage – brutally interrupted after the end of the second world war 

– a country which has a lot to bring to the European family, in political, economic, and 

cultural terms. 

The EU needs Romania as much as Romania needs the EU. However paradoxical 

or daring it may sound, this phrase reflects the truth about Romania’s European path. 

The accession to the Union is the achievement of a long road on which Romania and 

the EU have worked together to make sure that the enlarged 

Europe is stronger, more democratic and more competitive. 

In economic terms, Romania has maintained for the last six 

years in a row a growth rate which is double the rate of the old 

EU-15 average. This dynamism has already brought benefits to 

the Member States of the EU - the Netherlands, Austria, France, 

Germany, Italy and Great Britain, to mention only a few of them - 

through the return coming from their investments. 

But this trend would not have been possible without 

the incentive represented by our accession process, without the economic support 

provided by the pre-accession funds, as well as the constant support in implementing 

reforms. Romania has completely re-founded its economy according to the internal 

market principles and ensures a genuine competitive environment, in which all 

companies are treated equally by the law and where the same provisions apply to 

everyone in the business environment. In turn, these transformations play to the 

advantage of the Union, through the extension of the area of the internal market, 

where common, transparent and predictable standards are enforced. 

Another example is represented by Romania’s human resources potential, an 

important part of the population being highly trained and having high professional 

standards. For example: Romania trains the largest number of IT engineers in the 

world after India. At the headquarters of Microsoft in Washington, Romanians are the 

second largest group of foreigners after Indians. IT knowledge and skills represent an 
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important dimension of the “brand” of Romania. For a Union which 

sets as an objective to make a difference as the first knowledge based 

economy, Romania can provide solid assets in this direction. 

Free movement of workers is one of the main freedoms of the 

EU and one asset in providing growth in the Union. Free movement 

of workers supports economic growth in the destination countries 

and contributes to bridging the economic gap between old and new 

Member States. Romanian labour forces working abroad are already 

bringing about benefits both at national and at community levels. 

Furthermore, Romanian migrant labour is mostly temporary, thus 

posing no threat to the national budget of the destination countries.

In the medium-term, Romania’s economic growth will be 

an incentive for Romanians to work in their native country rather 

than abroad. Romania has a low unemployment rate (less than 6%). 

Furthermore, the Romanian market will itself turn into a destination 

for labour migration. The Romanian Government runs a series of 

growth and employment policies that will improve domestic standards 

and diminish the attractiveness of outward migration. 

Besides the economic dimension of Romania’s integration in 

the European Union, my country can also bring added value to the 

common European policies, as well as in several dimensions of its 

external relations. 

Romania is managing the second longest external border of the EU, after 

Finland. It is a huge responsibility and also an important task we have undertaken. In 

this position, Romania is in charge of guaranteeing the efficient management of the 

Eastern borders of the Union, and of responding effectively to common threats such as 

trafficking in human beings, organized crime etc. Romania has in fact already endorsed 

these responsibilities, acting now as a provider of security at the Eastern EU border. 

Moreover, our geographic position has given us a vast 

knowledge of the area, including first-hand evaluations about 

the regional issues in the EU’s Eastern Neighborhood, as well 

as ideas on possible ways to tackle them. Therefore, Romania 

can contribute to a more coherent and coordinated involvement 

of the EU in the Eastern vicinity. Romania brings to the EU two 

new neighbours: the Republic of Moldova and the Black Sea. 

From this perspective, Romania has the responsibility and 

the determination to consolidate the EU’s values in the Republic 

of Moldova and to engage this country into a meaningful, 

beneficial cooperation with the EU. We also look forward to 

our further and direct involvement in the European security 

cooperation meant to solve the Transnistrian conflict, a major 

hindrance  

to the development of Republic of Moldova and to the stability and security of the 

entire region.

Romania will have the biggest impact on the European Common Foreign and 

Security Policy with regard to the Black Sea region and will certainly play an important 

role in the definition and direct involvement of the EU in this region. Our experience 
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and initiatives of cooperation with the countries in the area will be a valuable asset for 

the future actions of the Union. 

At the same time, Romania is willing and able to contribute to the process of 

settling the difficult issues in the Western Balkans region. In particular, Romania 

supports a strong and substantial EU involvement in Kosovo, in the post-status period.

Romania’s contribution to the European Security and Defense Policy is well-

known. Apart from the conceptual input, the involvement in the field operations is 

self-explaining: participation in the EU Concordia mission in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 

and in EU forces in Rafah (in Palestinian territories) and Kinshasa (in RD Congo). Now 

we are preparing our contribution to the future EU mission in Kosovo, as well as a 

Romanian input to the crisis management operation in Iraq.

As an EU member state, Romania’s voice will join the ones interested in 

consolidating the transatlantic partnership in all its aspects. I picture a transatlantic 

relationship based on the existence of two equal partners that support and respect 

each other, able to answer in a coordinated manner the challenges of globalization.

Security has become a complex concept nowadays. It can be associated 

with a wide range of policies, such as internal security, or energy security, or 

external security. It can also be associated with another concept and transform into 

“flexicurity”, at the edge between economy and security. 

Energy security represents another global challenge for the Union. The way 

ahead in creating a stable and predictable energy trading context, as well as ensuring 

environmental standards, is based on building strong partnership with third countries. 

Romania has built up its strength in the energy sector and reached a high degree of 

market liberalization, which is one of the crucial aspects for a competitive internal 

market. In line with the current European approach towards energy security and 

considering the strategic potential of the Black Sea in this respect, Romania, as a 

gas importer from the Russian Federation, is interested in accelerating alternative 

projects for the transportation of hydrocarbons projects aiming at the diversification 

of energy suppliers and transit routes. The Nabucco gas pipeline and PEOP oil pipeline 

(Constan�a-Trieste) represent efficient alternative solutions with reasonable costs, 

which could contribute to increasing energy security in Europe.

The current European context could be considered a historic opportunity to 

evaluate our achievements so far and to lay the foundation for the future. It is a 

moment of intellectual effervescence and of substantial debates on the major issues 

facing us today. Romania is part to the “re-founding” exercise, which will define the 

new identity of the Union. The future of the EU is intrinsically connected to the success 

of its enlargement policy. ‘The essence of the EU’s soft power’, as Commissioner Rehn 
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has called it, enlargement is the most powerful instrument in the EU’s “arsenal”. It 

has brought back into the European family countries that had been for decades behind 

oppressive regimes. It has contributed to transforming former totalitarian governments 

into functional democracies and market economies. In some areas, it has helped reverse 

the effects of years of confrontation and bring security and stability to war-torn countries. 

The benefits have not been directed exclusively to the new member states and candidate 

countries. As figures have clearly shown, economic growth has been registered across the 

board, for old and new members alike. 

The added value that new members bring is not a bonus – it is a vital necessity 

for a powerful and competitive EU. The perception of so-called “enlargement fatigue” 

cannot be overcome by drawing new borders, but only by a process of improving the 

EU’s institutions and functioning capacity, on a par with an honest, open and substantial 

dialogue with our citizens. Enlargement cannot be an inertial project. It must be 

driven forward by the European people’s interests and aspirations; it must fulfill their 

expectations and improve their lives.

Romania has its own experience in dealing with a strenuous transition period 

towards a genuine democracy and functioning market economy. One could say that this is 

a success story. We are aware of the problems, pressures, sacrifices that need to be made 

and what strategies to apply in this process. All of these are tools that the Union can 

factor into its policies. All of these are examples of, if 

you like, good practices, that in the case of candidate or 

potential candidate countries could prove useful. 

Romania’s integration in the EU can be described 

as a continuous balance between what it brings to 

the Union and what the EU gives to Romania. It is a 

perfect example of a win-win situation. EU membership 

does not simply mean a contribution to the budget 

and attendance at the EU gatherings. It means, most 

of all, a direct involvement in the every day life and 

activities of the Union, an active presence in its politics, 

presenting solutions for the problems that come up 

either in Europe or worldwide. Romania strongly 

believes that, as a new Member State, it can rise up to 

this important challenge. 
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The “History of Romanian Cinema” would never make a feature – a short, rather. 

OK, film dictionaries say it all started in 1911 and on a grand scale (the film was 

called “The War of Independence”, no less), but who are we fooling?!... Only a short 

while ago (that is, two years ago, when Cristi Puiu won the “Un certain regard” in 

Cannes with “The Death of Mr Lazarescu”), we were not even “on the map” – as Peter 

Greenaway so gracefully put it when invited by the “Anonimul” Independent Film 

Festival in the Danube Delta: “Romanian cinema does not exist”, he solemnly stated. 

Well, thank you, Mr Greenaway, but here is some news for you: now it does! It is even 

a red, pulsating dot on the map of world cinema.

It happened so fast most Romanians are still bewildered. So, here is a short 

summing up: in 2006, Corneliu Porumboiu won the Golden Camera with his 

irresistible “12.08 East of Bucharest” in 2006. This year, it was a double win: Cristian 

Mungiu with “4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days” (Palme d’Or) and late Cristian Nemescu 

with “California Dreamin’ (endless)” (the “Un certain regard” main prize). Apart from 

these, we have to go back as early as 1957 (yes, that’s 50 years ago!) to mention 

another Palme d’Or (in the shorts competition): Ion Popescu Gopo’s animation “Short 

History”. In 1965, Liviu Ciulei won the Best Director’s Prize in Cannes with his 

adaptation of Liviu Rebreanu’s classic novel “The Forest of the Hanged”. And in 2004, 

Catalin Mitulescu also won the Palme d’Or for his short “Traffic”. These successes 

are even more surprising since the Romanian participation in Cannes (Venice or 

Berlin…) was scarce: Lucian Pintilie – the most influential Romanian filmmaker – was 

(unfortunately) out of competition with his energy-filled “The Oak” (back in 1992) and 

in competition with his two subsequent efforts (“An Unforgettable Summer” and “Too 

Late”) – which didn’t win the favours of the jury… What proved to be “too late” for the 

unofficially recognized “dean” of Romanian cinema was too early for aspiring directors: 

the late 90s were more or less lost for them. 

But then, immediately after, tiny lights seemed to blink at the end of the tunnel. 

Films made on a shoe-string or very limited budgets (Cristi Puiu’s “Stuff & Dough” 

in 2001 and Cristian Mungiu’s “Occident” in 2002) were shown in the “Director’s 

Fortnight” in Cannes and received critical accolades. The former – constantly derailed 

during its production and very badly distributed locally – was never allowed to become 

a hit, whereas the latter opened in Romania to wide public success.  

These two titles mirror – as in a fable – the two facets of current Romanian cinema. It 

When talking about Romanian Cinema, one should bear in mind a few things:
There is no “Romanian School of Cinema”, just some film schools; 
There are no “waves” (old or new), just individuals; 
There are not many big prizes, just a few (but the situation is changing);
There is no money (except for – generally - inept films…)
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is torn, symbolically and effectively, between the need for commercial success and the 

necessity of finding a specific, hopefully personal, way of telling stories. As many of 

those who work in this business know, this is never easy.

Puiu (now 40) and Mungiu (39) are highly illustrative if one wanted to give a 

definition of young Romanian cinema, not only because of their now high-profiled 

authority, but because they represent two models of serious dedication to the art of 

filmmaking. Significantly enough, both come from artistic and intellectual areas which 

were not cinematic per se from the start: Puiu studied fine arts before taking up film 

courses (in Switzerland) and Mungiu was a student in British and American literatures 

before going to film school (in Romania). Both took some time (four years in Puiu’s 

case and five in Mungiu’s) before directing their second feature. And both share the 

same patient, unwavering and uncompromising attitude to filmmaking. But there 

are differences too: Puiu’s scripts were written in collaboration with writer Razvan 

Radulescu; Mungiu’s are all his own. Puiu’s style is easily recognizable in both “Stuff 

& Dough” and “The Death of Mr Lazarescu”, whereas Mungiu makes a clear break 

between “Occident” and “4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days”. Quite frankly, someone 

who saw his grim, almost clinical dissection of “solidarity” in Communist times (in 

what is now commonly referred to as “432”) would never suspect he is also the author 

of lighthearted, albeit dramatic, 3-part post-Communist fable in comedic mode that 

is “Occident”… It is not only his style which has changed (needless to say, for the 

better!); it is his whole conception of cinema. 

Mungiu’s debut still bore the marks of Nae Caranfil’s highly entertaining and 

seminal first feature “È pericoloso sporgersi” (one of the few box-office hits from the 

early 90s): the same 3-part structure – in which one story is perceived from three 

points of view –, the same light tone and the same soft look at “grand issues” (from 

politics to economic to social and family issues) which seems to be shared by many 

Romanian directors of the same generation. Mungiu’s treatment of the story in 

Occident – which moved from the late-Communist time of Caranfil’s film to the early 

years of Capitalist Romania – gave justice to the popular call for good comedies: his 

dialogues sparkled with wit and instant quotes, some visual jokes were quite clever 

and his twisting & turning of material proved pretty deft. But the acting, although 

above average, was not consistent and seemed to rely too heavily - at times – on some 

actors’ charisma or star-power. The highlights of that, first, feature were the script 

and the soundtrack (the leitmotif of the highly popular pioneer song “Noi in anul 2000/

Cind nu vom mai fi copii…”/”In the year 2000,/When we won’t be kids anymore…” 
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was a hoot among that generation!); but he’s come a long way since then…

Cristi Puiu seems to be responsible for this change, just like Nae Caranfil seemed 

to “inspire” Mungiu for his first feature. Puiu – with his ferocious yet humane eye 

for the sordid details of post-Communist life in Bucharest – stands tall in all possible 

discussions about the re-invention of Romanian cinema after 2000.

This re-invention sparkled the imagination of numerous film critics, most of 

them referring to it as “the New Wave”. It seemed handy enough to coin a term which 

has already earned its coat of arms c/o French cinema; but apart from that, and the 

relative value of labeling the “Nouvelle Vague” to young Romanian cinema, it doesn’t 

mean much.

First, because there was no manifesto, no programme and no theoretical 

background. The Romanian “New Wave” is not the work of film critics or theoreticians 

exasperated with the state of Romanian filmmaking, who set out to make a revolution 

by seizing cameras, dollys etc. and taking to the streets to capture “life”… (I’m 

not saying this exasperation does not exist; I’m just saying it didn’t go that far - 

fortunately!) The critics, for the most part, were quick enough to salute this radical 

change in subject-matter and style – but then again, it would be inaccurate to point 

out to (only) one trend in young Romanian cinema: if Puiu definitely put his mark on 

this cinema with his vibrant mix of handheld, cine-verite “slice of life” drama with 

Cassavetes flavour, there are few similitudes between this harrowing minimalism and 

Radu Muntean’s more detached, less congestive brand of the same (in his haunting, 

truth-perfect “The Paper Will Be Blue”, a chilling re-enactment of individual drama 

during the revolution) or Mungiu’s own brand in “432” – emotionally precise, flat-out 

suspenseful and “classically” controlled. True, the oft-invoked “minimalism” is pretty 

much in-your-face, but is it really only an aesthetic choice, or (just as much) the 

“natural” result of working on a low budget? (“432” started out on a tight 590,000 

euros! Would his film have looked different if he benefited from a higher budget? – I 

asked Mungiu during his first press conference in Bucharest after the award. “No”, he 

replied dryly; it is just that more money would have gone to the people who worked on 

the film – and who were underpaid…)

Not everybody is “in the minimalist mode”, though: in June, at the 



“Transilvania” International Film Festival, Nae Caranfil premiered his 

ambitious, sprawling period-piece “The Rest is Silence” – a project 

long in the making (some 10 years) and which already boasts the 

legend of being “the most expensive Romanian film ever made”! 

It is so atypical (and a-topical: the story of the making of that first 

Romanian film, 1911’s “The War of Independence”) that many were 

taken aback… Is Caranfil really “twisting the neck of rhetoric” – the 

rhetoric of current Romanian cinema – or is he deluding himself? Will 

crafting a 2 hours-long film, that is programmatically “old fashioned”, 

pay off? For now, the strategy didn’t pay: the film was rejected at 

Cannes. It may be that only time will tell, “the rest is silence”…

But neither is Cristian Nemescu’s first (and, unfortunately, last: 

the director was killed in a taxi crash in August, age 27, together 

with his sound designer Andrei Toncu) feature, “California Dreamin’ 

(endless)”, in tune with the said minimalism: unique among his peers 

for his fresh and playful combination of comedy, drama and teenage 

fantasies, Nemescu left a body of some 5 shorts and one – this – 

unfinished feature; he may have found his style in this unprecedented 

(for Romanian cinema) brand of solid script, good acting, cine-verite 

and childlike daydreaming – a sort of “magical neorealism”; sadly, time 

will not tell how he would have evolved…

Close – to a certain extent – to Nemescu’s vision (pruder about 

the sex, though!) is Catalin Mitulescu’s co-production (with a French 

team) “How I Spent the End of the World”, which premiered at the 

“Un certain regard” last year. Meant to earn him a bit prize in Cannes 

– in view of its comparatively big budget and over-ambitious scope: a 

depiction of the last year of Ceausescu’s reign as seen by a young boy, 

in a “Good-bye, Lenin” meets Kusturica style -, it only won a prize for 

lead actress Dorotheea Petre; the “challenger” – who went on to get 

all the main prizes at every festival it was screened at! – was none 

other than newcomer Corneliu Porumboiu with his “goofy” dramedy “12.08 East of 

Bucharest”. Weary of waiting for money from the always-unreliable CNC (National 

Centre for Cinema), Porumboiu produced the film himself. It proved to be a hit 

everywhere else – except Romania!

So, what is really the matter with the Romanian public? Why are all the good 

films produced now – there are not many! – lost on them?

The answer is many-fold. It has to do with money, yes (people prefer to stay at 

home and watch TV, because it’s cheaper; most films can now be downloaded “freely” 

from the Internet; and the state of most cinemas is dismal…), but is has a lot to do – 

also – with the fact that this particular brand of realism (minimalist or otherwise) is 

keeping them away… Hopelessly formatted by years of American blockbusters, this 

public would – perhaps – make it to the nearest cinema, but what it hopes to find 

there is the same kind of “escapist” production (such as (romantic) comedies, (SF/

historical) adventure movies, thrillers etc.) that he or she would enjoy at home. They 

don’t seem to be interested in cinema as such, but rather by what French critic Serge 

Daney used to call “objective mythologies”: those planetary stories which capture the 

“Zeitgeist” and keep everybody tuned up in the comfort of collective wavelength… 

Yes, I’m talking about movies such as “The Da Vinci Code”; but even that one only 

managed to attract some 150.000 viewers (Porumboiu’s film made 15.000 entries, 

which is a proud 10%!)…

As I used to say (half jokingly), Romanian cinema doesn’t need to be lobbied 

abroad anymore: it needs to be lobbied inside Romania! Maybe Mungiu’s Palme d’Or 

- which made many Romanians proud to be Romanians – will change that, but for the 

wrong reasons: it spells out “success story”. The fact that it is in cinema rather than 

football or fashion is secondary.
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The point of departure is Elgaland-Vargaland, 

the artistic Kingdom proclaimed in 1992 and 

consisting of all Border Territories: geographical, 

mental and digital. Set in relief against the media 

attention given to discussion of the ongoing 

atrocities in the Middle East, North Korea’s 

nuclear capabilities and the probabilities of who 

and what policies will rule supreme in a post-

Bush/Blair West, investigations into the status 

of these geographically ambiguous border-

crossings makes for salient cultural debate. 

Indeed, Carl Michael von Hausswolff and Leif 

Elggren’s project raises fundamental questions of 

ownership, access and moral right – questions, 

that is, of amplified interest as globalization 

realigns the governance and economic structures 

of modern nation-states, and as technological 

improvements shift power hierarchies pertaining 

to information and content flows. 

Elgaland-Vargaland in its utopian aspirations 

and rigorous 

questioning of 

geographic parceling 

offers an instructive 

entry-point through 

which we may 

discuss some 

striking facets of 

our contemporary 

political economy. 

But rather than 

tackling this project 

in the concrete 

or these porous 

philosophies in the 

abstract, I’d prefer 

to engage them 

obliquely through an 

examination of trans-

nationalism in my own curatorial practice. 

Significantly, the question of trans-national 

exhibitions seems to be one of the key issues 

running from the ‘90s through to the present. 

Having been asked as a curator by the Musée 

d’Art Moderne de la ville de Paris to curate 

numerous of explicitly ‘national’ exhibitions – 

starting actually with Live/Life, an investigation 

of the British scene of the ‘90s, then Nuit 

Blanche on the Nordic art scene, and last 

but not least, Traverses, an exhibition on the 

French art scene around the beginning of the 

millennium – I often tried to turn the tables and 

investigate questions of what we might call the 

post- or trans-national. Or to put it even more 

precisely, I’ve been interested in deliberating 

how an exhibition focussing on the post- or 

trans-national notion of national exhibition could 

not be about borderlines, but actually become 

a borderline – a function akin to what might be 

possible with Elgaland-Vargaland as well.

A rudimentary interest in these processes was 

triggered years back by my desire to counter 

the pre-packaged, top-down model of how I felt 

many travelling exhibitions migrated. One might 

call this the ‘blockbuster effect’ and it is driven 

by the cost-effective distribution of static works 

for maximum effect: gate sales and visibility, 

for example. Saatchi’s ‘Sensation’ is an obvious 

case-in-point in the contemporary realm. But if 

this posed one model of globalisation, I’ve been 

driven to explore other more organic models. 

In opposing what he called the ‘irreversible’ 

aspects of globalisation (uniformity, 

homogeneity),  Etienne Balibar once described to 

me what he framed as the need for intellectual 
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artists and exhibitions to become nomadic, 

physically and mentally travelling across the 

borders. Further on, he described how going 

beyond national boundaries would allow 

languages and cultures to spill in all directions, 

to broaden the horizon of translating capacities. 

‘Exhibitions would vanish in their intervention,’ 

Balibar used to say, ‘they would be necessary 

but without monopoly, they would be borderlines 

themselves.’ Thus my earlier accentuation: to 

become a borderline. 

To illustrate my ideas, I’d like to talk a little 

bit about these three aforementioned shows 

and then about my recent project, Uncertain 

States of America, a travelling group show 

curated by myself, Daniel Birnbaum and Gunnar 

Kvaran that examines the practices of some 40 

contemporary American artists.     

Live/Life, the first of these which I co-curated 

with Lawrence Bossé, occurred in ’96 and 

looked at the amazing dynamics of the British 

art scene of the period. It was also replete with 

trepidations. From the beginning, for example, 

we were aware of the sheer impossibility of such 

a project – that it was naïve to grapple with the 

entirety of such a vibrant arts scene – and the 

risks of imposing a reductive perspective from 

the outside. It thus became clear that we would 

work with curators practicing within the UK 

and we also felt strongly that it should not be a 

dogmatic exhibition demonstrating the ‘totality’ 

of British art in the ‘90s.  

Urbanists like Cedric Price proved invaluable 

guides to questioning the masterplan of such an 

exhibition and introducing in its place alternative 

models of self-organisation. Robert Venturi, in 

his seminal book, Complexity and Contradiction 

in Architecture, offered another in-road. I quote 

here at length: 

The tradition of “either-or” has characterized orthodox modern 

architecture: a sun-screen is probably nothing else; a support is 

seldom an enclosure; a wall is not violated by window penetrations 

but is totally interrupted by glass […] Even “flowing space” has 

implied being outside when inside, and inside when outside, rather 

than both at the same time. Such manifestations of articulation and 

clarity are foreign to an architecture of complexity and contradiction, 

which tends to include “both-and” rather than exclude “either-or.” 

[…] An architecture which includes varying levels of meaning breeds 

ambiguity and tension. […] [Ultimately] it makes [the observer’s] 

perception more vivid. (Venturi, 23, 25)

Over the course of our research for Live/Life, we 

became attuned to the incredible importance of 

artist-run spaces all over the UK, in London but 

also elsewhere, and began thinking about how 

to break up and open the exhibition. The idea, 

and one that I continue to champion, would be 

to organise a show where there would be many 

exhibitions within the exhibition, where a show 

would hide other shows. So we invited a number 

of artist-run spaces such as City Racing and Bank 

in London, Transmission from Glasgow, and 

many others as well, to curate parts of the show. 

The exhibition in this sense became a polyphony 

of these different micro situations and our 

role, more than curating a masterplan, was to 

somehow create bridges and links between these 

different temporary and autonomous domes 

within the exhibition.  

The idea was also to map the situation and 

obviously there again we faced an impossibility. 

It’s the same thing as when we talk about a 

city, the impossibility of making a portrait of a 

city, something Italo Calvino talked about in his 

discussion of the futility of making a synthetic 

image of such a dense urban space.  

But Live/Life did not travel and that’s probably 

its fundamental divergence with Nuit Blanche, 

the second of the exhibitions I’d like to discuss. 

In this show, also co-curated with Lawrence 

Bossé, we were again focussing on specific 

geographical boundaries but here they were 

perhaps more diverse: artistic production of the 

moment in Finland, Sweden, Norway, Denmark 
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and Iceland was our point of departure. 

I like to think about Nuit Blanche as a kind 

of a travelling laboratory. The show toured 

several Nordic countries and each time there 

was a different video programme driven by 

guest curators. So cinema, in addition to 

links with other fields of knowledge such as 

architecture, design and literature, drove this 

show—positions, the cinematic especially, 

which resurface prominently in more recent 

undertakings of mine such as Uncertain States 

of America.  

The value of this long-term research is vital to 

the integrity and the vision of such shows.  In 

fact, I think that these are ultimately research 

exhibitions: they are not about representation, 

but knowledge production. The shows emerge 

from hundreds of studio visits encompassing 

a year or more, so they are actually also very 

slow – the opposite, maybe, of what one might 

consider to be the basis of today’s exhibition 

practice. Globalisation is not only about speeding 

up, but slowing down: repeat visits, slow 

discussions, were absolutely key. This constant 

flow of dialogue gradually builds up the idea,  

the structure.  

Transverses, another of the exhibitions I did 

with Lawrence Bossé, is the last of the Musée 

d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris shows I’d 

like to discuss. Here we proposed a different 

rule of the game: each artist would invite 

another practitioner to do something in relation 

to or with his or her work to engage further 

collaboration. The actual mode of collaboration, 

however, would remain completely open. For 

example, Marine Hugonnier showed a film that 

captured a dialogue with her father, a very well 

known economist. The architect, Philippe Rahm, 

meanwhile, collaborated with the music group 

Air who developed a soundtrack which was 

played on a frequency that was almost inaudible 

for exhibition visitors, yet had a strong presence 

in this particular room. In yet another instance, 

Didier Fiuza Faustino worked with a young 

composer to create a soundtrack, a project which 

stemmed from the familiarity in the world of 

theatre. There are many other relevant examples 

as well. In essence, we began to view exhibition-

making less as a continental thing, and more, to 

borrow poet and philosopher Eduard Glissant’s 

distillation, as an archipelago – a production of 

interconnected bodies of activity and knowledge.

This then leads to the latest exhibition, Uncertain 

States of America, which commenced at the 

Astrup Fearnley Museum of Modern Art, Oslo, in 

2005 and has since passed through the Center of 

Curatorial Studies at Bard College, New York, the 

Serpentine Gallery, London, and the Reykjavik 

TM Sisters, (still 01 from 

Superpowers...)
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Art Museum. What I want to stress here is the 

extent to which Uncertain States also functions 

as a multi-centred toolbox. 

The polyphony of centres is something that has 

really come to define the art world over the last 

two decades. If the 1980s system was still very 

much dominated by competition for who is the 

centre – this famous idea of Paris having ceded 

the centre to New York – this jostling seemed to 

become less and less relevant over the course of 

the ‘90s. I realised this first in ’91 when I went 

to Glasgow to give a lecture on Transmission and 

came to understand what an incredibly dynamic 

position this otherwise regional city had in the 

art world. I began talking to Douglas Gordon 

about this and our conversations really alerted 

me to this dynamic: Europe as a polyphony of 

cultural centres. 

When Daniel Birnbaum, Gunnar Kvaran and I 

began research on Uncertain States of America, 

we thus began with the given that New York 

City no longer rules supreme and did some 

intense travelling across the country in order 

to identify some other burgeoning scenes. 

Portland, Oregon, for example, had an amazing 

wealth of goings-on around music, cinema and 

art – it proved to be a very strong local pocket. 

One could say the same of San Francisco and 

Los Angeles with artists like Trisha Donnelly, 

Miranda July, Mario Ybarra Jr and Rodney 

McMillian practicing there: in very different 

ways, they all have very strong connections to 

the local California scene and have only more 

recently, and in very different manners, engaged 

with the broader international context. Then 

there’s Miami: a few years ago there was nothing 

and now there is a completely new scene with 

young artists and tireless discussions about the 

new art school. 

Because the show is very much a learning 

system, we’ve been able to adjust and add to this 

along the way. And then there’s a very strong 

reader that Noah Horowitz and Brian Sholis 

put together which, keeping with the theme 

of the exhibition, compiles writings around art 

and cultural politics in America since 2000. So 

it straddles two publishing economies – one 

closely aligned with the exhibition, the other 

entering the larger sphere of academic books – 

and it’s another great example, I believe, of this 

slowness I mentioned before and the research-

driven aspect of these projects. 

I think it’s important, at this juncture, to return 

to Édouard Glissant who’s been an unparalleled 

influence in terms of how I’ve negotiated 

these knowledge-production ventures and my 

approach to globalisation at large; understanding 

how to trigger and reinforce global dialogue 

while still enhancing differences. In the art 

context, the pre-packaged exhibition is a very 

dangerous undertaking: shipping the same show 

from one venue to the next is uninteresting, and 

at the extreme may even be opportunistic. So 

I think it’s essential that we continue to stress 

local research and open-ended dialogue. It is a 

process not of rejecting global dialogue, but of 

entering dialogues between the local and the 

global and of always keeping in mind that they 

must produce difference, what Glissant calls 

becoming a ‘different engine.’  
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Jani Christou is one of the most important Greek 
composers of the twentieth century. Although 
he was only 44 when he died in a car accident 
in January 1970, he was regarded by many as 
one of the leading composers 
of his generation. He was 
controversial, highly talented, 
and greatly admired both in his 
own country and abroad. His 
music was heard at some of the 
most prestigious international 
music festivals in the world. 
Moreover, before his untimely 
death, he was preparing to 
unveil the most ambitious 
project of his career - a large 
scale contemporary opera based 
on Oresteia, a massive stage 
ritual based on the text by 
Aeschylus, for actors, singers, 
dancers, chorus, orchestra, 
tape and visual effects. Oresteia 
would have received its world 
premiere at the English Bach 
Festival in London in April 1970, 
with further performances 
scheduled for France, Japan, 
America and Scandinavia.
All of Christou’s music springs 
from his philosophical and 
theoretical studies.1 His 
interests include philosophy, 
anthropology, psychology, 
theology and comparative religions, history and 
pre-history through to occultism and art. This 
is particularly so in the music covering the last 
ten years of his life, where his compositional 
techniques are at times transmuted 
beyond conventional music. A key term is 
‘transformation’. As Christou explains in one of 
his most celebrated writings, ‘a credo for music’ 
(Review Epoches, vol.34, February, 1966):

The logic of transformation cannot be explained in 
terms other than those pertaining to itself. It is very 
difficult because the validity of such descriptions 

depend on whether or not we are talking or listening 
from experience. But an image can help. Let us take 
as a basic concept space-time. We can go even further 
and consider the object as occupying space-time 
within space-time (namely solar space-time). We can 
go even further and consider the object as occupying 
space-time within space-time, when we reach out to 
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1.  He was born at Heliopolis, 

N.E. of Cairo, on January 9th, 

1926, to Greek parents. In 

1945 he traveled to England 

to study under Ludwig 

Wittgenstein and Bertrand 

Russell. At the same time 
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galaxial space-time dimensions. We 
can go to intergalaxial dimensions. 
That same object assumes vastly 
different meanings, yet it is the same 
object. If we now think in terms of 
acoustical objects or events, we can 
perhaps, by analogy, see how the 
same events can have ever deepening 
implications. Transformations 
in music do just that. Absence of 
transforming powers keeps the 
acoustical events on one level, 
thus catering only to our sense of 
decoration. Art which does not rise 
above this level may be craftful, but 
it is no longer meaningful. I think 
there is a much greater interest in art 
that is of a liberating nature than in 
art which is of a decorative nature; 
liberating in the sense of liberating 
us from the common space-time 
continuum, pointing to other areas of experience […] 
For both listener and composer the danger is of being 
seduced by the whore of decoration and aesthetics. 
[…] Every age experiences transformations within 
an aesthetic characteristic of that particular age. The 
obstinate transplantation of an aesthetic of one age 
to another or even a generation to a generation is 
not only futile and invalid but is also a declaration of 
spiritual bankruptcy. Contrary to what is commonly 
held against the music of our day, its frequent jarring 
and shock-provoking methods can be symptoms of 
the necessity for liberation from an inherited aesthetic 
and worn-out patters of thought. 

While examining Christou’s creative output, 
one can detect an evolution from conventional 
musical notation and use of serial techniques 
towards the invention of his own personal 
musical notation and ‘meta-serial’ techniques, 
in combination with new concepts. As the 
colleague and friend of Christou, composer 
Theodore Antoniou  has observed, the evolution 
of Christou as a composer came from two 
sides: firstly, he was a sensitive receiver of the 
world’s cutting-edge compositional styles and 
techniques and he got involved in everything 
new that occurred. Secondly, he was influenced 
by philosophers and thinkers who tried to 
focus their thought on the evolution of human 
societies. 
With the arrival of the new notation, the new 
concepts of Praxis and Metapraxis appear.  
Praxis is the action which conforms to the logic 
characteristic of the art (a conductor conducting 
a concert), whereas Metapraxis is the action 
which is purposely performed to go beyond the 
piece (a conductor required to walk about, speak, 
scream, etc.) A Metapraxis is an assault on the 
logic of the performer’s relationship to his own 
particular medium. A violation within a single 
order of things. Or, a subtle pressure against the 
barrier of meaning which any system generates 
for its own preservation.

Antoniou draws a comparison between the late 

Iannis Xenakis (the internationally acclaimed 
Greek composer) as being apollonian, where 
Christou is both apollonian and dionysiac in the 
sense that he was influenced by the rationality 
of the western world and the mysticism of the 
East. This also explains the infiltration of drama 
in his composing technique. He acquired the 
western technique to support his ideas, but he 
always allowed space for the idea of the internal 
human dynamism in its several appearances in 
history, pre-history and meta-history. Moreover, 
his philosophical background offered him 
ways of bridging the whole gamut of human 
evolution. Christou’s musical philosophy was 
essentially, if not entirely, Jungian in concept. 
Jung believed that each person partakes of a 
universal collective unconscious that persists 
through generations: Jung held that the whole of 

mythology could be taken as a sort of projection 
of the collective unconscious. 
Christou projects the worlds of myth, ecstasy, 
mysticism and primitivism to the present and 
mixes them with the contemporary world of 
masses, group psychology, panic and hysteria. 
Through his works, he endeavours to create 
rites and rituals, where even the most routine 
and stereotypical actions of everyday life are 
transmuted and elevated. In the words of the 
composer,

I am therefore concerned with a music that confronts; 
with a music that wants to stare at the suffocating 
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effect, even terror, of much of our everyday 
experience of living; with a music that does NOT 
seek to escape the relentlessness of patterns in which 
this experience keeps unfolding. With a music that 
not only does not attempt to escape this experience, 
but that seeks out its forms – and eats them up, and 
throws them up again, just as dreams do.

Antoniou considers Christou a composer of 
musical surrealism (the term does not even 
exist in musical terminology): he saw mankind 
through all its history, pre-history and meta-
history. Whatever the situation he wanted to 
create, he would use contemporary symbols. For 
instance, in one of his last works Anaparastasis 
I (1968) the first scene and lyrics are taken from 
Oresteia by Aeschylus, where the guard has 
been waiting for a year on a roof-top for a signal 
signifying the fall of Troy. When this happens, 
there is the psychological panic of a man who 
has waited a 
whole year for this 
moment. But the 
way the conductor 
communicates 
with the musicians 
is surreal; when 
panic commences, 
the ensemble and 
the conductor 
start reciting 
safety directions 
explaining the 
sounding of alarm-
apparatus on a ship 
at sea (!). Moreover, 
the conductor 
indicates traffic 
signs which refer to 
traffic lights (when 
he/she says red, 
everyone stops, 
etc). It is amazing 
how he unites all 
those elements in 
order to express 
the feeling of panic 
for us today and for a guard in an ancient era. 
Musical Dadaism with Cage is already known, 
but what about musical surrealism? Maybe 
Christou’s music is an example.   
In his oratorio Mysterion (for narrator, three 
choruses, tape, orchestra and actors, 1965-

1966), one of his masterpieces, he uses again 
the idea of the continuum of human history. 
The lyrics and concept are taken from ancient 
Egyptian funerary texts: the sun-god penetrates 
the underworld nightly, traveling in his ‘boat of a 
million years’. The inhabitants of the underworld 
must cry out the Words of Power in order to be 
redeemed. Nevertheless, in the middle part, the 
action is transferred to a 1960s cocktail party! 
How can this be interpreted? Christou gives us 
some hints in the introduction of the score:

Within this climate, then, Mysterion unfolds with the 
logic – or lack of logic – of a dream, of a dream 
dreamt today, or tomorrow. Words are articulated, 
but their meaning cannot possibly be clear, and 
the text cannot be followed. After all, this consists 
entirely of magical formulas in a remote language. 
But even if the words were contemporary today, the 
distortions would still be the same. Nevertheless it is 
not always necessary to understand words in order to 
be affected by them. It is not, for instance, necessary 
to understand what a rioting crowd is saying in order 
to be affected by the shouting. Perhaps everything 
is an exclamation. In that case it is the context and 
tone of voice which are significant. And in that sense 
non-words can be meaningful. As Mysterion unfolds, 
words are articulated. For us their meaning cannot 
possibly be clear since these express magical formulas 
in a remote language. But psychologically they can 
be as clear to us as our own contemporary Words of 
Power: the language of science and technology upon 

which we have been 
reduced to depend so 
desperately.
 
Christou was a 
great loss. He wrote 
a great number 
of works and 
although his name 
remains respected 
in contemporary 
music circles to this 
day, performances 
of his music are 
extremely rare; 
few musicians and 
conductors are 
able to perform his 
works, especially 
those of the last 
period, which 
are the most 
experimental. 
Had Christou 
lived longer, 
his particular 
musical amalgam 

– containing all his advanced technique, 
experience and philosophical thought – would 
only have grown richer and  more diverse.

Climax of Metapraxis in 

Enantiodromia, Chester 

Music London
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In 1999, Dutch journalist Geert Mak’s newspaper, 

NRC Handelsblad, sent him in a camper-van 

on a pilgrimage throughout Europe. His articles 

appeared on the front page each day throughout 

the year, the commission to write ‘a sort of final 

inspection: what shape was the continent in, here 

at the conclusion of the twentieth century?’ At 

the same time it was to be an historical journey, 

to trace the contours of the twentieth century 

and how they affected the places in which they 

happened. The written up reports make an epic of 

over 800 pages, divided by month of the year 1999, 

city, and the period of the twentieth century Mak is 

concerned with. 

Of course, the journey takes in all the obligatory 

events and locations of twentieth century history: 

Vienna before the 1st world war; Versailles; Lenin’s 

route after the Russian Revolution to arrive in 

Petrograd; Munich; Guernica; Dunkirk; Auschwitz; 

Berlin; Gdansk … The historical narrative is familiar, 

and Mak’s interest is always in how the history lives 

on in the consciousness of today’s inhabitants, if 

not always in their willing memory: it is journalism 

written as history of the present. There are facts 

in the book about the ways the 20th century still 

punctuates 21st century European life which should 

be common knowledge, but which come (at least to 

me) as a surprise. Still today, for example, there are 

twice daily explosions of unspent ammunition from 

World War One at Ypres in Belgium, unremarkable 

and almost unnoticed amongst the locals. 

In Europe has sold over 350,000 hardback copies 

in the Netherlands, and become a bestseller across 

Europe. For an 800 page tome about history, that 

seems an extraordinary achievement; but then 

widespread curiosity, of a certain kind, for the 20th 

century seems to be unflagging. Many critics have 

complained that the book tells us nothing new, that 

there are neither historical discoveries nor radical 

reconfigurations of the way the twentieth century 

is to be understood. This is unfair: Mak’s mode 

of writing – and the original commission – would 

have been impossible working outside a commonly 

known historical narrative, but frequently he asks 

unusual questions about aspects of this, which 

would be unfamiliar to those who learnt their 

history only in school, such as what Basques at the 

turn of the Millennium think about the Civil War 

Guernica bombings. It is a brilliant blending of 

grand and small histories which awakens the traces 

of that history in each of us, and the occasional 

challenging of assumptions which gives those 

traces a pulse. 

In the final chapters, Mak visits Sarajevo and 

Srebrenica, the gruesome last acts of a bloody and 

genocidal century. The Yugoslav conflict – about 

which Mak reads in the news throughout 1999 – 

hangs over the whole book. It might have come 

across as a fitting end to what could have been a 

kind of pilgrimage through millenarian End Times. 

Yet, as Mak says at the end of the book, the story of 

Europe cannot yet be told, since the ending has yet 

to be decided. Goethe said that Europe is the result 

of medieval pilgrimages: it is clear that with his 

own pilgrimage Mak sees himself as contributing 

towards the construction of a future Europe. There 

is a hopefulness which runs throughout the book 

and gives it its curiosity and verve. But it is at the 

same time an urgent hopefulness. The book is 

an appeal, based on Europe’s past, for the urgent 

creation of a common European ‘cultural, political 

and democratic space’. 

Mak begins the book with a quotation from 

Borges (although it could have so easily been 

one of countless similar by Calvino), to the effect 

that in charting the world one only charts the 

contours of one’s own face. There are so many 

histories in Europe that one cannot hope to create 

a single historical narrative that is any more than 

subjective. But, as many have pointed out, it is 

in the space between the multitudinous peoples 

and histories that Europe exists: Europe is the 

aspiration which drives the cultural exchange 

between these communities. 

One of Mak’s diversions throughout the book is to 

find the borders of Europe. The method he chooses 

for deciding this is to listen for people saying they 

are ‘going to Europe’, on holiday, on business … 

He finds people speaking in this way 

in Portugal, in the United Kingdom, 

in Russia. It seems to me this is 

one of his few faults. The important 

psychological border is not one that 

becomes apparent in this vernacular. 

It is instead the difference between 

those who want to be European, 

in the sense of promoting cultural 

exchange and aspiration, and try 

to bring this about in a specifically 

European context, and those who 

do not. Of course, cultural exchange 

and aspiration are not exclusively 

European virtues (thank-goodness!) 

Rather, a particular way of doing 

cultural endeavour is given to 

Europeans by their history. Mak’s 

pilgrimage is an instantiation of such European 

searching.

Published by Harvill Secker, 876 pp, £25

Review 
by
Niccoló 
Milanese
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Simon Critchley’s new work is an impassioned 

call to wake an increasingly apathic citizenry 

to the responsibilities of engaged, perhaps 

militant but never Jacobin, democratic practice. In 

times when the curtain seems to have drawn over 

the possibility of a truly oppositional grassroots 

political project, Critchley reminds us that public 

contestation – as the plural, un-coopted, sincere 

manifestation of outrage in the face of injustice – 

represents the very essence of radical  

democratic praxis. 

At the root of Critchley’s analysis lies a consideration 

of the motivational deficit at the heart of today’s 

liberal democracies, which Critchley chooses 

to frame in the classical Kantian dilemma of 

experiencing the (governmental) norms that rule 

contemporary society as externally binding but not 

internally compelling. The task of the book can be 

framed around Yeats’ famous declaration that the 

best lack all conviction, whilst the worst are full of 

passionate intensity (and one must here just recall 

Bush’s latest speech in Prague before the G8): it is a 

call to arms, a ringing morning bell, a vigorous push 

to stand up and start walking. 

The book is divided into two parts; one exquisitely 

ethical, the other overtly political. The problem 

haunting Critchley in the first part of the volume is 

how the self binds itself to whatever it determines as 

its good. In other words, where is conviction to come 

from? Critchley chooses to focus on three European 

thinkers, two philosophers and one theologian, from 

whom he borrows his basic tools of analysis. 

From Alain Badiou, he borrows the idea of the 

subject binding itself to the universality of a demand 

that opens up within a particular instance, through a 

particular event, but which exceeds that contingent 

situation. With the thought of Knud Ejler Løgstrup, 

Critchley develops this into the idea of an infinite, 

unfulfillable, one-sided ethical demand, and the 

a-symmetrical relationship it creates between the 

subject and the nature of that demand. By reading 

Emmanuel Levinas he then attempts to show how 

this moment of radical asymmetry between the 

infinity of the ethical demand and the finite and 

fallible nature of man goes on to define the subject 

as the bearer of an impossible infinite responsibility. 

After reading Critchley’s short but precise analysis, 

one cannot but be left feeling that too much is being 

left unsaid, that entire Panzerdivisions of objections 

are not being dodged but simply ignored. Critchley’s 

reading of the three thinkers mentioned is evocative 

but perhaps a little uncritical, the results potent but 

unchallenged. But indeed, this is a particular book, 

half a philosophical treatise, half a manifesto, and 

Critchley has spared us none of his critical powers 

in his other recent works. And, in fact, the gestures 

offered in the first section of the book cannot but be 

read together with the second, political exhortation. 

Critchley begins by taking issue with the classical 

Marxist thought that capitalism is bound to create 

an increasingly homogeneous social fabric defined 

by a self-conscious revolutionary subjectivity, 

the proletarian worker. Critchley, rightly enough, 

sees instead a multiplication and differentiation of 

social actors in contemporary capitalism. But this 

immediately leads to the question—who is then the 

contemporary subject of revolutionary-emancipatory 

politics? As Mario Tronti, one of the founding minds 

of Italian operaismo, recently put it, who is the 

worker today, understood not as anthropological 

object, but as political subject? Critchley interprets 

this as the lack of a “name” around which radical 

politics can take shape, the lack of a commonly 

shared political vocabulary that allows multiple 

social realities with plural and at times contradictory 

demands to rally together under a common banner.

Critchley attempts to offer a response indirectly. 

Through a timely discussion of the “politics of 

fear” as the Schmittian creation of an internal 

order through the more or less fantastic threat of 

an external enemy, he calls for a radical political 

articulation conceived as the creation of interstitial 

distance within the state territory, defined by the 

active articulation of political opposition from local 

experiences of injustice by presenting universally 

binding demands. The art of politics is to weave 

together such cells of resistance into a shared 

political subjectivity precisely by stressing the 

universal character of the demand, and here is the 

connection to the first part of the book.

This leads to Critchley’s call for a new anarchic 

meta-politics, which, as any reader of Laclau would 

wish, refuses to see democracy as the dead dog 

of neoliberalism, taking it instead as a “totally 

reproposable idea”, to use recent words of Antonio 

Negri, defined by Critchley as “the deformation 

of society from itself through the act of material 

political contestation”. 

Although the total divorce of structural and super-

structural concerns effected by 

Critchley raises the problem of the 

economical sustainability of the 

demands presented – thus limiting 

their scope of impact in the very 

structural organisation of society – we 

cannot but agree that if the possibility 

of viable alternative futures is to 

arise this will only happen through 

the articulation of what we may 

none too euphemistically call an 

enraged citizenry. A moment 

of disappointment comes from 

Critchley’s failure to connect the 

universality of the political demand 

with the necessary transnational 

nature of the response. And this 

represents the crux of the problem: 

how to harmonise local and global? Are protests 

against delocalisation ethically universal demands 

when they are blind to the advantages such 

delocalisation brings to developing countries?

Verso Books, 178 pp, £ 17.99

Review 
by
LORENZO
MARSILI
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“MAKING 
THE PLANET 
HOSPITABLE TO 
EUROPE”

y title implies that our planet is 

not at the moment hospitable to 

Europe. It also suggests, obliquely, 

that we, the Europeans, experience 

the lack of such hospitality as a 

problem - that is, as a deviation 

from what could be legitimately expected, an 

abnormality that needs to be put right again. 

‘Again’ – since, presumably, in the past we used 

to feel on the planet chez soi and expected its 

hospitality to us and to our daring pursuits to 

be our birthright; and assumed that the homely 

feeling will continue as part of the natural order 

of things. ‘Hospitality’ came so naturally for us as 

to hardly ever leap into our view as a ‘problem’ 

calling for special attention. As Martin Heidegger 

would have put it, it remained in the grey and 

misty area of zuhanden and as long as things 

worked as they were expected to, there was no 

occasion to move it into the sphere of vorhanden 

– into the focus of attention, into the universe of 

‘troubles’ and ‘tasks’...  

In 1784, Immanuel Kant shared with his 

contemporaries a few thoughts conceived in 

his tranquil, off-the-beaten-track Königsberg 

seclusion. Those were, in his own rendering, 

ideas of ‘universal history’, considered from the 

point of view of ‘world-wide citizenship’. Kant 

observed that the planet we inhabit is a sphere 

– and thought through the consequences of that 

admittedly trivial fact: that we all stay and move 

on the surface of that sphere, have nowhere else 

to go and hence are bound to live forever in each 

other’s neighbourhood and company. Moving 

on a spherical surface, we cannot but shorten 

the distance on one side as we try to stretch it 

on the other. All effort to lengthen a distance 

cannot but be ultimately self-defeating. Sooner 

or later, Kant warned, there will be no empty 

space left into which those of us who have found 

the already populated places too cramped or too 

inconvenient, awkward and uncomfortable, could 

venture. And so Nature commands us to view 

hospitality as the supreme precept, which we all 

in equal measure will have to embrace sooner or 

later - in order to seek the end to the long chain 

of trials and errors, of catastrophes which our 

errors caused, and of the ruins left in the wake of 

those catastrophes.

But unlike other oeuvres of the same author, 

this little book on the peaceful coexistence of 

humankind, on the imminent ‘citizenship of the 

world’ and world-wide hospitality, gathered dust 

for two centuries in academic libraries. Only 

quite recently, the little book burst all of a sudden 

into the very centre of the Jetztzeitgeschichte. It 

would be a tall order to find these days a learned 

study of the challenges of the current stage of 

planetary history that does not quote Kant’s 

little book as a supreme authority and source 

of inspiration. As Jacques Derrida, for instance, 

observed, Kant’s time-honoured insights would 

easily expose the present-day buzz-words like 

‘culture of hospitality’ or ‘ethics of hospitality’ as 

mere pleonasms: ‘L’hospitalité, c’est la culture 

même et ce n’est pas une éthique parmi des 

autres… L’éthique est hospitalité’. Indeed, if 

ethics, as Kant wished, is a work of reason, then 

hospitality is – must be, or must sooner or later 

become - the first rule of human conduct. 

Ryszard Kapuściński notes a most fateful, even 

if surreptitious and subterranean, change in the 

mood of the planet. In the course of the last five 

centuries the military and economic domination 

of Europe tended to be topped with the 

unchallenged position of Europe as the reference 

point for evaluation, praise or condemnation of 

all others, past and present, 
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forms of human life, and as the supreme court 

where such assessment was authoritatively 

pronounced and made binding. It was enough 

just to be a European, says Kapuściński, to feel 

everywhere else a boss and a ruler. This is no 

longer the case. The present time is marked by 

the ever more self-assured and outspoken self-

awareness of peoples which still half a century 

ago genuflected to Europe and placed it on the 

altar of cargo cults, but now show a fast growing 

sense of their own value and ever more evident 

ambition to gain and retain an independent 

and weighty place in the new, increasingly 

polycentric and multi-cultural world. 

And another profound change has happened 

to the planet to make us feel apprehensive and 

uneasy. The wide world ‘out there’, at the other 

end of a long-distance flight from London, Paris 

or Amsterdam, seldom if ever appears now to be 

a playground, a site of adventure - challenging 

and exciting, but safe, with a happy end certain 

and insured. Unless the flight in question is an 

all-inclusive holiday flight to favourite tourist 

spots, the places at its other end look more 

like a wilderness teeming with unspoken and 

unspeakable dangers – the kind of ‘no-go’ areas 

which ancient Romans used to mark out on their 

world maps as ‘hic sunt leones’. This is quite a 

change, a shocking change, traumatic enough to 

put paid to European self-confidence, courage 

and ardour.

Indeed, until quite recently Europe was that 

centre that made the rest of the planet a 

periphery. As Denis de Rougemont crisply put 

it, Europe discovered all the lands of Earth, but 

no one ever discovered Europe; it dominated 

all continents in succession, but was never 

dominated by any; and it invented a civilization 

which the rest of the world tried to imitate, but 

a reverse process never (thus far, at any rate) 

happened. We may add: wars of the Europeans, 

and only those wars, were world wars… 

Until quite recently, one could still define Europe 

as de Rougemont suggested not that long ago: 

by its ‘globalizing function’. Europe was, for most 

of its last few centuries, a uniquely adventurous 

continent. Having been first to enter the mode 

of life that it subsequently dubbed ‘modern’, 

Europe created locally problems no one on earth 

had heard of before and which no one had the 

slightest inkling how to resolve; Europe also 

invented the way of their resolution - though in 

a form unfit to be universalized. Europe resolved 

the problems it produced by transforming other 

parts of the planet into a source of cheap energy 

or cheap minerals, inexpensive and docile labour 

and dumping grounds for its excessive and 

redundant products and excessive and redundant 

people. To put it in the nutshell, Europe invented 

global solutions to locally produced problems - 

and by doing this, it forced all the others to seek, 

desperately and in vain, local solutions to the 

globally produced problems.

All this is over now – and hence the shock 

and the trauma, anxiety and the wilting of 

confidence. It is over – as global solutions to the 

locally produced problems can be only available 

to a few inhabitants of the planet, and only as 

long as they enjoy a power privilege over the 

whole rest, benefiting from a power differential 

large enough to remain unchallenged (at least 

not challenged effectively) and be regarded as 

unchallengeable and for that reason offering an 

apparently reliable and reassuring foundation 

for a long secure future. But Europe no longer 

enjoys such privilege and cannot seriously hope 

to recover what it has lost. 

Hence an abrupt fall of European self-confidence, 

a sudden explosion of acute interest in a ‘new 

European identity’ and in ‘redefining the role’ 

of Europe in the planetary game in which the 

rules and the stakes have drastically changed 

and continue to change - though no longer under 

Europe’s control, and with minimal European 

influence. Hence also a tide of neo-tribal 

sentiments swelling from Copenhagen to Rome 

and from Paris to Prague, magnified and beefed 

up by the deepening ‘enemy at the gate’ and 

‘fifth column’ alerts and fears, and the resulting 

‘besieged fortress spirit’ manifested in the fast 

rising popularity of securely locked borders and 

doors firmly shut. 

* * *

It has become common to blame all such 

worrying developments on Europe’s loss of 

economic and military domination in the result 

of the spectacular rise of the United States to the 

position of the sole planetary superpower and 

the metropolis of the world-wide empire  

- and of the parallel dismantling of all  

European-centred empires. 

But is indeed the U.S.A the ‘World Empire’ in the 

sense with which Europe endowed the concept 

Europe invented global 
solutions to locally 

produced problems - and by 
doing this, it forced all the 

others to seek, desperately 
and in vain, local solutions 

to the globally produced 
problems.
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of ‘empire’ through its own past practices, 

and bequeathed to the planet through its own 

collective memory? There are many reasons to 

doubt whether it is, and these reasons seem to 

multiply currently at almost exponential pace. 

There is little if any doubt that in terms of sheer 

expenditure on military high-tech equipment 

and all sorts of weapons of mass destruction 

theUnited States have no equals, and that 

no single state or combination of states can 

realistically contemplate matching the US 

military power in foreseeable future (US spends 

annually on armaments a sum equal to the joint 

military expenditure of 25 states next in rank). 

It is also true, however, that the US military is 

stretched to its limits without coming any nearer 

to preventing new emergencies and resolving 

the problems arising with the past ones. Perhaps 

yet more important is the ever more obvious 

inadequacy of American military machine for  

the kind of tasks posited by the new shape  

of warfare. 

Before sending troops to Iraq, Donald Rumsfeld 

declared that the ‘war will be won when 

Americans feel secure again’. But sending 

troops to Iraq pushed the mood of insecurity, in 

America and elsewhere, to new heights. Far from 

shrinking, the spaces of lawlessness, the highly 

effective training grounds for global terrorism, 

stretched to unheard of dimensions. 

If there is a World Empire, it is confronted with 

a kind of adversary that cannot be caught in the 

nets it has and is able to acquire. By military 

means (and most certainly by military means 

alone) the ‘war on terrorism’ can’t be won. Its 

continuation may only further expose the ‘soft 

underbelly’ of the apparently invincible super 

power, with disastrous consequences for the 

planetary cohabitation and the prospect of the 

planetary peace of the kind dreamt of, more than 

two centuries ago, by Immanuel Kant.

Stretching the military might of the US ‘to its 

limits’ is also a principal, arguably the principal, 

cause of ‘stretching to the limits’ the economic 

resources of the metropolis – resources that 

could be conceivably deployed in assuring victory 

over global terrorism through cutting terrorism 

at its roots: through arresting and possibly 

reversing the current polarization of standards of 

life and life prospects, that most effective 



fertilizer of the terrorists-growing plantations. 

Nowadays, America is perhaps deeper in debt 

than any other country in history. In 2005, 

America spent 57 percent more than it earned 

on world markets, and funded this by running 

up debts to Japan, China and Middle Eastern 

oil producers. America is as addicted to, and 

dependent on, imported money as it is to and 

on imported oil; imported money that will need 

sooner or later to be repaid are not spent on 

financing potentially profitable investments, 

but on sustaining consumer boom and the ‘feel-

good factor’ in the electorate and on financing 

growing federal deficits – regularly exacerbated 

as they are (despite all cuts in social provisions) 

by the continuing tax cuts for the rich. Some 

calculate that the dollar will eventually have 

to fall by 30 percent or more and that both 

American consumers and the U.S. government 

will have to start living within their means – 

awakening from their current superpower, or 

‘world empire’ version of the American Dream.

All that does not augur well for the prospects 

of the aspiring World Empire to acquit itself 

of the task of the settlement-and-peace-

enforcement, which the empires of the past 

could neglect only at the cost of their decline 

and demise. It seems that the U.S. enters the 

stage of undivided world domination while 

already dangerously close to the exhaustion of 

their expansive potential. Pax Americana may 

stretch territorially well beyond the boundaries 

of Pax Romana, yet its life expectancy is hardly 

measured in centuries. Like everything else 

in our ‘negatively globalized’, liquid-modern 

world, the self-dissembling and self-destructive 

mechanisms built into every empire on record 

work faster and need much less time to run the 

full cycle. 

* * *

Starting the calculation of tasks and missions of 

Europe from the axiom of American monopoly 

of world power and world-policing ability is 

therefore conspicuously wrong: the present-day 

challenge to Europe does not derive from the 

axiom that ‘since we play at best a second 
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fiddle, we can’t, and won’t be allowed, to make 

much difference to the state of the planet’. The 

real challenge to Europe derives from the fast 

accumulating evidence that the sole superpower 

of the planet fails abominably to lead the planet 

towards peaceful coexistence and away from 

imminent disaster. Indeed, there are ample 

reasons to suppose that this superpower may 

become a prime cause of disaster not being 

averted.  

Having admitted that ‘it is nonsense to suppose 

that Europe will rival the economy, military and 

technological might’ of the United States and 

of the emergent powerhouses in Asia, George 

Steiner insists that Europe assignment ‘is one 

of the spirit and the intellect’. ‘The genius of 

Europe is what William Blake would have called 

“the holiness of the minute particular”. It is 

that of linguistic, cultural, social diversity, of 

a prodigal mosaic which often makes a trivial 

distance, twenty kilometres apart, a division 

between worlds… Europe will indeed perish if it 

does not fight for its languages, local traditions 

and social autonomies. If it forgets that “God lies 

in the detail”.’

Similar thoughts can be found in the literary 

legacy of Hans-Georg Gadamer. It is its 

variety, its richness boarding on profligacy, 

which Gadamer places at the top of the list of 

Europe’s unique merits; he sees the profusion 

of differences as the foremost among the 

treasures which Europe preserved and can offer 

to the world. ‘To live with the Other, live as 

the Other’s Other, is the fundamental human 

task – on the most lowly and the most elevated 

levels alike…’. In Europe like nowhere else, ‘the 

Other’ has been and is always close, in sight 

and at hand’s stretch; metaphorically or even 

literally, the Other is a next door neighbour – 

and Europeans can’t but negotiate the terms 

of that neighbourliness despite the alterity and 

the differences that set them apart. To acquire 

and share the art of learning from each other 

is, in Gadamer’s view, ‘the task of Europe’. I 

would add: Europe’s mission, or more precisely 

Europe’s fate waiting to be recast into destiny.  

The importance of this task, and the importance 

of Europe’s determination to undertake it, 

is impossible to exaggerate, as ‘the decisive 

condition of solving vital problems of modern 

world’, a truly sine qua non condition, are 

friendship and ‘buoyant solidarity’ that alone 

can secure ‘an orderly structure’ of human 

cohabitation. 

* * *

When seen against the background of the 

conflict-ridden planet, Europe looks as a 

laboratory where the tools necessary for Kant’s 

universal unification of humanity keep being 

designed, and as a workshop in which they keep 

being ‘tried in action’, though for the time being 

in the performance of less ambitious, smaller 

scale jobs. The tools that are currently forged 

and put to test inside Europe serve above all 

the delicate operation of separating the bases 

of political legitimacy, of democratic procedure 

and willingness to a community-style sharing of 

assets, from the principle of national/territorial 

sovereignty with which they have been for the 

most part of modern history inextricably linked.

The budding European Federation is now facing 

the task of repeating the feat accomplished 

by the nation-state of early modernity: the 

task of bringing back together power and 

politics, presently separated and navigating 

in opposite directions. The road leading to the 

implementation of that task is as rocky now as 

it was then, strewn with snares and spattered 

with incalculable risks. Worse of all, this road is 

unmapped, and each successive step seems like 

a leap into the unknown.

Many observers doubt the wisdom of the 

endeavour and score low the chances of its 

success. The sceptics don’t believe in the viability 

of a ‘post-national’ democracy, or any democratic 

political entity above the level of the nation – 

insisting that the allegiance to civic and political 

norms would not replace ‘ethno-cultural ties’ 

and that citizenship is unworkable on purely 

‘civilizational’ (legal-political) basis without the 

assistance of ‘Eros’ (the ‘emotional dimension’), 

while assuming that the ‘ethno-cultural ties’ and 

‘Eros’ are uniquely and inextricably linked to the 

kind of the ‘past-and-destiny-sharing sentiment’ 

which went down in history under the name of 

nationalism. They believe that communal-

The budding European 
Federation is now facing 
the task of repeating the 

feat accomplished by 
the nation-state of early 

modernity: the task of 
bringing back together 

power and politics, 
presently separated and 

navigating in opposite 
directions. 



style solidarity can strike roots and grow only 

inside this connection and cannot be rebuilt or 

established anew in any other way. 

Jürgen Habermas is arguably the most 

consistent and the most authoritative spokesman 

for the opposition to that kind of scepticism. ‘A 

democratic order does not inherently need to be 

mentally rooted in “the nation” as a pre-political 

community of shared destiny. The strength of the 

democratic constitutional state lies precisely in 

its ability to close the holes of social integration 

through the political participation of its citizens.’ 

This is true - but the argument may be pushed 

yet further. ‘The nation’, as any promoter of 

any ‘national idea’ would eagerly admit, is as 

vulnerable and frail without a sovereign state 

that protects it (indeed, assures its continuing 

identity), as the state would be without a nation 

that legitimizes its demands of obedience 

and discipline. Modern nations and modern 

states are twin products of the same historical 

constellation. One might ‘precede’ the other only 

in a short run. The French state was ‘preceded’ 

by Savoignards and Bretons, not Frenchmen; The 

German state by Bavarians and Prussians, not 

Germans. Savoignards and Bretons would have 

hardly turned into Frenchmen and Bavarians 

and Prussians into Germans were not their 

reincarnation ‘power assisted’ by, respectively, 

the French and the German states.

For all practical intents and purposes, modern 

nations and modern states alike emerged in the 

course of simultaneous and closely intertwined 

processes of nation- and state-building; anything 

but cloudless processes, and anything but 

guaranteed to succeed. To say that political 

framework cannot be established without a 

viable ethno-cultural organism already in place is 

neither more nor less convincing than to say that 

no ethno-cultural organism is likely to become 

and stay viable without a working and workable 

political framework. A chicken-and-egg dilemma, 

if there ever was one.

Habermas’s comprehensive and grinding 

analysis points in a very similar direction:

... precisely the artificial conditions in which national 

consciousness arose argue against the defeatist 

assumption that a form of civic solidarity among 

strangers can only be generated within the confines of 

the nation. If this form of collective identity was due to 

a highly abstractive leap from the local and dynastic to 

national and then to democratic consciousness, why 

shouldn’t this learning process be able to continue?

* * *

For the time being, Europe seems to look 

however for an answer to the new and 

unfamiliar problems in inward– rather than 

outward-looking policies, centripetal rather than 

centrifugal, implosive rather than expansive - 

like retrenchment, falling back upon themselves, 

building fences topped with X-ray machines 

and close circuit television cameras, putting 

more officials inside the immigration booths 

and more border guards outside, tightening 

the nets of immigration and naturalization law, 

keeping refugees in closely guarded and isolated 

camps or turning them back before they had a 

chance of claiming a refugee or asylum-seeker 

status; in short - in sealing its own doors while 

doing pretty little, if anything at all, to repair the 

situation that prompted their closure. Let’s recall 

that the funds which European Union transferred 

most willingly and with no haggling to the 

East-and Central-European countries applying 

for accession were those earmarked for the 

fortification of their Eastern borders…

Casting the victims of the rampant globalisation 

of financial and commodity markets as first and 

foremost a security threat, rather than people 

needing aid and entitled to compensation for 

their damaged lives, has its uses. First, it puts 

paid to the ethical compunctions: one is dealing 

with enemies who ‘hate our values’ and cannot 

stand the sight of men and women living in 

freedom and democracy. Second, it allows 

the diversion of the funds that could be used 

‘unprofitably’ on the narrowing of disparities and 

defusing the animosities, to the profitable task 

of beefing up the weapon industry, arms sales 

and stockholders gains, and so of improving the 

statistics of home employment and raising the 

feel-good gradient. 

It also allows the governments to shake off 

the more irritating constraints of the popular, 

democratic control by re-casting political 

and economic choices as military necessities. 

America, as always, takes the lead – but it is 

closely watched and eagerly followed by the 

large number of European governments. 

Admittedly, there are reasons for Europe to be 

increasingly inward-looking. The world no longer 

looks inviting. It appears to be a hostile world, 

a treacherous, vengeance-breathing world, a 

world that needs yet to be made safe for us, the 

tourists. In an insecure world, security is the 

name of the game. It is the main purpose of 

We cannot effectively 
defend our freedoms here 

at home while fencing 
ourselves off from the rest 

of the world.
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the game and its paramount stake. It is a value 

that in practice, if not in theory, dwarfs and 

elbows out all other values – including the values 

dearest to ‘us’ while hated most by ‘them’, and 

the prime reasons of ‘their’ wish to harm ‘us’. 

In a world as insecure as ours, personal freedom 

of word and action, right to privacy, access to 

truth – all those things we used to associate with 

democracy and in whose name we still go to war 

- need to be trimmed or suspended. Or this is at 

least what the official version, confirmed by the 

official practice, maintains. 

The truth is, nevertheless, that we cannot 

effectively defend our freedoms here at home 

while fencing ourselves off from the rest of 

the world.

There are valid reasons to suppose that on 

a globalized planet, on which the plight of 

everyone everywhere determines and is 

determined by all other’s plights, one can 

no longer assure freedom and democracy 

‘separately’ - in one country, or in a few 

selected countries only. The fate of freedom and 

democracy in each land is decided and settled on 

the global stage – and only on that stage can it 

be defended with a realistic chance of a lasting 

success. It is no longer in the power of any singly 

acting state, however heavily armed, resolute 

and uncompromising, to defend chosen values 

at home while turning its back to the dreams 

and yearnings of those outside its borders. But 

turning our backs is precisely what we, the 

Europeans, seem to be doing, when keeping our 

riches and multiplying them at the expense of 

the poor outside. 

A few examples will suffice. If 40 years ago the 

income of the five richest per cent of the world 

population was thirty times higher than the 

income of the poorest five per cent, 15 years ago 

it was already sixty time higher, and by 2002 it 

reached the factor of 114. 

90 per cent of the total wealth of the planet 

remains in the hands of just one percent of the 

planet inhabitants. 

Tanzania earns 2.2 billion dollars a year which 

it divides among 25 million inhabitants. The 

Goldman Sachs Bank earns 2.6 billion dollars, 

which is then divided between 161 stockholders.

Europe and the US spend each year 17 billion 

dollars on animal food, while according to 
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experts 19 billion dollars is missing to save the 

world population of hunger. As Joseph Stiglitz 

reminded the trade ministers preparing for their 

Mexico meeting, the average European subsidy 

per cow ‘matches the 2 dollars per day poverty 

level on which billions of people barely subsist’ 

– whereas America’s 4 billion dollars cotton 

subsidies paid to 25 thousand well-off farmers 

‘bring misery to 10 million African farmers and 

more than offset the US’s miserly aid to some of 

the affected countries’.

* * *

If they are to be lifted and re-focused at a level 

higher than the nation-state, the essential 

features of human solidarity (like the sentiments 

of mutual belonging and of shared responsibility 

for the common future, or the willingness to care 

for each other’s well-being and to find amicable 

and durable solutions of sporadically inflamed 

conflicts) need necessarily an institutional 

framework of opinion-building and will-

formation. The European Union aims, however 

slowly and haltingly, towards a rudimentary 

or embryonic form of such an institutional 

framework, encountering on its way, as most 

obtrusive obstacles, the existing nation-states 

and their reluctance to part with whatever 

is left of their once fully-fledged sovereignty. 

The current direction is difficult to plot 

unambiguously, and prognosticating its future 

turns is even more difficult (in addition to being 

irresponsible and unwise). 

The present momentum seems to be shaped 

by two different logics. One is the logic of local 

retrenchment: the other is the logic of global 

responsibility and global aspiration.

The first logic is that of the quantitative 

expansion of the territory-and-resource 

basis for the Standsortkonkurrenz strategy 

(‘competition between localities’, ‘locally 

grounded competition’; more precisely, 

competition between territorial states). Even if 

no attempts were ever made by the founders 

of the European Common Market and their 

successors to emancipate economy from their 

relatively incapacitating confinement in the 

Nationalökonomie frames, the ‘war of liberation’ 

currently conducted by global capital, finances 

and trade against ‘local constraints’, a war 

triggered and intensified not by local interests 

but by the global diffusion of opportunities, 

would have been waged anyway and carried 

on unabated. The role of European institutions 

does not consist in eroding member-states 

sovereignty and in particular in exempting 

economic activity from their controlling (and 

constraining) interference; in short, it does not 

consist in facilitating, let alone initiating, the 

divorce procedure between power and politics. 

For such purpose the services of European 

institutions are hardly required. The real function 

of European institutions consists, on the contrary, 

in stemming the tide: stopping the capital assets 

that have escaped the nation-state cages inside 

the continental stockade and keeping them there. 

In other words: the logic of local entrenchment 

is that of re-constructing at the Union level 

of the legal-institutional web which no longer 

holds together the ‘national economy’ within 

the boundaries of the nation-state’s territorial 

sovereignty. But, as Habermas put it – ‘the 

creation of larger political unities in itself changes 

nothing about the mode of Standsortkonkurrenz 

as such.’ Viewed from the planetary perspective, 

the joint strategy of a continental combination 

of states is hardly distinguishable from single 

nation-states’ codes of conduct which it came to 

replace. It is still guided by the logic of division, 

separation, enclosure and retrenchment; of 

seeking territorial exemptions from the general 

rules and trends – or to put it bluntly, local 

solutions for globally generated problems. 

The logic of global responsibility on the 

other hand (and once that responsibility is 

acknowledged and taken, also the logic of global 

aspiration), is aimed, at least in principle, at 

confronting the globally generated problems 

point-blank - at their own level. It stems from 

the assumption that lasting and truly effective 

solutions to the planet-wide problems can only be 

found and work through the re-negotiation and 

reform of the web of global interdependencies 

and interactions. Instead of aiming at the least 

local damage and most local benefits derived 

from the capricious and haphazard drifts of global 

economic forces, it would rather pursue a new 

kind of global setting, in which the itineraries 

of economic initiatives anywhere on the planet 

won’t be any longer whimsical and guided 

haphazardly by momentary gains alone, with no 

attention paid to the side-effects and ‘collateral 

casualties’, and no importance attached to 

the social dimensions of the cost-and-effects 

balances. In short, that logic is aimed, to quote 

Habermas again, at the development of ‘politics 

that can catch up with global markets’.

The logic of global 
responsibility and 

aspiration ushers onto 
an unknown territory and 
opens an era of political 

experimentation.
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Unlike the logic of local entrenchment, which 

mostly re-plays the perseverant tunes of the 

‘raison d’êtat philosophy’ - the logic of global 

responsibility and aspiration ushers onto an 

unknown territory and opens an era of political 

experimentation. It rejects, as leading admittedly 

into a blind alley, the strategy of a purely local 

defence against planetary trends; it also abstains 

(by necessity, if not by reasons of conscience) 

from falling back on another orthodox European 

strategy of treating the planetary space as a 

‘hinterland’ (or, indeed, the Lebensraum) onto 

which the problems home-produced yet un-

resolvable at home could be unloaded. 

And so, willy-nilly, new unexplored strategies 

and tactics must be sought and tried without 

the possibility to reliably calculate, let alone to 

assure, their ultimate success. What Europe 

faces now is the prospect of developing, 

gradually and simultaneously, and possibly 

through a long series of trials and errors, the 

objects and the tools fit to tackle and resolve 

them. To make the task yet more daunting, 

the ultimate destination of all that labour, an 

effective planetary policy based on a continuous 

polilogue rather than on the soliloquy of a single 

planetary government, is equally unprecedented. 

Only historical practice may prove (though never 

disprove) its feasibility; or, more correctly, render 

it feasible. 

* * *

We feel, guess, suspect what needs to be done. 

But we cannot know in which shape and form 

it eventually will. We can be pretty sure though 

that the ultimate shape will not be familiar – 

different from all we’ve got used to in the past, 

in the era of nation building and nation-states’ 

self-assertion. And it can hardly be otherwise, 

as all political institutions currently at our 

disposal were made to the measure of the 

territorial sovereignty of the nation state; they 

resist stretching to the planetary, supra-national 

scale, and the political institutions serving the 

self-constitution of the planet-wide human 

community won’t be, can’t be ‘the same, only 

bigger’. We may well sense that the passage 

from ‘inter-national’ agencies and tools of 

action to ‘universal’ – all-human – institution 

must be and will be a qualitative, not merely 

a quantitative change. So we may ponder, 

worryingly, whether the presently available 

frames of ‘global politics’ may accommodate 
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the practices of the emergent global polity or 

indeed serve as their incubator; what about the 

UN, for instance – briefed at its birth to guard 

and defend the undivided sovereignty of the 

state over its territory? The binding force of 

global laws – can it depend on the (admittedly 

revocable!) agreements of sovereign members of 

the ‘international community’ to obey them?

To grasp the logic of the fateful departures in 

the 17th Century European thought, Reinhardt 

Kosseleck deployed the trope of the ‘mountain 

pass’. I suggest that this is apt and felicitous 

metaphor for us as much as it was for our 

ancestors of four centuries ago.

Like our ancestors three centuries ago, we are 

on a rising slope of a mountain pass which we 

have never climbed before - and so we have no 

inkling what sort of view will open once we have 

reached it; we are not sure to where the winding 

and twisted gorge will eventually lead us. One 

thing we can be sure of is that where we are now, 

at some point of a steeply rising slope, we cannot 

settle and rest. And so we go on moving; we 

move not so much ‘in order to’, as ‘because of’ 

– we move because we can’t rest nor stand still 

for long. Only when (if) we reach the pass and 

survey the landscape on its other side, time will 

come to move ‘in order to’; pulled ahead by the 

sight of a visible destination, by the goal within 

our reach, rather than pushed to move by current 

discomforts.  Concepts fit to grasp the realities 

that are not yet are formed in the practice of 

climbing, and not a moment before it started. 

Of the other side of the mountain pass, prudent 

climbers ought to keep silent. 

The climbers’ ignorance about the shape of their 

final destination does not mean that they should 

stop moving. And in the case of Europeans, 

known for their fondness for adventure and knack 

for experimentation, it is unlikely that they will. 

We will need many stark choices, all to be made 

under the condition of severely limited knowledge 

(this is exactly what sets adventure apart from 

routine and acting-on-command). The adversary 

odds seem truly daunting – but there are hopes 

not at all idle, hopes rooted firmly in our acquired 

skills of living with difference and of engagement 

in meaningful and mutually beneficial dialogue, 

skills that stay most of the time hidden yet come 

to the surface in the moments of crisis. In a 

conversation held in May 2003, Jürgen Habermas 

and Jacques Derrida called 15 February 2003 

‘another 4th of July’, but this time on the all-

European scale: the day on which ‘a genuine 

shared European conscience’ was born. On that 

day, millions of Europeans went to the streets of 

Rome, Madrid, Paris, Berlin, London and other 

capitals of Europe to manifest their unanimous 

condemnation of the invasion of Iraq about to be 

launched – and obliquely their shared historical 

memory of past sufferings and shared revulsion 

to violence and atrocities committed in the name 

of national rivalries.

The choice we confront is between our cities 

turning into places of terror ‘where the stranger 

is to be feared and distrusted’, or sustaining the 

legacy of mutual civility of citizens and ‘solidarity 

of strangers’, solidarity strengthened by the ever 

harder tests to which it is subjected and which it 

survives – now and in the future. 

* * *

The logic of global responsibility/aspiration, if 

adopted and given preference over the logic of 

local retrenchment, may help to prepare Europe 

to its successive adventure, perhaps greater 

than all previous ones. Despite the formidable 

volume of adverse odds, it could once more cast 

Europe into the role of a global pattern-setter; 

it may enable Europe to deploy the values it has 

learned to cherish and managed to preserve 

against odds, and the political/ethical experience 

it has acquired of democratic self-government, 

in the awesome task of replacing the collection 

of territorially entrenched entities engaged in a 

zero-sum game of survival with a fully inclusive, 

planetary human community. Only when (if) 

such a community is achieved, Europe may 

consider its mission accomplished. The values 

enlightening Europe’s ambitions and pursuits, 

values that are Europe, can be truly safe only 

within such a community. 

What lies ahead has been prophetically put in 

writing by Franz Kafka - as a premonition, a 

warning, and encouragement:

If you find nothing in the corridors open the doors, if 
you find nothing behind these doors there are more 
floors, and if you find nothing up there, don’t worry, 
just leap up another flight of stairs. As long as you 
don’t stop climbing, the stairs won’t end, under your 
climbing feet they will go on growing upwards. 

New unexplored 
strategies and tactics 

must be sought and tried 
without the possibility to 

reliably calculate, let alone 
to assure, their ultimate 

success.
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I
t does not escape us that the name of Europe is today far 

from representing a sincere guiding light on which to focus 

the desires for change of a generation of Europeans. The 

name seems to bore, no longer to resonate. We are also 

conscious that the actions conducted until now under the 

name of “Europe” do not even distantly recall a truly alternative 

form of political organisation or conduct. Despite some recent 

and encouraging activity over climate change, there is no 

“European effect” over global politics to speak of, nor much 

enlightening in the recent political dialectic around the integration 

of the continent. We recognise that little in the “spirit of the 

age” suggests the unfolding of a significant progression in the 

European political project. 

But if all of this does not escape us, the possibility of things being 

otherwise also refuses to abandon us, just as it refuses to abandon 

the name of Europe. The belief that it is through engagement, 

and not indifference, that change will only come to be. For this 

belief used to be characteristic of we ‘adventurous’ Europeans. 

There has been much talk of the “holiday period” from history 

for Europe; under the tutelage of the United States, for too long 

have we remained content with merely witnessing, commenting,               

at best analysing and criticising the evolution of this planet. To the 

whitened hands of the sculptor, we have preferred the expressive 

but ineffectual gestures of the spectator. Europe must become the 

name of a new political maturity, and a new youthful energy. 

(read page 88)

European Alternatives

Whilst the debate over the EU Reform Treaty 

grows ever more trivial in the UK, and each 

side makes appeals to ‘democracy’, democ-

racy in Europe becomes ever deeper in crisis. 

What is required is a new movement for de-

mocracy amongst the ‘frontierless genera-

tion’. This would be a genuine pro-European 

coalition, and a campaign for democracy that 

would answer to Britain’s ideal of itself. 
(read page 92)
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Two powerful exhibitions bring to 

the fore the contemporary tragedy of 

migration. The exhibitions remind us of 

the sheer exceptionality of our present 

state; they speak with particular force to 

Europeans, reinforcing the notion of a 

secluded continental fortress. But they 

also gesture to the dire need for a radical 

reconceptualisation of Europe’s role in 

the world.   

(read page 90)

Europe, the UK, and 
Catch 22 Democracy
Niccoló Milanese

Can we speak of a “European identity”? 

I think on the contrary that it is time to 

pause, to stop speaking about it in the hy-

perbole currently in favour. Much has been 

said about Europe already, much has been 

written; the original nucleus has been en-

larged. Now, whatever happens, there will 

be a break before the next enlargement, if 

there should be one. Under these circum-

stances an exercise in silence might help.

Besides, what has been said was not  

terribly imaginative. Some words appear 

too often! 

Do you think then, like the Hungarian 

writer Peter Esterhazy, that people should 

be fined for using expressions like “return 

to Europe”, “common house”, “European 

values”? 

Oh! I have heard better: “A soul for Europe”! 

It was the theme of a conference recently 

organised by some Germans. They like that 

sort of uneasy sentiment … 

But, to be quite candid, it isn’t just a few 

similar words but also the same themes 

that keep popping up…

Which ones? 

Before we go any further let one thing be 

clear: these themes are per se utterly hon-

ourable. What actually shocks me is the 

way they are treated. 

Firstly, of course, we find the famous  

‘values’. Ah! Values! Culture! Heritage! 

(read page 100)
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Possibility and engagement are the two pivotal words, 

intertwined and inspiring each other. If it is the vision of 

possibility that motivates the act and the desire for alternatives 

that draws political participation, it is only through the process of 

public political engagement itself that new possibilities, both in 

their ideal and real form, are made to arise. Possibilities will not 

appear to us unless we search for them, make ready, take interest 

and responsibility. 

This is nowhere more the case than in the reality of contemporary 

Europe, at once beacon of possibility and object of disinterest. 

But there is much that could be drawn from the potential of this 

continent, if only we began seeking and demanding it.

It is now apparent to many that a significantly novel planetary 

arrangement is coming to be, or rather, attempting to mature. 

There are many negative signs; the endless American crusades, 

Iranian hubris, Russia’s muscular opportunism, China’s dreams of 

wealth but dire social reality. There are also signs that may at first 

be greeted with felicitation, such as the much-hyped coming of a 

“multipolar” world order, but upon reflection these turn into rather 

stale ideas. If the conflict of interest now raging amongst the 

global powers is a preview of the multi-polarity to come, to us it 

looks strikingly similar to the multipolar Europe of the nineteenth 

century already marching towards catastrophe. 

 

And if these planetary events to come have already been played 

out in the European crucible, then perhaps Europe contains the 

seeds of alternatives, despite present appearances. And indeed, 

could not Europe become a means of surpassing just this 

antagonistic division between national tribes?  This continent that 

will always refuse to be a bordered, self-referential, delineated 

whole; after having invented nationalism, could it not show us the 

way out of its most savage outcomes? 

“Europe” is probably the only possibility held by a citizen of 

a European country to militate for a different unfolding of our 

common future. In times when the scope of action of individual 

nation states leave us blushing, how can any hope for a serious 

transformation of global relations be entertained if not through 

the creation of a some sort of post-national political subject, one 

that would surpass the tight limitations of movement imposed 

by the current global economic order upon increasingly impotent 

national states? And if this be so, would not the reclaiming-

back of decision power to the polis in the name of Europe be a 

fundamentally democratic ac t? Far from accusations of “distance” 

and “democratic deficit”, should we not see in Europe the prime 

possibility of regaining control over our future?

Europe establishes itself in the names of justice, peace and 

equality. Although Europe is actually far from achieving any of 

these, the rich intellectual tradition of humanism which is our 

common European heritage associates these names together. If 

Europe does not respect this living heritage and its demands, 

then it has no reason to be at all, and is indeed an empty shell 

of a name in which monsters will hide. And the great danger 

is that not only Europeans will be compromised, but also the 

ideals, which have global scope and importance. So the task 

and its urgency are clear: to insist that Europe lives up to itself. 

Perhaps its ideals are so high that this is an infinitely demanding 

task: but that is just to say there is no scope for escaping the 

responsibility.

We agree, it may be difficult to see the fruits of change in the 

contemporary European panorama. But this is where it is up to 

engagement to open up the field of possibility. Have we really 

been numbed to the point of waiting for an alternative future to 

be served on a silvery plate? 

Against the current trend of handing purely a-political, financial 

tasks to the European Union, what is called for is a powerful 

re-politicisation of the continent at all levels. It is ludicrous 

ball-throwing that the European Union is accused of avoiding 

pronouncements in the most crucial areas of interest to its 

citizens – international relations, global warming, social rights 

– when these are precisely the powers our avid states most 

tenaciously hold on to. It would be foolish to believe a mere 

transition of powers to the supranational level might bring in 

itself a truly innovate political practice. We must stop talking of 

‘Europe’ as if it meant only a supranational organisation. It is the 

whole of Europe that must be re-politicised; it is the peoples of 

Europe who must begin to take an active and collegial interest in 

the unfolding of their destinies. And, who knows? The vision of a 

possible Europe to be might just grow to stimulate the political 

awakening of the European peoples. 

European
Alternatives
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T
here seems to be a fundamental 

paradox in the current dialectic 

of globalisation and the numer-

ous public debates surrounding 

it. We are constantly reminded 

of the inescapable supranational intercon-

nectedness of contemporary economical 

reality, as recent buzzwords such as “delo-

calisation”, “debt crisis”, “china factor”, etc. 

have served to describe. We are also aware 

of the increasingly cosmopolitan feel of 

European cities, providing a very tangible 

representation of the global migrations of 

the new century.  At the same time, how-

ever, a gaze at the political landscape seems 

to return us to a déjà of competition be-

tween states, imperialist ventures, and a 

tribal conception of the national interest. 

The Westphalian panorama of gated com-

munities racing to reap the world’s harvest 

seems to continue unchallenged, as recent 

international upheavals and the unprece-

dented insignificance of the Untied Nations 

might go to demonstrate. 

Within such a reality, the scarce arguments 

for a truly “internationalist” behaviour on 

the part of developed countries are either 

understood in terms of sheer benevolence 

(a moral obligation, or Christian charity), 

or accused of representing an unwarranted 

intrusion in the affairs of foreign societies 

that easily transforms into an interested 

and profit-driven escapade (as many expe-

riences of the IMF and World Bank have led 

many to believe). 

From an ethical standpoint, the dichotomy 

obliterates a crucial awareness: the appre-

ciation that we are actively responsible for 

the harm being perpetuated in our name 

with the maintenance of an unjust global 

organisation directly sustained by the gov-

ernments that represent us. 

And indeed it can be argued that the very 

possibility of isolation is today anachronis-

tic, and the anachronism results from a be-

lief that we can no longer debate “the right 

of interference” when already faced, as 

Etienne Balibar has expressed it, with “the 

fact of interference”. And with the duty to 

organise and direct its effects. 

This is a most crucial difference, for in its 

mystification hides the false thesis that the 

problem of world poverty does not concern 

us, citizens of the first world, aside from 

the charitable aid that we could offer (in 

all our generosity). Here also hides the sug-

gestion that not doing anything is not im-

moral. Europe’s retreat from the world stage 

– wished by many a postcolonialist and not 

without reason – proves to be neither ethi-

cally sound nor politically wise. To the ex-

tent that this abdication simply represents 

a green light to the powers that be – be it 

an Atlantic empire or the multinational rule 

of finance – it does not represent a morally 

justified response to the great horrors, of 

which “Europe” is surely in no little part 

responsible, that have haunted us over the 

course of the past century and continue to 

face us today. Is Pontius Pilate our ideal of 

justice?

The current discourse on migration serves 

as an excellent example of this denial of 

responsibility. Europeans often act as if 

“migrants” were being pushed upon our 

lands by baffling gravitational forces or, in a 

splendid example of intellectual diversion, 

by “criminal gangs” from the mysterious 

North African shores (and then the mat-

ter becomes one of “fight against crime,” 

but what is in front of those “gangs” if not 

marching thousands?) . The state is inclined 

to view itself as a neutral actor that has 

nothing to do with migration, and which 

can respond either brutally or with sympa-

thy (with charity), through a more or less 

strict regulation on asylum seeking proce-

dures, more or less tight internal controls, 

concession of partial rights, etc. But, as 

Saskia Sassen has recently argued in Papeles 

de Cuestiones Internacionales, this hides 

the connection between the phenomenon 

of migration and the economic and military 

actions of the “receiving” countries or their 

prime economic actors. Jacques Derrida’s 

address to the Writer’s Congress later pub-

lished as On Cosmopolitanism, together 

with much of the discourse on “hospitality” 

it has triggered, inadvertedly seems to fall 

prey to just such an obliteration. This dis-

course risks missing the crucial awareness 

of the un-foreign nature of the causes that 

make of a foreigner an immigrant, it risks 

by-passing the very real daily unfolding of 

willed exploitation departing from our own 

capital cities, offering in response a gener-

ous disposition of the day-after. 

Without removing anything from the utter 

importance of the fight for incorporation 

of the migrant populations into Europe (a 

disgrace for which many have begun em-

ploying the term of “European Apartheid”), 

it would perhaps be worthwhile to raise the 

question of why, in the twenty-first century, 

we are faced with such baffling, monstrous, 

and unacceptable levels of disparity in the 

planet. And perhaps we should truly look 

at the terms of the GATT agreements, at 

Europe’s trade policy and its effect on third 

world produce, or at the real moral implica-

tions of our own delocalised companies en-

forcing the lowest survival wage on citizens 

of the third world.

China is repeatedly accused for its sad re-

cord on human rights, environmental 

protection, and inhuman treatment of its 

workers. Over the course of the summer a 

new labour law has been passed, increas-

ing the role of trade unions (although 

these remain state-controlled) in the work-

place and calling for greater social secu-

rity for the workers. The new law includes 

a stricter code governing lay-offs and a re-

duction on the employment of “temporary” 

workers without contracts or benefits.  

Notes For 
A New Transnational Practice

Europe’s retreat from 
the world stage proves 
to be neither ethically 
sound nor politically 
wise. Is Pontius Pilate 
our ideal of justice?

“Those who sleep are 
collaborators in whatever 
happens in the cosmos.” 
– Heraclites

Lorenzo Marsili

Itineraris clandestins, Olivier Jobard. Exhibition review next page.
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fronteres (closed 30th of september) and apartheid (until 

13th of january) are two exhibitions co-organised (together 

with the Musée des confluences) and currently hosted 

by the centro de cultura contemporànea de barcelona. 

the gist of fronteres, but not much less that of apartheid, 

can be encapsulated with a heavy statement of claudio 

Magris: the border is an idol at whose altar innumerable 

lives have been sacrificed.  

fronteres focuses on the reality of global “borders,” 

separations between states at once artificial and yet 

very real, the seat of conflict and mass migrations. the 

exhibition has a broad scope, focussing on such diverse 

realities as the walled border between Mexico and the 

usa, the hermetically sealed frontiers of North korea, 

the war on the glacier for control of cashmere, or the 

thin strip of sea that separates havana from Miami. a 

special attention is placed on the shifting and eternal 

frontiers of europe, with powerful deceptions of both 

the new eastern frontier of the union, stretching all the 

way to russia, belarus, ukraine, and the reality of the 

Mediterranean, theatre to the tragedies of contemporary 

migration, to intolerable seclusions, and yet historical 

route of communication between its Northern and 

southern shores. 

the exhibition reminds us of the sheer exceptionality 

of our present state, and it speaks particularly to 

europeans, where it reinforces the notion of a continental 

“fortress” secluded, in its veil of unreality, from the 

vast expanses that surround it (almost a regression 

to patocka’s understanding of early myth, with its 

stark dichotomy between the polis and the barbarian 

unknown). against the eternal exhortations to enjoy, 

against the simulacrum of consumption, we are reminded 

that the real exists; we are put face-to-face with a tragedy 

that is not somewhere else, in another time and a remote 

space, but hic et nunc, here and now at our very own 

borders; in our complacent immobility, we are made to 

feel like greedy, selfish, petty tribesmen.

but fronteres is a strange creature, between an 

exhibition and a multimedia reportage, a presentation 

of photographic or video work is accompanied by ample 

text, framed together by Michel foucher’s extensive 

introductions to each project. Most interestingly, many of 

the works presented are joint productions where word and 

image have been labouring together since start. so for 

example with Marie dorigny’s and Marc epstein’s effective 

and technically exquisite photo reportage on the endless 

border feud between india and pakistan over cashmere, or 

in The Boundaries of Europe, a video on the new eastern 

borders of the european union where frederic sautereau’s 

compelling images of the diversity of landscapes and of 

peoples that characterise this vast frontier going from the 

aegean to the barents sea intermingle with the narrating 

voice of guy-pierre chomette. or when olivier jobard 

follows a senegalese migrant in his odyssey from senegal 

to france, in which case the interaction is that between a 

photoreporter and his subject, and it is as rewarding to 

savour the evolving relationship between the two as their 

voyage proceeds as to focus on the social reality portrayed.  

 this makes it a very effective and suggestive proposal, 

a diverse journey through the overall concept of 

the exhibition that results in a strong capacity to 

communicate, to communicate information but also, and 

perhaps most importantly, communicate sentiments. a 

peculiar chinese expression is 意味, yi-wei, or “meaning-

taste;” if “meaning” returns us to an appropriation, to 

an acquisition (of information), then “taste” suggests an 

ultimately irreducible and inexpressible “sentiment”, like 

the burning that continues after a spice has been eaten. 

and indeed, this is an exhibition that grows inside, one 

that is carried along on the road and granted power to 

influence our reaction to perceived existence. 

it would have perhaps been nice to see a less literal 

discussion of borders through an analysis of their 

insubstantial or unrecognised variant. for example, 

one felt the lack of a discussion on the construction of 

invisible borders such as those barring off sans papiers 

from access to employment, travel, and social protection, 

and that motivate balibar to offer the terrifying 

expression “european apartheid”.

Melilla, the walled spanish enclave in Morocco, is the 

subject of a powerful installation in the garden by jane 

alexander, where high fences, guarded passes and security 

towers are represented as dehumanising forces and 

populated by chimerical, eerie figures, half men and half 

animals.  Mellina represents the link between fronteres 

and apartheid, and it is in fact part of the latter, not less 

interesting exhibition, which accompanies a wide selection 

of south african artworks from the 19th century to the 

present with documentary material to reflect on the reality 

of racial prejudice and discrimination, both in its historical 

and novel contemporary forms. the effect of visiting the 

two exhibitions together is potent, and in the end the 

connection between the “island” of europe and the reality 

of apartheid presents itself in a most compelling manner. 

we are reminded that, as citizens of europe, we are called 

to decide whether to make of our borders mere defenders 

of privilege, markers and makers of injustice and fathers 

of Penia —or to dance with our frontiers, rending them no 

longer markers of social, cultural, and economic disparity, 

but mere, arbitrary, geographical divisions between 

administered areas. for a world without borders is not 

necessarily a world where borders do not exist, but a 

world in which they no  

longer serve to divide those who have from those  

who have not. 

the opportunity is not obviously lost by the organizers. 

the last room of apartheid features a large wooden 

board hanging over two walls; on it, the List of 8855 

documented refugee deaths in Fortress Europe.

 “died from weakness after hunger strike and being 

deported (great britain)”

“suicide, hanged himself in detention centre fearing 

deportation (germany)”

“roma shot by french police when entering from italy on 

mountain way (france)”

fronTereS Y aparTheid; 
Two eXhibiTionS pour ÉpaTer LeS europÉenS
Lorenzo Marsili

The border is an idol at whose altar innumerable lives have been sacrificed.
- claudio Magris

Melilla, José Palazón

Olivier Coret, Rezo

Itineraris clandestins, Olivier Jobard (Sipa Press)

Gerard Sekoto, Song of the pick, 1946-47, Oil on canvas, BHP Billiton Collection
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Through the long run-up to the approval 

of the law by the party congress, strong 

pressures have been exercised by Western 

multi-national corporations to water-down 

the bill. The American Chamber of 

Commerce in Shanghai, backed by the US-

China Business Council, threatened that 

many companies would leave China in fa-

vour of more attractive - read less regulated 

- job markets such as those in Vietnam.

The European Chamber of Commerce in-

itially behaved just as its American equiv-

alent. Faced with mounting criticism from 

human rights and labour organisations, it 

finally backed off and renounced its threats 

In an example of the moral contradiction of 

our societies, European governments have 

been peculiarly silent about these events. 

No serious discussion in the media has 

taken place. This, and it is to be stated with 

the maximum of force, is unacceptable.

But little of this discussion seems to be 

present amongst the European left. In the 

program of the French socialists, in the 

demands of the more radical elements in 

the centre-left coalition in Italy, in the di-

alectic of the Spanish or German left—one 

finds little inclination to truly militate for a 

structural readjustment of the unequal re-

lations of power that currently govern the 

rapport between nations and which are at 

the basis of so much widespread suffering 

on our own planet (of power understood in 

the most ample sense, but, to use just one 

declination, we can mention unequal com-

mercial relations). 

An intervention that is not merely humani-

tarian - one aiming instead at the very core 

of the global interpenetration of econom-

ical, technological, and cultural processes 

- is surely beyond the capacities of any in-

dividual nation state. To truly enact a posi-

tive global transformation and to seriously 

address the immense social inequalities 

and moral injustices with which this planet 

overflows—could we name one European 

country capable of doing this? 

All international organisations, beginning 

with the UN, the IMF, and the World Bank, 

have thus far proved totally ineffective 

in truly addressing the problem of global 

poverty and inequality. But then—as the 

world’s largest economy, could this not be-

come the role of the European Union? Is 

that not what we should ask the European 

Union to do? In much criticism against the 

neo-liberalism of the EU, as for example 

evidenced by recent writing in Le Monde 

Diplomatique, one often finds a lack of a 

positive alternative vision of what a truly 

renovated European union could achieve. 

But this should be our task. Let us not for-

get that trade – one of the most powerful 

weapons to address the current global 

economic imbalance, a far more power-

ful instrument than aid or any “structural 

funds” can ever be – is currently man-

aged by the EU on behalf of its member 

states. Should we not actively push for 

this tool to be used in new ways? The ma-

terial potential existing, should we not 

militate for its alternative employment?  

Faced with an increasingly Hobbesian 

world ruled by particular interest, it is in 

the unexplored terrain of global respon-

sibility that Europe must find its call. And 

the enactment of this transformation is 

how we can understand the “adventurous” 

Europe Zygmunt Bauman called for on the 

pages of the last issue of this publication.

But the crucial objection is well encapsu-

lated by Henri Dorion in the exhibition cat-

alogue of Fronteres [see review on previous 

page]; “should we place hope”, he rhetori-

cally asks, “in the good will of our civil au-

thorities in turning a border of separation 

into a border of contact? This is much gen-

erosity when we can reap great benefits on 

proximity based on differences”. 

There are great (economical) benefits to 

a proximity based on difference. But this 

very realisation, this very objection, is it not 

what should forcefully be brought to the 

fore? In the hope that any remaining sense 

of justice might finally produce that en-

raged citizenry that morality now so decid-

edly demands, should this not become the 

focus of our discussions? Common sense 

prescribes profound scepticism towards 

the current capacities of any European 

union to truly enact an alternative global 

politics. But hasn’t this, in our long history, 

always been the condition faced by emerg-

ing political alternatives? And instead of 

a recoiling-back, isn’t the correct posture 

a charge forward? Faced with the insuffi-

ciency of the present moment, should we 

not militate for the coming-alive of a gen-

uine European consensus, understood as 

the consensus of the citizens of Europe and 

their political consciousness? 

This is also what it means for Europe to  

become political, to be invested with seri-

ous projections of its potential futures sur-

passing the restricted scope of the national 

discourse. But instead of complaints, 

Europe should become a race of ideas. And 

of actions.  

Faced with an 
increasingly Hobbesian 

world ruled by 
particular interest it 
is in the unexplored 

terrain of global 
responsibility that 

Europe must  
find its call.

Nandipha Mntambo, Beginning of the Empire
2007, installation, artist collection
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‘M
ajor Major never 

sees anyone in his 

office whilst he is 

in his office.’ So 

Sergeant Tower ex-

plains to Appleby that he can only have a 

meeting with Major Major Major Major 

(whose first, middle and surnames are 

‘Major’), in his office when he is not in his 

office. The increasing familiarity of this 

kind of ‘catch 22’ explanation in all do-

mains of British public life surely gives 

reason to think that Joseph Heller’s novel 

of that title is more than ever the book for  

the moment. 

The UK ‘debate’ over the EU reform treaty 

is a particularly fine example of this, as 

anyone who has tried to understand the 

status of the ‘red lines’ supposedly drawn 

by the British government in negotiations 

over the treaty to protect ‘our national in-

terest’ knows. The ‘red lines’, depending on 

who you ask, are ‘stronger’, ‘thinner’, ‘water 

based’, ‘transparent’,  have ‘had a horse and 

cart driven through them’, ‘been perforated’ 

or ‘been secured’. All of which is completely 

meaningless.

The baffling net of confused arguments 

surrounding Europe in the UK not only dis-

plays the intellectual confusion of the pro-

tagonists involved: as in Heller’s novel, they 

also represent an attempt on all sides to 

prevent public understanding and scupper 

public engagement. What is more sinister, 

and more dangerous, is that they pretend 

to be doing this in the name of promoting 

democracy itself. For there is a profound 

crisis of democracy in Europe, both at the 

national and European levels. Most peo-

ple recognise this, and are absolutely right 

to kick up a fuss. What has yet to happen is 

for any political organisation to sincerely 

uphold attempts to deal with this crisis, in-

stead of generating political capital from it. 

There is no way of dealing with the crisis 

of democracy at the national level without 

dealing with it at the European level as well. 

It makes no sense to ‘pull out of European 

politics in the name of democracy.’ All dem-

ocratic politics in Europe for the foreseea-

ble future will be pro-European, and this 

can fairly straightforwardly be shown.

There are at least three precepts of democ-

racy that should be aspired towards. The first 

two are frequently invoked by both sides in 

the debate over whether there should be a 

referendum. The third is ignored by almost 

all the political establishment:

1. That the public is not just ‘consulted’ 

once every few years about its opinions by 

being given a choice between candidates, 

and ignored the rest of the time. Democracy 

means that each member of society has the 

power to influence the way that society is 

run, and this has to be a continuous power, 

exempted only in the most exceptional of 

circumstances for a temporary period.

2. That the public should not be deceived 

by those who govern society.

3. That every member of society should be 

able to take part in democracy on an equal 

basis, and should have their voice heard.

The pro-referendum campaign claims 

that the Labour government made a man-

ifesto pledge to have a referendum on the 

EU constitution, that the reform treaty is 

extremely similar to the EU constitution, 

and that therefore there should be a ref-

erendum. This is an appeal to the first and 

second precepts above. The reason given 

for a referendum being required is that the 

treaty transfers significant powers to the 

European Union, and that the ‘British gov-

ernment’ should have control over ‘British’ 

problems. This argument entirely ignores 

its own premise that the British govern-

ment is unrepresentative of the ‘British’ 

people. If it were to be convincing, it would 

have to propose a program for how the na-

tional parliament should be reformed to be 

more representative, more ‘democratic’. 

The British government wearing one face 

claims that the treaty can be democrati-

cally ratified in parliament, because British 

citizens live in a ‘representative democ-

racy’, and wearing the other face claims 

that a profound renewal of democracy is 

required, based on consultation and public 

involvement.

Both of these are catch 22 circular argu-

ments, which repose on the deep rooted 

myth in British consciousness that we live 

in a democracy. This seems to me an in-

stitutional myth, which runs through our 

media, governmental and educational in-

stitutions, rather than a myth that is ac-

tively believed by most people in the UK. 

Most people in the UK might say they live 

in a democracy, but when questioned as 

to whether they feel there is a possibility 

of their voice affecting political decisions, 

they know full well the possibility is far from 

guaranteed. 

Europe, the UK and 
Catch 22 democracy

Whilst the debate over the EU Reform Treaty grows ever more trivial, and each side makes 
appeals to ‘democracy’, democracy in Europe becomes ever deeper in crisis. 
What is required is a new movement for democracy amongst the ‘frontierless generation’.

Niccoló Milanese

There is no way of 
dealing with the crisis 

of democracy at 
national level without 

dealing with it at  
the European level  

as well. 



November 2007

page 93

The poverty of voices involved in the de-

bate over the reform treaty is sympto-

matic. Where are the voices questioning 

the British ‘red-line’ protecting us against 

the European Charter on Human Rights? 

Who is making the arguments that it 

would actually give greater rights to work-

ers in the UK? Who is asking about immi-

grant labour and the reform treaty from 

the point of view of the migrant? Whether 

it really would help these people or not is a  

different matter, but there is simply no 

public discussion. 

Where are the voices of all those who have 

come to the UK through the opening of 

borders by the European Union, who have 

an interest both in the politics of their 

original countries and of Britain? What 

sense for the generation of students trav-

elling freely around Europe? What sense 

does it make for ‘them’ (that is, for us) to 

claim that the British should have control 

over British affairs? This argument is for 

them (for us) entirely spurious, for these 

people know that one of the un-repeala-

ble consequences of the European Union 

is a generation who live across borders, 

that a person’s reality is not neatly con-

tained within national frontiers. 

This goes to the heart of the matter. The 

debate over Europe in the UK is blind to 

the question ‘who is part of society in the 

UK?’, because it is dominated by people for 

whom this question is not at issue. Once 

we ask the question “who is the ‘we’ that 

should have control over ‘our’ own affairs?” 

there is no plausible definition of any par-

ticular group in the UK that should have 

control: there is only the reality of those 

who have power at the moment, and those 

who are excluded. 

Since these groups have no real voice, the 

bourgeois majority in Britain is able to con-

tinue to slumber in a post-imperial daze, 

unwilling to give up the belief that Britain 

can really tackle any political problem pre-

sented to it by means of the ingenuity of its 

‘innate’ population (which is in any case 

anything but innate), and its long-stand-

ing ability to win at the Westphalian game 

of balancing powers against each other. It 

is this majority that the Conservative party 

in the UK have recently been so good at 

attracting, with implausible promises on 

UK foreign policy, climate change and im-

migration without any indication either 

given or asked for as to how they would be 

achieved without taking some structure 

that resembles the European Union. It is 

catch 22 politics again – the refusal to give 

any meaningful explanation, the blank re-

fusal of dialogue or acknowledgement.

After the rejection of the Constitution in 

referenda in France and the Netherlands, 

many hoped that the European Union 

would change the way it carried on its busi-

ness, open itself up to citizens and thereby 

become more democratic. The way the re-

form treaty has been drafted and negoti-

ated has been even more hermetic than the 

way the constitution was written. This is not 

something that can be entirely blamed on 

the European Union itself (without the good 

will of national leaders and administrations, 

there is at the moment no other way for 

them to get agreement) – it is to be blamed 

on the entire way democracy is not working 

in Europe. Until this changes throughout 

Europe, things will only get worse. 

Britain would have had important role 

to play in the new context. There is lit-

tle sign that any significant public debate 

over the reform treaty will take place in 

France or the Netherlands and therefore 

it would have been up to Britain to insist 

on changes to the way the democracy in 

Europe functions at this particular mo-

ment. This would be a worthy campaign 

for greater democracy in the EU and one 

that would resonate strongly with the 

whole of the British public, as well the pub-

lic right across Europe.  Instead the debate 

has already been hijacked by those with a 

different agenda, and there is little sign of 

any coalition demanding democracy com-

ing about. Perhaps this is too pessimistic, 

and the pro-European forces in the UK will 

find ways of joining forces with the pro-de-

mocracy pressure groups.

A pro-European coalition in Britain would 

be a coalition which stands against the 

catch 22 politics, which stands with all 

those who have no voice at the moment: 

the immigrant communities, the frontier-

less generation, the poor – who are ever 

more ignored throughout the whole of 

Western Europe. It would be a coalition 

which confronts unblinkingly contem-

porary reality, and stands up against the 

dogmas which prevent us from seeing it, 

which make us powerless in the face of it 

while telling us we have all the choice in 

the world. It would be a coalition which 

necessarily reached beyond ‘Britain’ as it 

appears on the map, and finally realised 

what is surely the most important intellec-

tual shift of our times: that all the human 

world, just as all the physical world, is in-

escapably joined and mixed. It may sound 

like a huge project: and it is, in its impor-

tance. But that is not to say it is impossible 

: that is the biggest social dogma of all.  
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I
taly has always been an important 

laboratory for new political organisa-

tions. Without disturbing the sleep-

ing ghosts of fascism, it is worth re-

membering that the country boasted 

Western Europe’s largest Communist party, 

lending initial credence to many hopes for 

an “Italian road to socialism”, a democratic 

Communist government ready to accept 

the parliamentary game of compromise.  

Today there comes again from Italy some-

thing new in the European political pano-

rama of the left. The Democratici di Sinistra, 

“heirs” to the Communist Party and Italy’s 

largest leftist party, have merged with the 

“popolari” (read: centre-left Christian dem-

ocrats) of the Margherita (the “daisy”). The 

result is the new and much touted Partito 

Democratico, which can reasonably aim to 

reach around 35% of electoral preferences, 

positioning itself as Italy’s leading political 

force. What is more, the union of centrist 

and leftist elements in the new party stands 

as a potential example for many sectors of 

the European left faced with increased frag-

mentation and reduced electoral appeal. 

It is not surprising that Segolène Royal is a 

frequent guest in the new party’s political 

rallies, and that the attempted Italian “sal-

vage” of socialist principles by anchoring 

them to centrist prerogatives is an experi-

ment being closely followed by many. 

In the period leading to the formation of 

the new party there have been repeated 

accusations of fusione fredda, or what Eric 

Jozsef, correspondent of Liberation, in-

terpreted as the merger of two groupings 

afraid of the competition but without any 

serious plan to offer. And indeed, at first 

glance the reasons for the alliance seem to 

be tactical above all; the leftist Democratici 

di Sinistra are increasingly worried at the 

prospect of a re-creation of centrist unity 

and the reappearance of a strong cen-

trist party. If Bayrou’s exploit at the recent 

French elections comes to mind, we should 

not forget that the years between 1948 and 

1992 saw the uncompromised hegemony of 

the centrist Democrazia Cristiana in Italian 

political life. 

Together with its name, the new party im-

ported from American political life the sys-

tem of “primary elections”. Elections took 

place on October 16th, witnessing an un-

hoped-for public interest and participa-

tion. Over three million voters queued and 

contributed one euro to decide the party’s 

new leadership. As amply predicted, Walter 

Veltroni, charismatic current mayor of 

Rome, was elected with 75% of the prefer-

ences. Supported by such a popular plebi-

scite many see in Veltroni the “new man” of 

stiff Italian political life; Veltroni’s exploits 

include the revitalisation of cultural life 

in Italy’s capital - which as I write is cele-

brating the second edition of its new Film 

Festival devised by the mayor himself - an 

economic performance of the city well 

above average, and, most important of all, 

the capacity to surpass party apparatuses 

and ideological divisions in rallying trans-

versal support.  

But there are at the very least three major 

questions around the success of this  

new project. 

The Italian political system is in complete 

decay, but seems unable to reform itself. 

The current government led by Romano 

Prodi is marked by internal instability and 

incapacity to approve significant legisla-

tion, plummeting well below 40% in recent 

popularity ratings. Internal fragmentation 

(the governing coalition is composed of 

eleven parties) is accentuated by an absurd 

electoral law – defined by its own creator, 

Roberto Calderoli, as a “porcata” (some-

thing vile) – resulting in a near parity in the 

Senate. However, the Parliament is unable 

to work towards a redrafting of the law as 

many of its twenty parties oppose a simpli-

fication of representation that would neg-

atively affect them. The Prodi government 

is therefore widely predicted to fall anytime 

within the next months. 

It is however unclear what options lay 

open. An “institutional” government, with 

a participation of elements from both left 

and right, is vehemently opposed by Silvio 

Berlusconi, who instead presses for a re-

turn to the ballot box from which he would 

most likely emerge victorious. In the event 

of general elections, after its present failure 

the left-wing coalition would be unable to 

present itself in the same composition; it is 

however extremely unlikely that any sim-

plified version of the alliance 

Italy’s Partito Democratico: 
Three Million Votes 
and Three Questions
The merger of Italy’s two largest left-of-centre political parties aspires 
to revolutionise the stiff and fragmented Italian landscape. But it is still 
unclear what the new party aspires to be. 
Stella Tang

The doubt that the new 
Partito Democratico 

be merely an abortive 
and late-coming 
child of 1990s 

European illusions for 
a “third way” is hard to 

dislodge.
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T
he French Socialists, who were 

profoundly divided in 2005 over 

the project for the European 

Constitution, still have not man-

aged to adopt a coherent attitude 

toward Europe. Out of power since 2002, 

they denounce the way the Union works, 

which they regard as too complaisant re-

garding neo-liberalism and the rule of the 

market. But when they directed the gov-

ernment, first under François Mitterrand 

and then Lionel Jospin, they happily ac-

cepted the rules, founded on competition 

and free exchange. Thus, depending on 

the circumstances, they either insist on the 

weaknesses of the European construction 

or they choose to underline the advan-

tages, to such an extent that they forget 

the insufficiencies. Torn between ideas of a 

social Europe and the realities of a liberal 

Europe, they try in vain to make coherent 

their words and their actions.

This tear is nothing new. Since the begin-

ning of the European unification, the left 

in France has been divided between a pos-

itive vision of the communitarian project 

and a critical vision. The positive vision: al-

though it may be true that the unification of 

Europe is first of all founded on the putting 

A European Route to Une 
Nouvelle Gauche Française?
After the defeat of Segolène Royal in the Presidential elections in France, and then the heavy loses of 
the Socialist Party in the Parliamentary elections, the French Left is looking for a way to redefine itself. 
Thomas Ferenczi, Europe editor of Le Monde, suggests a possible route…
Thomas Ferenczi

would gain a majority in Parliament. Many 

commentators are beginning to foresee 

a Partito Democratico running alone – 

and hence condemned to losing – in the 

next elections, in the hope of consolidat-

ing its hegemony on the left during a sec-

ond Berlusconi government. If a return to 

power of Silvio Berlusconi appears a rather 

grotesque eventuality, there seems to be 

not much space for manoeuvre for the new 

leader of the Partito Democratico. 

The second question addresses the politi-

cal position of the party. Veltroni seems to 

have followed the widespread European 

trend of appropriating keywords from the 

opposition; now “security” and “legal-

ity”, “tax breaks” and “privatisation” have 

began making repeated appearances in 

Veltroni’s speeches, whereas traditional 

themes such as solidarity toward migrants, 

the fight against precarious work, the need 

for social equality, rights for homosexual 

couples, have all suddenly been discarded. 

This seems to be leaving an empty space to 

the left of the Partito Democratico, which 

might be seized by a re-organised union 

of the four “radical” left-wing parties of 

which there is recently much talk but 

few concrete steps. Be this as it may, it is 

doubtful whether the new Partito will be 

able to offer anything more than a watered 

down version of Blairism, a new centrism, 

or a return to a slightly more left-leaning 

Christian Democracy. 

Lastly, the international standing of the 

party has been all but ignored. Veltroni is 

well known for his frequent “African expedi-

tions” and his mostly mediatic attention to 

the problems of the third world. This, how-

ever, seems to have been left out of the polit-

ical dialectic thus far, and there seems little 

hope that the new party may embody those 

principles of transnationalism that are dis-

cussed on the pages of this journal. Lastly, 

although the Partito is surely pro-European, 

as most Italian political forces are bound to 

be, it has not presented any truly innovative 

proposal for the future of the Union, lying 

content with a distracted and inertial sup-

port towards the integration process.  

The doubt that the new Partito Democratico 

be merely an abortive and late-coming 

child of 1990s European illusions for a 

“third way” is hard to dislodge. But it will 

be worth keeping an eye on its evolution. 

Italy is always a land of surprises.  

in place of a common market, conforming 

to the principles of a market economy, it is 

also seen to be the symbol of reconciliation 

between ancient enemies, in particular 

France and Germany, and as the method 

of consolidating democracy in the Old con-

tinent. Critical vision: the great European 

market is inscribed in the logic of the de-

velopment of modern capitalism, servile to 

the domination of the United States, which 

has transformed the Union over several 

decades into a Trojan horse of an uncon-

quered globalisation. ‘The liberal devel-

opment of the European construction has 

obscured the project of mutual integration 

and solidarity’ the PS wrote in its manifesto.

The majority of the Socialist party is still at-

tached to the European project such as it 

was elaborated and then put in action by 

the founding fathers – Jean Monnet, Robert 

Schuman, Konrad Adenauer… Along 

Europe as fortress or 
Europe as manager? 
Between these two 
extremes, a large 

number of socialists, 
who regard this choice 

as too Manichean, 
are looking for an 

intermediate route.
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I 
have taught for many years that democ-

racy consists of two essential notions: 

firstly, in a democracy we are all politi-

cians, and members of the government 

are little more than our delegates, those 

to whom we have given a mandate for a cer-

tain time and under certain conditions; sec-

ondly, that it is senseless to simply lament, 

as monarchic subjects or slaves would do, 

the actions of our politicians: if we believe 

they are not conducting their function well, 

it is up to us to depose them in the ballot 

box, to substitute them for others, and, as 

a last resort, to offer to carry out their tasks 

ourselves when we think we can improve on 

them. The basis of the democratic system 

is that no one is born just to command or 

just to obey, but we all must be ready for one 

or the other according to what may benefit  

the community.

For this reason I have participated in all 

imaginable civic movements in the Basque 

countries: Movement for Peace and Non-

Violence, Foro de Ermua, Basta Ya… it was 

a means of doing politics (not ethics nor 

conscientious objection) without convert-

ing into a professional politician. But today 

it is not enough to follow the same line of 

action, and we have no other remedy than 

to attempt offering a new political alterna-

tive so that our voice may reach up to the 

Spanish parliament. We have therefore 

launched ourselves in the difficult adven-

ture of proposing a new political party: 

Unión Progreso y Democracia (UPD).

Our principal objective is to defend the 

equality of citizens, without which there is 

no State of Right that is worth its salt. But 

this implies beginning to unequivo

From Words to Fact: 
A New Party 
For Spain
Fernando Savater, Spain’s leading philosopher, essayist, and novelist, has joined forces with 
Rosa Diez to in the formation of a new political party. Faced with an increasing fragmentation of 
the country, the party attempts to address the excesses of “regionalism” in Spanish politics and 
to reclaim the equality of rights and opportunities for all citizens. 

Fernando Savater

It is time to finish with 
the beatified fetish of 

endless difference and 
with the conversion of  

any discourse of 
unity and similarity 
into quasi-fascist 

impositions.
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with the Christian Democrats, the so-

cial-democrats, particularly in France, 

have been over 50 years the principle ac-

tors in constructing Europe. In the name of 

internationalism, which is one of the ele-

ments of their identity, they have supported 

a politics of opening borders and creating 

a united Europe against the currents of 

nationalism and separatism. On the other 

hand, another part of the left – a minority 

of socialists, communists, the extreme left – 

have fought against this politics, considered 

as an instrument of war at the service of the 

struggle against communism. Their priori-

ties have instead been the struggles in the 

third world and the revolts of decolonisa-

tion rather than the European cause.

Debates over the effect of globalisation have 

revived the quarrels between the two po-

litical lefts over the roles of the European 

Union. For the radical left, baptised firstly 

as anti-globalist and then alter-globalist, 

Europe should offer a way of resisting glo-

balisation rather than favour its further 

spread. For the moderate left, which one 

might call ‘social-liberal’, globalisation is a 

reality, which France will not be able to es-

cape and which Europe must attempt to 

manage in such a way as to exploit the pos-

itive aspects. Europe as fortress or Europe 

as manager? Between these two extremes, 

a large number of socialists, who regard this 

choice as too Manichean, are looking for an 

intermediate route.

‘Globalisation is a fact but the liberal course 

it has taken is not inevitable’ affirms the 

manifesto of the Socialist Party, according 

to which ‘the European Union will remain 

an important tool for taking control of our 

future.’ How? In giving priority to full em-

ployment, in harmonising social rights from 

above, in establishing rules which ensure a 

‘better protection’ in world-wide market 

competition. Hubert Védrine – the former 

minister for foreign affairs and close col-

laborator of François Mitterrand and then 

Lionel Jospin – was more precise in a recent 

report to the President of Republic. He notes 

the inquietude of a large part of the French 

public faced with globalisation and the 

hope they place in an ‘other’ globalisation…

According to Védrine, if belief in ‘happy 

globalisation’ has failed to convince public 

opinion, ‘suspicious anti-globalisation’ has 

shown its ‘sterility’. Thus he recommends 

an ‘offensive strategy’ within the European 

Union, not ‘faced’ with globalisation but 

‘within’ globalisation. The crucial word is 

‘adapt’. ‘To adapt to play part in globali-

sation’ he says, ‘is not to conform to rules 

imposed from the outside, but instead to 

valorise our advantages and to liberate our 

energies in trying to correct the mecha-

nisms.’ For him, openness does not exclude 

a certain degree of protection, even if one 

must admit, undogmatically, that ‘some 

protections are justified, whereas others are 

inefficient.’ 

The route is very narrow: it will displease the 

radical left without capturing the sentiment 

of the liberal right. But perhaps it would be 

a way for the social-democratic left to reaf-

firm its identity.  
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On October 12, the German constitutional court ruled that Esra, a novel written by the 

German author Maxim Biller, would remain banned from publication in Germany. It thus 

confirmed four previous rulings in the case by lower regional courts all of which had 

argued that Biller’s detailed descriptions of his protagonist’s sexual exploits with his lover 

(easily identifiable as Biller’s ex-girlfriend) constituted a serious attack on the latter’s 

right to privacy and anonymity and thus justified a ban. The book in question had been 

published in 2003 and by the time that Biller’s ex-girlfriend, a German actress of Turkish 

descent, and her mother (who also felt she had been unfairly depicted) decided to take 

legal action against its publication, around 4000 copies had already been distributed to 

newspapers and bookshops.

The public’s reaction to the court’s verdict was divided  

– as was indeed the court itself with three of the eight judges writing dissenting minority 

opinions. Perhaps unsurprisingly, those commentators who sharply condemned the ban 

were quick to evoke the unhappy German tradition of censure and authoritarianism and 

could see in the whole affair nothing but a dangerous illiberal attack on the freedom of 

artistic expression. It nevertheless seems remarkable how readily and easily these critics 

were prepared to dismiss the possibility that an individual’s right to privacy may carry 

more weight than an artist’s right to make public all sorts of personal and potentially 

humiliating details about his ex-girlfriend’s sex life as long as he does so in an “artistic” 

manner (whatever that may mean). As Bernd Seiler, a scholar in German literature at the 

University of Bielefeld, pointed out, the degree of freedom of speech granted to artists and 

novelists by German law goes far beyond that accorded to the media or indeed any other 

form of public expression which does not lay claim to being a work of art. The dissenting 

judges in their minority opinions came out in support of this distinction and, quoting 

Theodor Adorno (!), claimed that a work of art could, as a matter of principle, never be 

seen as a simple mirror of reality. In the process of aesthetic transformation, they argue, 

the work of art severs all ties with reality and assumes an autonomous existence outside 

of the realm of the real. Amazing enough as it is to see Adorno being thus summoned to 

give an expert opinion, it seems even harder to believe that the three dissenting judges 

really do think that reality and art are so fundamentally distinct when quite obviously they 

are not. Biller himself made only weak attempts at disguising the female protagonist’s 

identity, merely changing her name but retaining most other features, including the name 

of the street in Munich she lives in, her Turkish origin, her child’s fatal illness, and the 

prizes she was awarded as an actress. Asserting that all this has absolutely nothing to do 

with a real person simply because the book purports to be a novel and novels by definition 

are ontologically distinct from reality is begging the question – all the more so as Adorno 

himself arguably would not rest the case there and most certainly did not give the final 

verdict on this matter. The majority judges’ more commonsensical observation that the 

relationship between a book and the reality it depicts is to a large extent dependent on 

the reader’s perspective is therefore to be welcomed, as is their decision to uphold the 

publication ban.

GERMAN LITERATURE 
AND THE MIRROR OF NATURE

A controversial ruling of the German constitutional court banned a novel by Maxim 
Biller realistically depicting his sexual exploits with his former girlfriend for an 
alleged privacy breach. But can art break privacy? 

Catherine Davies

cally and constitutionally determine the at-

tributes of the State and those of the “auton-

omies,” which are merely their subsidiary 

and not mini-states. What should worry us 

is not the nationalism of the nationalists; 

they defend what they believe in and so long 

as they do it pacifically and within the rule 

of law there is nothing to object, except at-

tempting to oppose better reasons. Rather, 

it is the rampart nationalism of the non na-

tionalists, the swell over all of Spain of a sort 

of induced pseudo-nationalism or a con-

tagious regionalitis, which finds electoral 

and economic advantages in advancing (re-

gional) nationalist claims demanding “that 

they give us back what is ours” and that “they 

give it all now” without any concern for the 

common good. One hears expressions such 

as “the Basque countries will be what the 

Basques will want” or “Catalonia what the 

Catalans will decide”; these are clearly na-

tionalist statements, for the constitutional 

truth is that Spain will be what the Spanish 

in all and every part of the country want it to 

be. The most important self-determination 

is that of the Spanish citizens in the man-

agement of their global community. From 

the educational point of view, it is time to 

end it with the beatified fetish of endless 

difference and with the conversion of any 

discourse of unity and similarity into qua-

si-fascist impositions. 

We view freedom of conscience and the la-

icism of the state as simply necessary in 

any democracy worthy of this name. And 

we are also convinced that there is no ef-

fective equality without a redistribution of 

wealth, and for this reason we defend pub-

lic services and social protection without 

exclusions. And all of this is not a political 

“shopping list” full of heterogeneous annota-

tions, but something intimately tied together 

and articulated in a coherent conception of  

the national reality. 

The UPD does not come to castigate any 

existing political option, but to help to gov-

ern in a different way. We would like to con-

tribute towards a sentiment of democratic 

modesty, as Albert Camus well expressed it: 

“the democrat, in the end, is someone who 

accepts that the adversary can be right, who 

allows him to express himself and accepts to 

reflect on his arguments.” This differentiates 

us from those who reduce political discourse 

to a banal “at least we are not like them.” To 

never share anything with the adversary and 

to never recognize in him any merit is the 

most idiotic of all sectarian formulae. 

The last of our preoccupations is to define 

our place amongst the left or amongst the 

right, when in Spain the socialist government 

seeks support from the large banking groups 

for its economic policy and the liberal oppo-

sition goes hand in hand with the most fun-

damentalist of bishops. For too much time 

we suffered at the hands of a battalion of pol-

iticians immune to the sense of ridicule who, 

when faced with a mistake of Zapatero’s cab-

inet, remind us that the opposition in turn 

did the same or worse when in government, 

as if this were to serve as a consolation. One 

of the finest scenes in Macbeth sees the dia-

logue between prince Malcom, son of the as-

sassinated Duncan, and Macduff, whose son 

has also died at the hands of the tyrant. To 

test Macduff, who wishes to return him the 

usurped throne, Malcolm admits to all kinds 

of vices and atrocious ambitions, which 

Macduff takes as trifles of no importance so 

long as Macbeth can be deposed. This is sim-

ply the choice of rancour. But the UPD will 

not lower itself to this, nor will it chase after 

those who raise their voices full of bile but 

short of ideas.  

Many of the promoters of the UPD have de-

fended these ideas in the media over the 

course of many years. But now we must go 

beyond the intellectual debate and, well ar-

gued as they may be, the mere exchange 

of opinions. We have seen that this is not 

enough, and we have decided to go from 

words to parliamentary facts. Are we ingenu-

ous? Surely yes, at least in the original mean-

ing of the word: we are born free, without vas-

salage or toll to pay. To go back to Macbeth; 

the usurper asked the outraged skies that 

they let him sleep, sleep “in spite of the thun-

ders.” In Spain one hears thunders every time 

stronger, but we do not want to sleep: on 

the contrary, we intend to keep citizens well 

awake, vigilant, and combative. 
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“W
e’ll do to you 

what Hitler 

did to Jews!” 

shout coun-

t e r d e m o n -

strators at feminist and gay marchers in 

Poland. This country abjects Jews, women, 

and homosexuals. In the old Polish capi-

tal of Cracow caustic acid was thrown at 

the Parade of Equality which champions 

the rights of queers on May 7, 2004 a week 

after Poland joined the European Union. 

In Riga, Latvia, bags of excrement were 

pelted at gay priders on July 22, 2006. Our 

gay love, our subjectivity is soiled, hurt, hu-

miliated. Affective alterity appears as peril 

for the nation. Citizens or rather national-

ists are to be bred in the name of the nation 

(the Latin natio for breeding). Same-sex 

love and the freedom of women is a crime 

to the newly-born and ever-breeding na-

tions of Eastern Europe. Abortion has been 

criminalized in Poland since 1993.  

A spectre is haunting Eastern Europe: the 

spectre of love dissidence. Women and 

gays stand up against the exclusionary 

body politic. Artists, in particular women, 

and young activists are the new dissidents. 

This dissent in society is being created in 

their work, exhibition projects and, gen-

erally, the mobilizations of minorities as 

revolt. Here belongs the younger genera-

tion’s insistence on combining queerness 

and Jewishness.  Art and activism explore 

democratic diversity to counter national-

ist censorship, misogyny, homophobia - 

an inhospitality, that is, xenophobia in the 

society. 

Members of the League of Polish Families, a 

party that until recnetly was part of the gov-

ernment coalition, physically attacked one 

young woman artist, Dorota Nieznalska, 

and then the party brought charges against 

her for “offending religious feelings.”  She 

was sentenced to “restriction of freedom 

in the form of penal labour” and banned 

from leaving the country. Nieznalska and 

her feminist and queer allies participated 

in the “Love and Democracy” exhibition 

in Poznan and Gdansk. Presented at the 

show was Dorota Nieznalska’s photogra-

phy presenting fundamentalism-cum-na-

tionalism in terms of sadomasochism. In 

her work both the erotic and the political 

dimension of sadomasochism are prom-

inent. Her photos entice the viewer with 

their perverse allure and at the same time 

they sketch a perverse commentary on 

the subject of the surrounding social real-

ity. Nieznalska’s images reveal the sexual 

foundation of the society dreamed about 

by fundamentalists. Dorota Nieznalska 

represents new dissidence against the an-

ti-modernism of today’s Poland. Against vi-

olent, claustrophobic, repressive religion-

ism – without religion as inner experience. 

Pawel curated the show and in his instal-

lations Tomek analyzed the Jewish and gay 

ideas-images of hospitality as non-ma-

joritarian praxis. Minorities ally also in a 

practical way: Warsaw’s reform synagogue 

Beit issued a statement supporting the Gay 

Parade, as chairwoman of the liberal Jewish 

community Dorota Szymborska-Dyrda put 

it, “minority for minority.”

Even if the regime changes, other dom-

ineering parties in Poland also draw on 

prejudices. During their rule, the ex-Com-

munists did nothing to promote the rights 

of women and gays. The Civic Platform, 

a liberal, market-oriented party is a mix-

ture of homophiles and homophobes. 

The worst in its hate is the far-right party 

until recently in government coalition, the 

League of Polish Families, with its roots 

in Poland’s inter-war anti-Semitism. It is 

led by Roman Giertych, until last month 

Poland’s Minister of Education. His grand-

father, Jedrzej Giertych, was a racist poli-

tician in the 1930s and author of Towards 

Ending the Crisis (1938), a book where 

he called for the expulsion of Jews from 

Poland. Journalist Andrew Nagorski of 

Newsweek comments on Giertych’s party: 

“gay bashing has been his party latest 

sport”. The League’s militia, the All-Polish 

Youth violently attacks gay prides - with 

stones, bottles, and such catcalls as “To the 

gas!” 

The All-Polish Youth has a long history of 

anti-Semitism and remains proud of hav-

ing supported the numerus clausus and 

bench ghettoes at Poland’s universities 

between the world wars. Roman Giertych 

reactivated the All-Polish Youth and led a 

“Parade of Normality” in Warsaw, one that 

presented skinheads as model Poles. The 

League’s anti-gay tirades are repeated over 

and over again by the media. Gays are dis-

respected in parliament (the League’s MPs 

use there words like “deviants,” or “peder-

asts”), on the stree ts, in the media and even 

publications of scholarly ambitions. The 

Encyclopedia, published in 2005 by Poland’s 

leading newspaper Gazeta Wyborcza and 

the Polish Scientific Publishers last year, 

defines homosexuality as a form of “dis-

turbed sexual identification.”

Reporter Jean-Luc Testault of the Agence 

France Press noted: “In this part of 

Europe homophobia is not confined to 

the circles of Christian fundamentalists.” 

Atheist Boguslaw Wolniewicz, Professor 

of Philosophy at Warsaw University, said 

on national TV that the Jewish holiday of 

Sukkot must not be publicly celebrated in 

Poland; likewise, gays must not go pub-

lic. Wolniewicz’s anti-German lampoon 

attacking Benedict XVI was published by 

the mass audience Radio Maryja’s news-

paper Nasz Dziennik (The German Pope 

admonished Radio Maryja). Professor 

of Philosophy and current Minister of 

Education, Ryszard Legutko, authored a 

book entitled “I Don’t Like Toleration” and 

an article in the broadsheet Rzeczpospolita 

about queer movement and studies as “in-

vented party of the wronged” and “danger-

ous absurd.” Zdzislaw Krasnodebski, Polish 

sociologist at Bremen University, is active 

in the Polish press deriding German help 

for the gay movement in Poland. Neither 

Legutko’s nor Krasnodebski’s homophobia 

is inspired by Catholicism. Theirs is a ratio-

nalized hate in gentlemen cultivating their 

petty pet aversions.    “Today lesbo-gays, 

tomorrow zoophiliacs, who the day after 

tomorrow??? Is that how freedom and de-

mocracy should look like??? This is syph-

ilization!!!” is a slogan not of the All-Polish 

Youth, but of the ruling Law and Justice 

party. 

But more and more of Poland’s scholars, 

students, and even pupils turn into an-

ti-government activists. Commentator Jan 

Puhl of Der Spiegel writes: “And so in the 

meantime a little Polish gay movement 

changes peu à peu into a citizens’ initiative 

against intolerance”. Women public intel-

lectuals Maria Janion, Magdalena Sroda, 

Kazimiera Szczuka, spearhead it. Janion (b. 

1926) has changed the Polish humanities, 

edited an influential series of anthologies 

Transgressions and published a dozen of 

her own books. The recent ones analyze 

misogyny and anti-Semitism in Poland. 

Janion and her seminarists, including fem-

inist literary historian, author of a book 

Cinderella, Frankenstein and Other Women 

and TV host Kazimiera Szczuka, politi-

cal philosopher Magdalena Sroda are a 

voice of freedom in contemporary Poland. 

Alongside them, Krytyka Polityczna is a 

journal, publishing house and milieu of 

progressiste younger sociologists, literary 

critics and activists. They publish a num-

ber of translations of Zizek and Badiou. To 

their recent issue, they added a CD docu-

menting Slavoj Zizek’s visit to their head-

quarters.  “Father Zizek”, said Krytyka’s edi-

tor-in-chief smirking, “the public is yours.”

Krytyka Polityczna’s Igor Stokfiszewski 

blasts Polish poetry for conservatism. In 

his literary criticism sheet europa. poetical 

fiction Igor Stokfiszewski went far in going 

beyond conventions: he abandoned punc-

tuation. A Gertrude Stein-like noncon-

formity began in contemporary Poland in 

an artzine Counterart-Kontrsztuka which 

aimed to avant-gardize poetics and politics 

A Letter from Poland: 
The Same Europe, 
the Other Hate?
With the spectre of homophobia and anti-feminism ever-present in Eastern Europe, artists
and young activists are becoming the new dissidents, says the artists and curators Tomek
Kitlinski and Pawel Leszkowicz… 

Tomek Kitlinski & Pawel Leszkowicz 

Art and activism 
explore democratic 
diversity to counter 

nationalistic 
censorship, misogyny 

and homophobic 
inhospitality, that is, 
xenophobia in the 

society. 
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alike.  Stokfiszewski champions new gay 

fiction in Poland – with many predecessors 

of discreet homotextuality in the literary 

canon - a cult novel of Michal Witkowski.   

The younger generation of Polish Jews ini-

tiated a cultural magazine Gwiazdeczki/

Babel. It warns against the anti-Semi-

tism and homophobia in Poland (texts by 

Darek Galecki, Dorota Szymborska-Dyrda, 

and Pawel Pilarski), presents feminist and 

queer ideas (articles by Ewa Majewska) 

and goes back to the transgressive fig-

ure of a woman tzaddik (drama by Anna 

Cialowicz). Textually, but also visually with 

its atwork by dissident artists, Gwiazdeczki/

Babel embody the spirit of revolt. 

Homophobia and anti-Semitism are reso-

nated by Radio Maryja, the fundamental-

ist media conglomerate. It has no sacred, 

no sublimation, no aura. In opposition to 

this “Radio of Mary” and Poland’s homo-

geneous Marian cult, a diversity of Mary’s 

identities, their “strangeness” could be 

cultivated: Mary is an impoverished Jewish 

woman Miriam, Maryam in the Koran, 

explosion of subjectivity  in Kristevan 

feminism. Pawel presented postmodern 

Madonnas of dissident artists  in a GK 

Collection exhibition in Poznan.  It placed 

Polish art in a cosmopolitan context and 

punctuated sadomasochism (Dorota 

Nieznalska again) with the tenderness 

of the Virgin. Open ideas of religion, and 

not of fundamentalism, as the divine as 

Levinasian autre qu’autrui, of generosity 

and hospitality to others are badly needed 

here. We need the biblically-inspired 

“Love the stranger!” and the secular public 

sphere.  Elements of Bergsonian dynamic 

religion and a strong civil society – laïque. 

Instead we are crushed under the local 

pieties of xenophobia in post-Protestant 

Latvia, post-Soviet Russia and ultranation-

alist rather than Catholic Poland. 

We are in the grip of far-righters who are 

not extremists any more, but the mighti-

est part of the political mainstream. They 

see themselves as the epitome of “normal-

ity,” guardians of the temple of civilization. 

They construct a state of siege, feel their 

ideas threatened, and entrench them-

selves. Discrimination, to their mind, is 

not against national and sexual minorities, 

but against themselves. The reactionaries 

worldwide appropriate the language of mi-

norities. Italian politician whose candidacy 

as EU commissioner was dropped because 

of his homophobia, Rocco Buttiglione, calls 

Christians an endangered minority. He and 

other ultra-rightists use the arguments of 

human rights, freedom of expression, tol-

erance. Under these banners, the interna-

tional mobilization of the right involves 

Poland, in fact culminates here. Rocco 

Buttiglione was feted in Poland; his hetero-

sexist lecture at the Catholic University of 

Lublin was interrupted with bursts of en-

thusiastic applause.  

The far-righters enact a dark family ro-

mance. Their parties are incestuous clans: 

the Kaczynskis, the Giertychs. The cult of 

women and children is a smoke screen 

for despising them. It is scorn that is di-

rected to the non-males, including in the 

fantasies of far-righers, gays. If women, 

children and gays do not change into vir-

ile, in fact military “real Polish” men, they 

are to be sacrificed.  Tribe chieftains of 

the Kaczynskis’ and the Giertychs’ parties 

and now government turn Poland into a 

jail of chauvinist-fundamentalist men-

tality, Milosz’s “captive mind” of a closed 

community. 

“Poland for Poles” is de rigeur. On 

September 16, 2007 in his convention 

speech  PM Jaroslaw Kaczynski said that 

his party must win the elections to make 

sure that “this soil is inhabited by one 

Polish nation, and not a variety of nations.”

This is our reading, hidden in a series of 

East European narratives: in the beginning 

was xenophobia. Openness to strangers, 

philoxenia, is a work of culture. Eastern 

Europe today is hostage to hate and ab-

jection and exclusion; we witness, nay, we 

participate in a ghostly return of anti-Sem-

itism, misogyny and homophobia. At stake 

is one’s disgust, abomination and violence 

against the not-belonging, against oneself.

Poland lacks hospitality, philoxenia. 

Hospitality is a Biblical, Koranic, Kantian, 

Arendtian, Derridean, Baumanian idea 

which we badly need here and now. It was 

Zygmunt Bauman who called for hospi-

tality at this year’s Festival of Europe.  In 

Polish, the very word for hospitality, goscin-

nosc, embraces innosc, otherness. Hosting 

otherness, including the Kristevan (or just 

human!) strangeness in oneself, is crucial 

in our part of Europe.  And globally.  

In the parliamentary elections in 

October, the pro-EU centrist party 

Civic Platform won with 41.51% 

of the vote, thereby gaining 209 

seats out of the 460 seats in the 

Polish Sejm. The Law and Justice 

Party of former Prime Minister 

Jaroslaw Kaczynski got 32.11% of 

the vote, and thereby 166 seats. 

The populist Self-Defence party 

and the far-right League  

of Families were swept out of 

parliament, neither gaining the 

5% of votes required. Turnout 

was at 53.8%, the highest since 

the fall of Communism. Despite 

seeing hope in the shift from 

the right, the authors of this 

article continue to express grave 

concerns over predominant 

attitudes towards women and 

homosexuals.  

Tomek Kitlinski ‘Hospitality with none other that Queen Deen’
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Andrei Pleşu teaches philosophy at 

Bucharest University and is Rector of the 

New Europe College, a multidisciplinary in-

stitute of higher education created in 1994. 

He has previously been Romania’s Minister 

for Culture and Minister for Foreign Affairs.

Can we speak of a “European identity”? 

I think on the contrary that it is time to 

pause, to stop speaking about it in the hy-

perbole currently in favour. Much has been 

said about Europe already, much has been 

written; the original nucleus has been en-

larged. Now, whatever happens, there will 

be a break before the next enlargement, if 

there should be one. Under these circum-

stances an exercise in silence might help.

Besides, what has been said was not  

terribly imaginative. Some words appear 

too often! 

Do you think then, like the Hungarian 

writer Peter Esterhazy, that people should 

be fined for using expressions like “return 

to Europe”, “common house”, “European 

values”? 

Oh! I have heard better: “A soul for Europe”! 

It was the theme of a conference recently 

organised by some Germans. They like that 

sort of uneasy sentiment … 

But, to be quite candid, it isn’t just a few 

similar words but also the same themes 

that keep popping up…

Which ones? 

Before we go any further let one thing be 

clear: these themes are per se utterly hon-

ourable. What actually shocks me is the 

way they are treated.  

Firstly, of course, we find the famous ‘val-

ues’. Ah! Values! Culture! Heritage! 

They never fail to adorn the end of speeches, 

but you can’t help feeling that they are not 

the heart of the matter – rather some kind 

of flourish; one could say the rococo of  

political discourse. 

The second required theme: the well re-

hearsed “What can the East bring to the 

West?” You have now joined the Club and 

we, Westerners, wonder – in the friendliest 

possible way, but no less persistent for that 

– what you could bring to our organisation. 

And then, everybody chimes in: values! 

Local traditions! Culture! 

I am sick and tired of this discourse. If you 

want my opinion on values and on what 

the East has to offer, here it is: In any case 

we shall bring you our vices! We are going 

to bring you a certain historical lassitude. 

Yes, we are weary. But this weariness can 

also become a virtue, for Europe has for-

gotten how to look tired: she is too active, 

too dynamic, she is forever talking of the 

future, making plans. And yet, Europe is 

also a past – and the East might be able 

to bring her some perspective distance, a 

measure of calm, of analytical silence. This 

is as necessary to her as the Western citi-

zen’s dynamism.

Can these two Europes understand  

each other? 

I hope they can. But right now, there are prob-

lems in bringing them together. And I don’t 

think anybody is to blame for that situation. 

The last decades have erected awesome bar-

riers between East and West, an asymmetry 

in experience, in mentality, in openness. We 

can be polite to each other, pretend to get on: 

but real dialogue is hardly possible. 

Your doctoral thesis, presented in 

Romania thirty years ago is entitled 

“Picturesque and Melancholy”. Yet isn’t 

the “asymmetry” you just referred to 

quite picturesque in fact? Is there not a 

pleasure in travelling, an art of travel spe-

cific to Europe and more readily accessi-

ble since borders vanished? 

Let me answer your question with a quote 

from George Steiner who, in a very fine text 

on “the idea of Europe”, writes that Europe 

is the only continent in the world where 

one can travel on foot. That is not possi-

ble anywhere else! Brancusi, for instance, 

left Romania and covered all the distance 

from his native town to Paris on foot, like 

a young man set to conquer the capital. 

Europe is not designed for speed. 

Ulysse de Marsillac, a French traveller 

visiting Bucharest in the 1850s wrote: 

“Bucharest has the rare gift to satisfy both 

our desire for civilisation and freedom”. 

Do you think Romania is still “exotic” to 

its European visitors? 

No, I don’t think so. It was the case until 

the beginning of the 20th century, when 

Bucharest shocked the Western traveller 

with the paradox of remarkable evidence 

of civilisation and culture in the immediate 

proximity of barbarism.

But your quote reminds me of another 

traveller, roving around Greece at about 

the same time. He reported meeting in 

the mountains some kind of bearded and 

terrifying monk, primitive to the point of 

near-bestiality. From the monster’s mouth, 

a question: “Where do you come from?” 

Confused and close to panic, he answers: 

“I come from France”. And the monster 

enquires in French: “Indeed! And how is 

Monsieur Voltaire?” 

The contrast between the brutish appari-

FESTINA LENTE – 
INTERVIEW WITH ANDREI PLESU

Romanian philosopher Andrei Pleşu says that perhaps 
it is time for Europe to slow down and reflect a little – 
for the enlarged European Union to follow Augustus’ 
motto: Festina Lente, make haste slowly.

Interview by Alexandre Mirlesse, Notre Europe

tion and the Voltaire reference gave him a 

feeling of unmitigated exoticism. And that 

is fairly typical of South-Eastern Europe: 

You meet people there who have an ex-

traordinary breadth of knowledge and all 

the complexes of people in small countries. 

Which complexes have you got in mind? 

Inferiority complexes. As the Romanian 

philosopher Cioran said: “A small country’s 

pride is always wounded”. 

Do the region’s intellectuals still have an 

“inferiority complex”? 

One day, Mircea Eliade told me about his 

early days in Paris. There, he met Georges 

Dumézil who asked him what his field 

was. Eliade answered: “the history of reli-

gions”. Dumézil was surprised: “You know, 

that’s rather a lot. I, for instance, have spe-

cialised in the Indo-European sources of 

religion – and that’s more than enough.” 

Then they got into conversation. Two hours 

later, Dumézil exclaimed: “But you know 

everything!” and Eliade replied: “Sir, that’s 

how it should be”.  There you have the in-

feriority complex of intellectuals from the 

East. They feel obliged to be more than they 

are, to know more than is possible or neces-

sary in order to face the competition of the 

metropolis – this quality yields great assets 

and great failings. 

Which are? 

The major asset, in a rich and powerful 

mind like Eliade’s, is the ability to achieve 

outstandingly encyclopaedic knowledge; 

the major failing, in lesser beings, is a stag-

gering amateurism. You look like you know 

everything; you are interested in everything, 

but there is no professionalism; you play 

some jolly music that will soothe the ear. 

This dilettantism may well be endearing but 

it lacks depth, stability, Gründlichkeit.

What would be, for you, the ideal educa-

tion for a European?

The philosopher Constantin Noica used 

to say: I think it would be crucial to go 

through school again between the age 

of 30 and 35, because when you go to 

school you are obliged to do chemis-

try, geography and you get bored. To 

redo it when you are grown up, read 

again a geography text book, is to marry 

“IF YOU WANT MY 
OPINION ON VALUES  
AND ON WHAT THE  
EAST HAS TO OFFER,  
HERE IT IS: IN ANY  
CASE WE SHALL BRING 
YOU OUR VICES!”



encyclopaedic knowledge with the strength 

of one’s maturity. This could give Europe 

intellectual breadth and enable Europeans 

to recover their openness and tolerance – 

these famous “values” which hitherto have 

not gone much beyond rhetoric. 

I would therefore suggest that our institu-

tions organise in European cities public 

classes open to everybody, for two or three 

years, in all fields. This opening of minds 

to all comers – utopian though it is – could 

become a font of wisdom and fresh air. 

From the picturesque to the melan-

choly: Do you think this mood is typically 

European? 

Maybe. I confess that I could say melan-

choly is a mood typical of Europe, whereas 

I would not say that the mood typical 

of America or typical of Africa is melan-

choly. But I associate it more closely with 

Mitteleuropa, which, with its mix of peo-

ples and its colourful history is melan-

choly’s home territory. Melancholy is 

Europe’s post-imperial face. Europe was 

born as the epiphenomenon of an Empire, 

the Roman Empire. Ever since, there have 

been post-imperial periods in Europe. It is 

this post-classical experience which gives 

some parts of Europe this melancholy hue. 

There is a very mysterious passage in Paul’s 

second epistle to the Thessalonians which 

says there is a moment as the Apocalypse 

approaches, when the speed of evolution 

accelerates. And when the end of the world 

is nigh, somebody or something is needed 

to slow down the rate of the falling away, to 

hold up a little this inevitable course. 

From a rationalist point of view, the types 

in this category are not attractive: not pro-

gressive but rather conservative: they lag 

behind, somehow. But at times when his-

tory accelerates, a Catechon is useful. And I 

think Eastern Europe is going to be able to 

play that part, in a world where everything 

is moving in a clear direction, in an out-

wardly dynamic and more and more vital 

way: perhaps the rhythms of that part of 

Europe are going to succeed in slowing 

down this evolution, in holding back the 

horse before it bolts. 

“EUROPE IS ALSO 
A PAST – AND THE 
EAST MIGHT BE ABLE 
TO BRING HER SOME 
PERSPECTIVE DISTANCE, 
A MEASURE OF CALM, 
OF ANALYTICAL SILENCE. 
THIS IS AS NECESSARY 
TO HER AS THE WESTERN 
CITIZEN’S DYNAMISM.”

Does research on Europe have a privi-

leged terrain? 

Europe is, I believe, essentially and orig-

inally the Mediterranean space. Saint 

Augustine was born in North Africa before 

becoming one of the founding fathers of 

Christianity in Europe! 

All that goes on in the Maghreb is nour-

ishing for the European mindset. Europe 

has radiated and also ingested some 

Mediterranean quality which suffuses the 

Maghreb right down to its cooking. North 

Africa is also European. That’s where cul-

tures and traditions mix: they presided 

over the birth of Europe and may well also 

sustain its future. 

That is how Europe was born: the Roman 

Empire was in ruins and in poured the 

Barbarians, all over Europe, shaping some-

thing quite new. Europe is the combina-

tion of the traditions that survived the fall 

of Rome and the dark, hysterical and bar-

barian vitality of the nomadic invasions. 

History can repeat itself. 

By way of conclusion, I would like to 

tell you an anecdote about Barbarians  

and Europe. 

I had a painter friend who was a firm be-

liever. One very hot afternoon, he had to 

go into a church – not just to pray, but also 

to take advantage of the cool atmosphere. 

Inside, there was nobody – except for the 

priest, bare-chested, sitting at a table before 

the altar with a bottle of wine. My friend, 

wine lover though he is, was somewhat put 

off. “Father, I don’t understand. I go into the 

church with the devout intention to pray 

and what do I find: the priest in a state of 

undress, drinking wine in front of the altar!” 

This was the European reaction: my friend 

wanted respect for the institution, obser-

vance of the rules. 

And the priest went: “My son, this is God’s 

house. I feel at home here – and I intend to act 

accordingly and if you don’t like it, get out!” 

That was the barbarian response: the priest 

was not cowed by solemnities or institu-

tional rigor. 

This trait has something entirely sublime 

about it, it brings some freshness in the 

relationship to God and to the institution 

– but it also carries the seeds of chaos.   

 

nterview by Alexandre Mirlesse, Notre Europe. A 

longer version of this interview is available in 

English and French on Notre Europe’s website.
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of contemporary European identity, using the 
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writers from across Europe. The publications 
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“Visions of Europe” rubric on Notre Europe’s 

website: www.notre-europe.eu
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INTERVIEW WITH GIANNI VATTIMO

It is increasingly common on the left to incur into a feeling of frustration and 

resignation towards the European project. Recent issues of Le Monde Diplomatique 

paint the European Union as a neoliberal war machine. You seem yourself to have 

lost some of your initial enthusiasm. But how can we respond to this criticism? Is 

it possible to see in Europe, in times of increasing irrelevance and impotence of 

the nation state, the only possibility of governing globalisation?

I don’t think it is possible to govern globalisation. If we look at the WTO, or 

indeed at the economic directives of the European Union, we will find them lacking 

all public consent. European citizens are against the laws governing economic 

integration because they see them more as a threat than an opportunity. France 

recently rejected the treaty precisely for these reasons: fear of the Polish plumber 

taking the jobs of French workers. The only way to govern globalisation is by an 

equal balance between great powers, as there was before 1989. Today we are all, 

European Union included, subjects to the decision of the World Bank - which is to 

say, the United States. It is precisely to address this imbalance that on the 12th of 

October 2007 the new “Banco del Sur” has been created, proposed by Chavez and 

with the participation of seven South American countries.  

It is indeed true that I was enthusiastic myself when I was first elected as MEP; 

but precisely this experience as a member of Parliament, experiencing it from 

within, has enabled me to see how this community, such as it has been formed, 

is not much more than the “neoliberal war machine” you mentioned. The feeling 

of resignation you describe is the awareness that the European Union is not much 

more than a new office of the World Bank. 

In an article published in La Stampa during the permanence of the Italian 

contingent in Iraq, you suggest that the European intervention should have the 

aim of 

substituting the presence of American troops with that of a truly neutral 

contingent. Beyond the specificities of this proposal, yours is surely a call for a 

Europe more present in the world. As you say, this Europe would have to show 

characteristics that would markedly distinguish it as a true “third way”. What 

should this “European difference” be based upon?

The only alternative today to the imperialist politics of the United States is to 

be found in those South American countries I just mentioned. I still do not see 

the alternative in Asia or in the Middle East, as those countries are not yet able 

to unite. It is true that recently Russia, China and Iran have been attempting to 

forge not just economic but military agreements, but it is too early to make any 

predictions. In South America, instead, there truly is an agreement and a mutual 

help that many Europeans would like to have here. If before I thought of or at 

least hoped for a European difference, now I find that difference in South America. 

I am not alone in this; it is something Noam Chomsky and Naomi Klein agree 

on. One can intervene militarily only if the majority of the invaded country is in 

agreement. If the United States has been able to stabilise Europe in less time than 

it is taking them to conquer Iraq it is just because they found the favour of the 

population.  

The hope for a European difference is none else than the hope that someone 

may block American interventions, aimed almost always at imposing their own 

concerns. It was Kissinger who remarked that Americans have no friends, but only 

interests. 

May we draw aspiration from the very process of European integration to 

delineate a new conception of “global responsibility” based on multilateralism, 

transnationalism, and the attempt to supersede the merely “tribal” and 

particularistic logic of the nation state? Can Europe put justice at the centre of its 

international role? 

Europe will begin to have an international role the day it will decide to listen to 

its citizens. Now the majority of Europeans have no interest in NATO missions, 

nor in the politics that Europe may express. This majority of Europeans 

are simply angry because they see in the Union an imposition of rules 

contrasting with the diversity that belongs to all European countries. Let 

us be honest: the only globalisation there is at the moment is that of 

the market, not of citizenship. And what is more, in this globalisation 

the products of the industries of developed countries are favoured. I am 

in agreement with you that it would be beautiful to find in Europe the 

foundations for a so-called perpetual peace; but as Europe is still behind 

NATO, still a friend of the Bush administration, and everyday more enmeshed 

in the neoliberal market, we have to admit the hopes are few. 

In The Transparent Society you argue that little remains of the great utopias of 

the artistic avant-gardes of the twentieth century. You instead suggest thinking 

in terms of “heterotopias”, encouraging the expression of a community without 

the exclusion of another. Can one postulate the idea of a pan-European cultural 

avant-garde that may truly open up the possibility of a new understanding of 

the European “community”? 

A society that does note exclude another is a community of differences, but 

today the European community is little else than the limit of differences. Why 

were Italy and Spain amongst the first to join the Union? Because their role is 

precisely that of regulating and limiting the access of the “different”, which in 

this case is to say Africans. You see, if we take the example of Chavez 

once again, we can understand how he may be seen to promote 

a politics of difference: he helps countries like Argentina, 

ruined by the World Bank, he exchanges doctors for 

oil with Cuba, sends oil to the poor in the Unites 

States for their winter heating, exchanges 

oil for university staff with the mayor 

of London. This is a true politics of 

difference.  

 

EUROPA meets with Gianni Vattimo, one of Europe’s leading philosophers whose numerous 
publications include The Transparent Society, The End of Modernity, and On Belief, and strongly 

opinionated former member of the European Parliament. 
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As everyone knows, Rousseau begins The 

Social Contract with the following words,

Man is born free, and he is everywhere in 

chains. One believes himself the others’ 

master, and yet is more a slave then they. 

How did this change come about? I do not 

know. What can make it legitimate? I be-

lieve I can solve this question. 

Now, the most obvious way of reading these 

words is to imagine that Rousseau is rec-

ommending that we throw off our chains 

and return to a state of original freedom, 

what he elsewhere calls natural freedom. 

This is the romantic or indeed anarchist 

reading of Rousseau, where revolutionary 

political activity is justified insofar as it re-

turns us to the allegedly free and original 

condition of humanity without the shack-

les of law and government.

However, to read Rousseau in this manner 

is to misread him. Let’s look at those words 

more closely: man is everywhere in chains, 

that is, everyone everywhere is in chains, 

not just the oppressed, the exploited and 

the poor. Rousseau is clear, ‘One believes 

himself the others’ master, and yet is more 

a slave than they’. Thus, and this is the di-

alectical logic that Hegel will develop to 

full effect, the master who believes himself 

free because of his ability to oppress the 

poor and disadvantaged and bend them 

to his will is mistaken in his belief. On the 

contrary, his very being as master is ut-

terly dependent upon recognition from 

the slave from whom he believes himself 

independent and superior. The master is 

paradoxically less free than the slave be-

cause the former’s entire being is consti-

tuted through his purported superiority to 

the latter. Rousseau’s point is everyone is a 

slave, especially the master who believes 

that he is free. 

Rousseau goes on, ‘How did this change 

come about?’ That is, how is it that human 

beings all ended up wearing chains? How 

did we lose our natural freedom, that is to 

say, our natural equality? In other words, 

to coin a phrase, what is the origin and 

foundations of inequality amongst human 

beings? Rousseau curtly responds, ‘Je l’ig-

nore’, ‘I do not know’. Now, this is a pe-

culiar thing to say as seven years earlier 

Rousseau had given a quite breathtakingly 

original answer to this question in the 1755 

Discourse on the Origin and Foundations 

of Inequality Among Men, the so-called 

Second Discourse. Either Rousseau is 

being inconsistent - and as readers of the 

Confessions are aware, consistency was 

never a virtue he claimed to possess - or 

what is going on in The Social Contract is 

not of the order of knowledge or epistemic 

certainty, but something else. Returning to 

the opening quotation, we can see an in-

triguing and important separation of the 

realm of knowledge from the realm of legit-

imacy. That is, the political question of the 

transformation from freedom to bondage 

is not an epistemic or empirical question 

that can be resolved with reference to the 

state of nature or natural law. It is rather a 

question of the legitimacy of this transfor-

mation that presupposes a break between 

the orders of nature and politics. This 

means that the order of politics begins, to 

paraphrase Rousseau, by ‘setting aside all 

the facts’, that is, by disregarding the realm 

of being, of that which is, and establishing 

a domain where a new political subject 

comes into existence, a domain of fiction 

in the strong sense, the realm of what Alain 

Badiou calls the event.

With the question of legitimacy, under-

stood as the emergence into existence 

of a political subject that breaks with the 

realm of facts and knowledge, we arrive 

at the problem of politics as conceived by 

Rousseau. In many ways, it feels more like 

a riddle than a problem. Slightly later in 

The Social Contract, in words set apart in 

the text with quotation marks, he states the 

problem in the following terms,

‘To find a form of association that will de-

fend and protect the person and goods of 

each associate with the full common force, 

and by means of which each, uniting with 

all, nevertheless obey only himself and re-

main as free as before.’

That is, how can human beings live accord-

ing to a law that they recognize as equally 

binding on all citizens, as legitimate for the 

collective as a whole, and yet at the same 

time being a law to which they freely sub-

mit because they see it as the expression of 

their own freedom? If there is no question 

of a return to nature, to an original freedom 

where we are finally free of our chains, the 

anarchist dream of society without the 

state, then the problem of politics is: how 

can those chains be made legitimate? Or, 

better, how can citizens wear legitimate 

chains? To put it crudely, the problem of 

politics is the relation and transition from 

forms of non-consensual to consensual 

bondage. How can we organize society 

so that freedom and equality could exist 

in some sort of equilibrium? As Rousseau 

writes, ‘This is the fundamental problem 

to which the social contract provides the 

solution’. 

But what do the words ‘social contract’ 

mean for Rousseau? Is it, indeed, a mis-

nomer for what he imagines as the being 

of politics? Firstly, the matter of politics is 

about the establishment of the form of as-

sociation spoken of above. This requires a 

convention or covenant, Rousseau thinks, 

but one that is not based on the family 

or any form of patriarchy à la Filmer, or 

the right of the strongest where the con-

queror simply enslaves the conquered à la 

William the Conqueror. Importantly, it also 

excludes the possibility of a primary cov-

enant between a people and a king of the 

kind imagined by Grotius or, in a different 

way, by Hobbes. For Rousseau, crucially,  

Hence before examining the act by which 

a people elects a king, it would be well to 

examine the act by which a people is a peo-

ple. For that act, being necessarily prior to 

the other, is the true foundation of society.

Thus, the essence of politics consists in an 

act whereby a people becomes a people, 

Constituting Europe 1: 
The Myth of the Social Contract

A Simon Critchley a

In this first of his three essays on the constitution 
of community in Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the 

philosopher Simon Critchley explores the myth 
of the Social Contract, and argues that political 

communities are necessarily fictive.

How can human 
beings live 
according to a law 
that they recognize 
as equally binding 
on all citizens, 
as legitimate for 
the collective as a 
whole, and yet at 
the same time being 
a law to which 
they freely submit 
because they see it 
as the expression of 
their own freedom?

* * *
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an original covenant that presupposes that 

there has been at one time unanimity. 

Althusser usefully illuminates this issue with 

an opposition between obstacles and forces; 

namely, the obstacles that stand in the way 

of such a form of association and the forces 

which might enable it, a distinction which 

echoes Marx’s distinction between relations 

and forces of production. This is also where 

we are obliged to consider the relation be-

tween The Social Contract and the Second 

Discourse. Part Two of the Second Discourse 

gives an extraordinarily powerful account of 

the obstacles that stand in the way of a le-

gitimate politics, namely the vicious state 

of war described in its final pages, which it 

is tempting to translate as the present state 

of the world, what Agamben in character-

istically understated manner describes as 

‘global civil war’. In this state of war, human 

beings exist in a state of total alienation 

and the previous history of humanity, for 

Rousseau as for Marx, is the history of the 

growth of that alienation. The force that can 

face and possibly overcome these obstacles 

is the combined bodily power of alienated 

individuals, not working for particular in-

terests but for the common interest. This 

is the force that is described in The Social 

Contract, a force that can only take effect 

as a transformation of human beings’ man-

ner of existence, what Rousseau refers to on 

many occasions as a ‘change of nature’. This 

entails that the relation between the Second 

Discourse and The Social Contract is com-

plimentary but radically disjunctive: the 

radically unequal state of the world in the 

former, the possibility of a legitimate poli-

tics in the latter. 

Politics, then, is about the creation of a force 

that can overcome obstacles, which re-

quires an act of aggregation or what Denis 

Guénoun calls ‘pure assembly’ where a peo-

ple unites and decides to act. Let me leave 

to one side the vast question as to where 

this force might come from (where does it 

come from? Does it come? Always?). We can 

say for sure that it is not given in the situa-

tion, but in excess of the situation as a vital 

but fleeting supplement, a fictional force 

perhaps. Yet, Rousseau is crystal clear – and 

such is his pessimism, a tone that one finds 

echoed in Badiou, Rancière and others – 

this force is rare and can only exist in very 

few places: Geneva for a while, Corsica for 

a while, Poland as a theoretical possibility, 

and so on. I feel certain that he would not 

find it in the contemporary regimes that go 

by the misnomer of democracy. True politics 

is rare, the obstacles are vast and the force 

required to bring it about is exceptional. 

Now, is this act of association a contract? If it 

I give myself to the 
community, to an 
imagined generality, 
to a people which 
does not in fact exist. 
I totally alienate 
myself in the 
name of a fiction 
of association that 
would allow me to 
overcome the total 
alienation of social 
inequality. 

is, then it is a very strange contract. Usually, 

a contract is understood as a relation en-

tered into by two pre-existing parties, like 

a marriage. But this does not begin to de-

scribe Rousseau’s ‘social contract’. There is 

no pre-existing second party. Indeed, there 

is not even a first party. Let me try and be 

clear here as the logic of this ‘contract’ is 

difficult to grasp. To begin with, there is 

the first party of the contract, which exists 

in the state of total alienation described in 

the Second Discourse, which is to say that 

it is not free at all but totally enmeshed in 

systems of social inequality. Yet, this radi-

cally unfree, alienated individual still pos-

sesses the force – that peculiar, rare force I 

mentioned just now - to give itself in an act 

of association with others, that is, with oth-

ers who also exists in a radically alienated 

state. Yet, in giving himself to others the 

subject contracts with no-one except the 

generality, the imagined association, which 

is the expected outcome of such self-giving. 

Rousseau is crystal clear on this point, ‘…

each, by giving himself to all, gives himself 

to no one’. Thus, there is no contract, I give 

myself to no one. Indeed, there is no self to 

give as it exists in a state of total alienation 

and only becomes a subject through an act 

of force where it associates with others. The 

act of association that is the essence of pol-

itics is what I would like to call the fiction 

of an alienation from alienation. In other 

words, the essence of politics is an act and a 

fiction. Once again, Rousseau is clear,

These clauses [i.e. of the social contract 

[S.C.]], rightly understood, all come down to 

just one, namely the total alienation of each 

associate with all of his rights to the whole 

community.

The so-called ‘social contract’ begins with 

the fact of total alienation, which is over-

come by an act of total alienation where I 

give myself to the community, to an imag-

ined generality, to a people which does not 

in fact exist. That is, I totally alienate my-

self in the name of a fiction of association 

that would allow me to overcome the total 

alienation of social inequality. As Althusser 

rightly underlines, total alienation is the 

solution to the state of total alienation. Thus, 

and here is a first décalage, Rousseau’s ‘so-

cial contract’ does not correspond to its 

concept: it is not a contract based on an ex-

change between parties, but an act of con-

stitution, of fictive constitution, where a 

people wills itself into existence. That such 

a people exists, that it might exist, that the 

fictional act might become fact, is what 

Althusser calls Rousseau’s ‘dream’. One of 

the important issues towards which this 

essay is trying to grope its way is the neces-

sity of such dreams, such supreme fictions, 

in the political realm and to provide a key to 

their interpretation. In my next essay I will 

get closer to this theme, in considering reli-

gion and community.  

Next month, Critchley will look 
at religious faith and community.

True politics is 
rare, the obstacles 
are vast and the 
force required to 
bring it about is 
exceptional. 

* * *
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‘I
f in all ideology men and their 

circumstances appear up-

side-down as in a camera ob-

scura, this phenomenon arises 

just as much from their his-

torical life-process as the inversion of ob-

jects on the retina does from their physi-

cal life-process.’ – Karl Marx, The German 

Ideology

Whilst the Cold War froze all relations be-

tween the USSR and the US, the Ukrainian 

photographer Boris Mikhailov’s concern 

to re-orient representations of the every-

day was mirrored in the photography of 

some US artists. While the world was split 

between East/West and communist/capi-

talist alignments, artists on both sides ef-

fectively conducted a radical critique of 

Western and Eastern forms of totalitarian 

ideology. 

This unlikely congruence between Soviet 

and American photographic practice could 

be perceived in the late 1960s when art-

ists from both sides recovered a histori-

cally truncated example of radical art, i.e. 

the early Soviet avant-garde. Nonetheless 

Mikhailov’s use of photographic documen-

tation differs considerably from that of his 

Soviet predecessors, appearing highly aes-

theticised through its contrived amateur-

ish style, its use of colour and unusual se-

lection of subject matter. This radical but 

unique, bastardised combination yields 

on the one hand a decisively unflattering 

and demoralizing photography and on the 

other, one that celebrates the transgres-

sive potential of the carnival during the 

Brezhnev era. By juxtaposing depictions 

of the rite of carnival to official imagery 

Mikhailov undermines the latter’s author-

ity and celebrates the former’s utopian and 

liberating potential. 

In most photos, especially those de-

picting women, Mikhailov includes his 

own shadow. In a manner similar to Lee 

Friedlander, Mikhailov aims to reveal the 

inherent theatricality of his photography. 

His shadow acts as constant reminder 

that the photo is a staged creation. This 

formal instance of Brechtian demystifica-

tion is complemented by the artist’s use of 

what is in my view, the Bakhtinian carnival 

repertoire. 

In discussing the ‘dialogic’, Mikhail Bakhtin 

sees speech (‘the two world condition’), as 

a field whereby ‘a fight is fought within the 

general unity of a shared code.’ Therefore 

the field of speech acts as symbolic space 

where a tense dialogue between an official 

culture, founded upon fear, and its unoffi-

cial subversion, founded upon laughter, is 

constantly performed. By opposing mo-

nologism to dialogism, Bakhtin sought to 

‘define the authoritarian as the destruc-

tion of cultural diversity from high, the 

flattening of vibrant heteroglossia by cen-

tral institutions.’ In Bakhtin’s view it is only 

through the rite of carnival (represented by 

popular festivity), that the official authority 

(represented by state rituals) of monologic 

speech is undermined. Carnival inaugu-

rates the temporary dissipation of the he-

gemonic order, generating the creation of 

grotesque mythical doublets that is, ‘birth-

death, youth-age, top-bottom, face-lower 

bodily-stratum, praise-abuse, juxtaposed 

with official ones.’ The carnivalesque body 

in this view, is epitomised ‘by activities 

where the boundaries between bodies and 

objects are obscured: birth, death, copula-

tion, eating and defecation’ and by a ‘col-

lectivised jumble of orifices: bellies, noses, 

breasts, buttocks, assorted genitalia and 

mouths.’ Accordingly, the destructive/re-

generative, painful/joyful potential of the 

bodily lower stratum is paradigmatically 

identified by Bahktin in the female body. 

‘Woman is essentially the incarnation of 

this stratum that degrades and regenerates 

simultaneously. She is ambivalent. She de-

bases, brings down to earth, lends a bodily 

substance to things, and destroys; but first 

of all, she is the principle that gives birth.’ 

In Red, by carefully juxtaposing the 

Bakhtinian repertoire (the female ‘lower 

bodily stratum’ and orifices: breasts and 

mouths), to official Soviet imagery, and by 

using the most grotesque of all mediums, 

i.e. photography, Mikhailov generates a 

carnivalesque montage of the Brezhnev 

era. In this way, the meaning of the colour 

‘red’ is turned upside down. ‘Red’ becomes 

the colour of a generalized transgression, 

momentarily recoding through inversion 

high/low relations across the whole struc-

ture. This ‘turning upside down’ of norma-

tive chromatic behaviour and female ico-

nography by extension, reveals the funda-

mental and unpleasantly grotesque work-

ings of Soviet society.

Whereas the absorption of photography 

into art pioneered by American artists 

in the 1970s was aimed at the critique of 

‘the traditional art object and painting’s 

unique gesture’ this was not so in Russian 

post-utopian art. Given the established 

cultural hegemony of photography and 

painting, Russian conceptualists’ incorpo-

ration of photography into art in the 70s, 

had an altogether different role, i.e. the 

‘deconstruction of the law of mass distri-

bution-the copy.’ In this sense therefore 

one can see Red as an ‘intimate media’ 

levelling a critique of the Soviet state’s ‘ori-

entation towards mass media.’ Red Series’s 

aesthetic uniqueness, offers a form of po-

litical resistance to the massive de-individ-

ualization actualized by the Soviet state. 

Mikhailov’s Red Series was followed by a 

brownand a blue series. The Bahktinian 

optimist detectable in Red is absent in both 

these works. What we find instead is a doc-

umentary depicting the return to pre-rev-

olutionary conditions of Ukrainians. The 

pink series, which would have represented 

the Ukrainian revival of a new life, was 

never made. The pink Ukrainian dawn was 

eclipsed by the Orange revolution. 

THE MACHINE’S DIALOGUE: 
THE PHOTOGRAPHY OF 

BORIS MIKHAILOV
Emilia Terracciano

v v
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Giacometti sculpted the inner skeleton of human 

being. Or rather he after-sculpted it. Beyond both 

performance and materiality, Giacometti’s sculpture 

becomes the movements of sculpting itself and what 

remains has gone past any figure. The sculptor takes 

something material and makes it into something 

figurative. Giacometti takes something material 

and sculpts it past the stage when it is figurative, 

to such an extent that it is no longer a figure and 

no longer a material, but what remains. Giacometti 

commented that often he would sculpt to the extent 

that the sculpture disappeared altogether. And then 

the whole artwork had been pure performance, and 

pure oblivion.

Early on, Giacometti was involved with the 

surrealists, but soon enough went beyond them, as 

the layout of this exhibition at the Centre Pompidou 

clearly shows. Simone De Beauvoir relates how 

Giacometti told Breton that he wanted to become 

the first person to truly sculpt a human face. Breton 

responded with bemusement: ‘but everyone knows 

what a human head looks like!’ The malentendu here 

is indicative: Breton was interested in the surreal 

– what is above reality – and yet misinterprets 

Giacometti for a kind of materialist. It is not a human 

head that Giacometti is interested in, but the human 

face. There is nothing surreal about faces – they are 

utterly in the world – but still, they are not material. 

It is not a question of getting the shape or the colour 

right, it is a question of capturing the whole human 

meaningfulness of a face. Giacometti’s method 

resembles that of Edvard Munch painting his sister 

as he remembered her just before she was about 

to die (The Sick Child, in the TATE Modern): Munch 

paints his memory then scores and scratches it out to 

repaint – working through and out the psychological 

layers (‘perforated into a certainty / of symptoms’, 

as the poet Adam Thorpe recently described it). 

Giacometti, who lived the first sixty five years of the 

20th century, sculpts through the psychological layers 

of the first half of the century in Europe even as 

they happen: what faces there are grated to almost 

nothingness.

The critical inclination in interpreting Giacometti at 

the moment is to see his work as solipsistic. The lack 

of expressions on some of his faces, and the extreme 

ugliness of others are pointed to as justifications. 

But this is to read Giacometti as if perhaps he were 

fundamentally a painter rather than a sculptor. To 

encounter a Giacometti, as to view any sculpture, is 

to encounter the space around the statue as much 

as the statue itself: in this space all of humanity 

is present, or at least as much humanity as the 

audience brings to the room. It is this humanity 

which allows us to understand the work, despite 

its being overdone. Giacometti once said to Jean 

Genet that he had the idea of sculpting a statue then 

burying it, as if it were an offering. In a sense all his 

sculptures are already buried: they rely on human 

memory and experience, the traces which are left, to 

exist as sculptures at all. This exhibition is entitled 

‘Giacometti’s Atelier’. It is a just title, for Giacometti 

asks us all to be artists with him, in conditions 

desperately cramped with history, to attempt to 

resuscitate what remains.

L’Atelier d’Alberto Giacometti 

17 October 2007 – 11 February 2008

Centre Pompidou, Paris

10€ / 8€ concessions

GIACOMETTI’S AFTER-SCULPTURE
Review by Aude Blanchâtre

Review

above: La Boule Suspendue, 1930 - 1931
Coll. Fondation Alberto et Annette Giacometti, Paris, © Adagp

left: Grande tête, vers 1958
Coll. Fondation Alberto et Annette Giacometti, Paris, © Adagp
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REFINDING THE BODY OF THE WORLD : 
CERCLE, Yannick Haenel
Review by Aude Blanchâtre

‘Le problème sera désormais : comment retrouver un 

corps, et lequel ?’ a dit Phillipe Sollers. ‘The problem 

from now on will be : how to find once again a body, 

and which one ?’ Cercle by Yannick Haenel, which 

appears in the collection L’infini edited by Sollers 

for Gallimard, proposes a method. It is the method 

of 8.07 am, the moment when the narrator decides ‘ 

C’est maintenant qu’il faut reprendre vie’ – ‘it is now 

that one must find life again’ – and, instead of getting 

on his RER train to work, embarks on a spiritual and 

erotic odyssey of the body that will take him through 

Paris, to Berlin, to Auschwitz. 

The narrator of Haenel’s novel, Jean Deichel, holds 

that we are all dead most of the time. He takes a 

motto from Bob Dylan, ‘He not busy being born 

is busy dying,’ and decides to live life from a 

poetic point of view, between reading books and 

experimenting with an endless number of women. 

Everything speaks to Deichel. The phrases from the 

books he reads join with phrases he encounters in 

wandering the streets of Paris. These phrases fly 

to him with the pigeons, float to him in the Seine, 

appear from the top of Notre Dame … He writes 

them down on scraps of paper and carries them on 

his odyssey, literally sowing them into his coat. He 

frequently cites Rimbaud: ‘Ma vie s’envole, elle flotte 

loin au-dessus de l’action’. Perhaps one might think 

that the narrator wants to weigh himself down with 

his phrases, drag himself back amongst the action, 

but this is too simplistic: the narrator seeks rather to 

dance, to fly whilst still on the ground. These phrases 

eventually become the novel, written in a style 

charged with desire, seeking to re-enchant the world 

with its poetic erōs.

Partly to blame for us almost all being waking dead is 

what is called the culture of ‘combien?’ in the novel: 

the insistence on finding the price of everything. But 

this is not at the source of the problem: to blame it 

on raw materialism would be too quick. Instead the 

pervasiveness, and persuasiveness, of contemporary 

capitalism is seen as a consequence of a particular 

form of nihilism: a nihilism from which most only 

momentarily find escape in the moment of purchase. 

The epitaph to the novel comes from Joyce, from 

whom Haenel clearly draws enormous inspiration: 

‘History is a nightmare from which I am trying 

to wake up.’ Haenel has related how he regards 

contemporary global nihilism as the consequence of 

what happened in Europe during the XXth century. 

The climax of the odyssey thus quite naturally comes 

in travelling to Auschwitz, the point of the greatest 

extermination of the human flesh. And it is at this 

point, in a car to Auschwitz, that the experience 

becomes something spiritual for the narrator. He, 

and the two other people in the car, remember 

reading Primo Levi relating how he tried to teach 

Italian to a young Frenchman in Auschwitz by reciting 

Ulysses’ song in Hell in the Divine Comedy. To his 

frustration Levi cannot remember perfectly the 

exact text of Dante’s verse, and he cannot translate 

perfectly from the italiano antico to the French of 

the 20th century. When Deichel and his companions 

try to recite the text they cannot do so perfectly 

either, but they realise that they are simply adapting 

the text for their own circumstances, as Levi took 

from the text what was needed to survive. History 

becomes an act of memory, a body from which to 

draw sustenance, an endless series of phrases which 

carry hope and which death can do nothing against. 

Haenel’s book tries to be both inside and outside 

itself: it is an act of metafiction at the same time 

as an attempt to be a desiring body. Haenel’s 

fiction tries to justify itself as it goes along, and 

the justification often stands a long way out of the 

fiction: it is circular in that way. It is sometimes a 

little like a dancer who tells you what she is doing as 

she does it, when you only wish she would be quiet. 

One might wonder if this is the novel’s final defeat. 

For this circle is not a completeness: Haenel does not 

succeed in transmuting the world around him into a 

complete fiction, in which the justification is implicit 

and therefore no longer required. If the novel does 

ultimately fail in this way, it is a fault of the time, 

and this book deserves the huge abrobation it is 

getting in some quarters of the French literary world 

precisely because it leads the way out.

Gallimard, 514pp, 21€

Review
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Stories About War from Mr.Brecht
Gonçalo M Tavares / Translated from Portuguese by Tessa Burwood

Texts from Mr. Brecht (Caminho), a book 
belonging to the Neighbourhood series by 
Gonçalo M Tavares. Mr. Valéry, Mr. Henri, Mr. 
Walser, Mr. Calvino etc. appear in the same 
series. These are books composed of short 
stories, in which the characters have writers’ 
names. 

Gonçalo M Tavares was born in Luanda in 1970, 
and lives in Lisbon. He has published novels, 
poetry, theatre and short stories. 

   

A Man 

In a certain country, there appeared a 

man with two heads. He was considered a 

monster, and not a man.

In another country, there appeared a man 

who was always happy. He was considered 

a monster, and not a man. 

The Revolt

For the King it was fundamental that 

the entire population, without fault, be 

satisfied. 

When that extremely happy foreigner 

appeared, with six fingers on each hand, 

the King decreed that the Kingdom’s 

doctors implant one more finger on each of 

its inhabitants’ hands. And that the doctors 

do the same to each other. Then no one 

would envy the six fingered foreigner.  

So it was done. Each man was left with six 

fingers on each hand. 

The next year, another foreigner arrived - 

with an even happier air - and seven fingers 

on each hand. 

Once again, the King decreed that the 

Kingdom’s doctors implant one more finger 

on each of its inhabitants’ hands. So it  

was done. 

The following year, a foreigner with eight 

fingers on each hand, who unceasingly 

showed his happiness, provoked another 

mass implant: an eighth finger.

The following year: a foreigner with nine 

fingers, and happier still. 

The same operation. The entire Kingdom 

was left with nine fingers on each hand. 

Eighteen in total. 

The following year a foreigner arrived 

with the happiest face that was ever seen 

around those parts, with five fingers on 

each hand. 

After a moment of hesitation, the King 

decreed that the doctors sever four fingers 

from each hand of each inhabitant. 

There was, however, a problem. The nine 

fingers on each of the surgeons’ hands 

could no longer operate: they got in each 

others’ way. It was no longer possible: 

everyone would have to continue with nine 

fingers on each hand. 

Because the King could not provide his 

populous with the five fingers of that 

happy foreigner, a revolt ensued, and the 

King was deposed.

Poetry

A prison was built with exterior walls made 

from a mesh, upon which could be read, 

by twisting the wires, some of the most 

beautiful poems by the country’s most 

eminent poets.

This web of verse surrounding the entire 

prison was electrified: whoever touched it 

would receive a fatal shock.

The Jacket

He believed that a guardian angel lived 

inside his jacket, so he never removed it.

When they wanted to recruit him for battle 

he said yes straight away, as long as he 

could fight with his jacket on. The jacket 

has an angel inside it that protects me,  

he explained. 

Of course the military hierarchy did not 

accept. No one fights without uniform. The 

man in the jacket insisted, but the decision 

was final. They would not accept him. He 

stayed at home. 

Every soldier who entered into battle 

perished. 

The Castle

The king, like all kings, had a castle and a 

vast army. The only problem was that the 

castle was too small: no more than nine by 

ten metres. The innumerable soldiers, the 

king, the queen, the princess, the bishop 

and the sages lived squashed in, one on 

top of another, barely able to move an 

elbow. It was not, therefore, a surprise that 

the king spent his days ordering attacks on 

foreign kingdoms.

Too Early

The war began before the maps had been 

prepared. By mistake the entire army - with 

its millions of soldiers, its cannons and 

tanks - marched into a dead end.

The Unemployed Man 
and His Children

They told him: we will only offer you work  

if we can cut off your hand. 

He had been unemployed for some time, 

he had children, he accepted.

Later, he was fired and began again to look 

for work.

They told him: we will only offer you work  

if we can cut off your remaining hand.

He had been unemployed for some time, 

he had children, he accepted.

Later, he was fired and began again to look 

for work.

They told him: we will only offer you work  

if we can cut off your head.

He had been unemployed for some time, 

he had children, he accepted.

Breakdown

Due to an incomprehensible short circuit, 

the civil servant who threw the switch  

was electrocuted, and not the criminal  

who found himself sat in the chair. 

As the problem could not be fixed,  

on following occasions the civil servant  

sat in the electric chair, and the criminal 

was charged with throwing the fatal  

switch.

The Impolite Man

The impolite man did not take his hat off 

under any circumstance. Not to the ladies 

who passed, not in important meetings, 

not when he went to church. 

Little by little, the community became 

repulsed by the man’s indelicacy, and over 

the years this aggression increased, and 

became extreme: the man was condemned 

to the guillotine. 

On the day in question, he placed his  

head upon the block, still proudly wearing 

his hat. 

 

The crowd waited.

The guillotine blade fell and the head 

rolled. 

Even so, the hat remained on the head. 

So they neared, to pull the hat once and  

for all from that impolite man. But they 

could not. 

It was not a hat, but the man’s oddly 

shaped head.
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London 
Festival 
of Europe 
2008 
6th- 16th March

T
he London Festival of Europe is an annual series of 

public debates, lectures and art events in some of 

London’s most prestigious institutions, seeking to 

engage in the multiplicity of European questions, 

and celebrate the diverse cultures in Europe. We are 

resolute in seeing in Europe both an inescapable potential and a 

responsibility, despite of all that may be said about its institutions, 

procedures or particularly bloody history. With the Festival we 

hope to open up new spaces not only for discussion of Europe 

and its politics, but for the active creation of a European polis. The 

Festival is held in London because of the huge potential for the 

creation of Europe arising from the city’s international diversity 

and creative energy.

This Festival issue of Europa shares some of the same themes as 

the 2008 Festival, and introduces some of the events. Every one 

of them engages a particularly important theme for the future of 

Europe, be it human rights, Portuguese poetry, the Mediterranean, 

or the future of political parties. But there are two events at this 

year’s London Festival of Europe we highlight here because they 

manifest the spirit of the Festival most intensely: they are an 

international Congress on the future of the arts in Europe, and an 

international summit on the Future of European Feminism. Both 

of these are the first actions in ongoing projects of European 

Alternatives, which organises the Festival. We do so to provide 

an opportunity for friendships and collaborations to be made, for 

projects to be born and for attitudes to be challenged. The Festival 

opens the spaces for this, it relies on you to come and fill them. 

All the events of the Festival are free to attend and open to all. 

The full program is online: www.festivalofeurope.eu 

The growing speculation over who might 

be the first permanent President of the 

European Council shows a desire for a 

European figurehead. The introduction of 

a permanent President, whilst a good thing 

in itself, may make an already confusing 

division of powers worse. There should be 

a European figurehead, and we must in-

sist that he or she be publicly elected and 

accountable.

(read page 112)

A European Journal of Transnational Thought  

There has been discussion recently on the 

prospect of a “Euro-Mediterranean Union”, 

after Sarkozy promised to make this a priority 

of the French presidency of the EU. But what 

is necessary is a truly innovative trans-na-

tional and multilateral approach, serving 

as a laboratory for future European global  

responsibly.    

(read page 113)

A European Vote for a 
European President!
Editorial

European Alternatives: Is it too unrealis-

tic to imagine the possibility of a renewed 

and concerted cultural effort that may 

truly open up the possibility of a new un-

derstanding of the European project?

This question hits a crucial problem that 

is difficult to answer. Europe is politically 

and culturally weak, but has an immense 

economical force. It is the first time in his-

tory that an economic force refuses to have 

pride in its culture and identity. Usually 

when a subject achieves independence 

and economic strength it becomes self-sat-

isfied and tries to send out messages of its 

successes. Not necessarily celebrative, per-

haps critical, but this does not happen, 

neither as the celebration of a new sense 

of belonging nor as a distinction or contra-

position from it. Europe looks itself at the 

mirror but does not see anything, which is 

sad and representative of the crisis we are 

currently living through.

… …
But after we have made the list of all that 

does not work in the European Union, its 

sense of solitude, of void, of aphasia, after 

we have pictured this edifice where only 

bureaucratic commas and precepts re-

sound full of instructions for use but de-

void of ideas on meaning or direction, this 

giant and rich ship left anchored in a har-

bour from which it does not have the cour-

age to move, why could it not be that sud-

denly there will emerge a great land called 

Europe? 

(read page 124)

Interview with
Fuiro Colombo
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Editorial

E
ven before the post formally exists, speculation is already rife about who might 

fill it. The role of a permanent President of the European Council, or ‘European 

President’, as the role is already being called, will be created by the EU Reform 

Treaty if it is ratified by all 27 member states, and Tony Blair is by a long way the 

most frequently mentioned potential candidate. One might think that another 

European President - to add to the President of the Commission and the President of the 

Parliament - is one more too many. But the speculation about the ‘European President’ 

shows a strong desire for a European figurehead, and this desire should be satisfied. And 

if there is to be a European figurehead, we should insist on one thing: that he or she be 

elected and accountable.

 In the current arrangement of the EU institutions, there is a rotating presidency 

of the European Council (the heads of state and government of the member states 

+  the President of the Commission), a President of the European Commission who is 

nominated by the European Council and a President of the Parliament who is elected by 

the Parliament, but has little power. The EU Reform treaty signed in Lisbon, if it is ratified 

by all member states, will introduce a permanent presidency of the European Council, 

for a period of 2 and a half years, renewable once. It will also give to the Parliament the 

power to approve or disapprove a President of the Commission proposed by the European 

Council, which is supposed to make its proposal taking into account the results of the 

European Parliamentary elections. This last is a very welcome change, because it opens 

the door for European Political parties to go into the elections saying whom they would 

support as Commission president.

 It is problematic that the moment they do this, the post of the President of the 

Commission looks to be eclipsed by that of the President of the Council, a last minute 

change in the rules that risks looking like cheating to an already distrustful European 

citizen. The President of the Council will be nominated by the members of the European 

Council with qualified majority voting. There is no procedure for how candidates are  

to be proposed, the only criterion laid down by the Treaty that they should not hold  

national office.

 The role of the President of the Council is, to put it mildly, under-defined by 

the Treaty. The President of the Council is to: direct the work of the European Council 

and promote its cohesion, work with the President of the Commission, report to the 

Parliament, and ‘at his or her level, and in that capacity, ensure the external representation 

of the Union on issues concerning its foreign and security policy’ without prejudicing the 

powers of the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security, a post also created by 

the Treaty. The risk with such flimsy terms - the result of endless compromise - is that a 

compromise candidate is chosen by the council, who does not have the power to articulate 

what differentiates him or her from the President of the Commission, or the President of 

the Parliament. A confused situation will become even more confusing, and the energy 

already created by the idea of a ‘President of Europe’ will be wasted.

 Part of the purpose of Tony Blair’s barely concealed campaigning for the role so 

early is to demand a meaty job description for the Presidency of the Council. Tony only 

wants the job, we are told, if it carries with it significant powers. The danger with the 

idea of giving too much power to the President of the Council, especially if it is given to 

a politician with the public presence and personal charisma of Tony Blair, is that it would 

skew the European Union into a Presidential mode of governance where the president from 

the start had considerably more power than the parliament. It is no great wonder that Tony 

Blair’s candidature is championed so enthusiastically by super-president Nicholas Sarkozy. 

A disproportionately powerful President of the Council would potentially also cement an 

inter-governmental Europe by taking authority away from the transnational administration.  

The greatest danger would be if the new role of a permanent President of the Council leads 

to even more being decided in the secretive, behind-closed-doors manner the European 

Council currently tends to adopt, and indeed this might happen whether the President is 

personally a strong or a weak leader.

 These risks are only risks if the President of the European Council remains an 

unelected, unaccountable position. If the President of the European Council were to be 

elected by pan-European elections, he would have a mandate different from the national 

leaders in the council, and therefore would have a responsibility to act in a way taking into 

account the transnational interests of the citizens of Europe. With a sufficiently robust 

division of responsibility between the institutions and procedures of accountability to 

the Parliament there is no reason why the European Union should automatically become 

a solely Presidential regime. Indeed, if a vote for the Presidency came at a similar time 

as the vote for the European Parliament, the profile and importance of both would be 

immeasurably increased.

 Tony Blair made an impression in the European Parliament before the British 

Presidency of the Council in 2005 with his ‘walls of jericho’ speech, in which he argued that 

the people are ‘blowing the trumpets around the city walls’, that the European institutions 

must show leadership; show that they are part of the solution not part of the problem. It 

would be falling to temptation twice to take at face value a real commitment to democracy 

in these words, and naive religious allusions are best left out of politics. But during his 

campaign for the Presidency, we should be holding Tony to his words, knowing as we all do 

what dangers there are in allowing them to be too quickly forgotten.

  Leadership of the European Union would mean a clear division of powers, 

with each institution having sufficient power to both be meaningful in its own right and 

to hold the others to account. It would 

mean having candidates for the higher 

offices in the European Union who 

campaign, are elected and are forced to 

speak to the people they represent. ‘The 

people’ the higher European officials 

represent should be all the peoples of 

Europe, and in virtue of this fact they will 

become the European figureheads for 

which many are expressing the desire, 

and most recognise the importance for a 

credible European Union. There are many 

excuses for not yet doing or thinking 

about these things, ranging from a lack 

of a European public sphere in which 

candidates could campaign to the lack 

of maturity of the European institutions. 

But these excuses are quashed by 

the urgent need for the European 

Union to start to become the means 

of expression of its diverse peoples. A 

credible and accountable mouthpiece is 

a prerequisite for that.
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EUROPEAN ELECTIONS 
FOR A EUROPEAN PRESIDENT!
Speculation about who might be the first permanent President of the European Council manifests a desire for 
a European figurehead. If there is to be a European figurehead, we must insist that he or she be elected and 
publicly accountable. 



February/March 2008

page 113

EDITORIAL 

FOR A EURO-MEDITERRANEAN
COMMUNITY

Editorial

T
here has been discussion recently about the possibility of a “Mediterranean 

Union”. Following a meeting with Prodi and Zapatero in December, Nicholas 

Sarkozy  has promised to make this a priority of the French presidency of the EU, 

and said Paris would hold a summit for potential members on July 13 to “lay the 

foundations of a political, economic and cultural union founded on the principles 

of strict equality”. 

There is much scepticism surrounding the proposal, which some see as a way of refusing 

membership of the EU to Turkey and some as a barely veiled French attempt at regaining 

leadership in the Maghreb. Most importantly, to speak of the Mediterranean too often 

evokes idyllic clichés: the culture of olive oil, the gestures of the people, the lifestyle. 

But this Medi-terranean, this sea between lands, is today the very heart of an immense 

cultural, political, and economic fracture, and the prime seat of what has too hastily been 

referred to as the “clash of civilisations”. It is the seat of the conflict between Israel and 

Palestine, of Lebanon’s turmoil, the theatre of one of the most massive fluxes of migration 

in recent history. 

Prospects of a functional “Union” between such diverse and fragmented realities, 

and faced with the profound distrust of the many countries that lived on their skin the 

experience of European colonialism, seem chimerical to many. 

At the same time, it is becoming increasingly clear that Europe can no longer afford 

to ignore the tumultuous reality across this thin strip of sea. An innovative approach 

to the troubled Mediterranean region might represent an important laboratory for the 

development of a truly trans-national and multilateral European global role. 

THE BARCELONA PROCESS 
The first attempt at drafting a multilateral European approach to the Mediterranean was 

initiated at the 1995 Barcelona Conference, with the participation of representatives of 

European countries and those on the Northern and Eastern shore of the Mediterranean. A 

“global” approach to the Mediterranean was here invoked, one that would unite political, 

economic, cultural and security issues. The attempt to organise, enact, and conduct such 

an approach took the name of Barcelona process, which included regular summits between 

diplomats, high functionaries, and ministers to draft concrete cooperation proposals. The 

process is structured in three principal “baskets”, or chapters: 

1) A political partnership, with the aim of creating a common area of peace and stability 

through trans-national dialogue

2) An economic and financial partnership, with the aims of: a) setting up cooperation 

programs in areas of common interest; b) increasing the financial support from the 

European Union; c) creating a Mediterranean free-trade zone, ambitiously set at 2010 

3) A cultural and social dialogue to foster mutual civil society relations and the 

development of human resources by increasing dialogue between cultural actors, media, 

trade unions, universities and research centres.

After initial optimism, enhanced by the participation of ministers of Syria, Lebanon, 

and Israel at the same table, the post-September 11th climate and the worsening of the 

Israel-Palestine stalemate with the proclamation of the second Intifada have significantly 

reduced the political ambitions of the process. The attention in the first basket has shifted 

to issues of migration and security, something that was very evident in the mostly failed 

2005 conference marking the 10-year anniversary of the Barcelona Process prepared by 

Tony Blair. The agenda of the event had at its centre terrorism and security issues, mixed 

with problems of migration and criminality. But these are themes primarily of interest to 

European countries, and not necessarily a priority for countries of the South, where issues 

of agriculture, water, infrastructure, etc., are felt as more urgent.  

Failure of coming to agreements for most of the issues in the first basket implied a greater 

emphasis on the second, with its Washington Consensus-based, economic approach. But the 

proposals presented for discussion have tended to appear mainly to the benefit of European 

Nicholas Sarkozy is championing the project of a new 
Euro-Mediterranean Union. But the idea will only 
succeed provided we learn from our mistakes and raise 
our ambitions. 

countries and crafted according to their needs. A particular problem has been caused by the 

EU’s strenuous defence of tariffs on agricultural produce and textiles while simultaneously 

calling for a cut in trade barriers. The presence of pervasive structural adjustment conditions 

served to increase the suspicions of many. The economic basket was progressively reduced 

to the creation of a “free-trade” area, with little discussion on issues of aid and partnerships, 

or the development of infrastructure and local economies. Originally planned to come into 

place in 2010, the prospect appears today extremely unrealistic.   

The “political” conduction of the cultural basket has mainly focussed on issues of “human 

rights” and “democracy-building”, without a particular innovation on the (rarely successful 

and much critiqued) previous international practices on these chapters. However, 

there have been several interesting civil-society initiatives, many of which not directly 

connected with the Barcelona process, and some overtly critical of it. The Mediterranean 

Civil Forum and the Mediterranean Social Forum are just two of a myriad of joint 

gatherings, conferences, and workshops that take place regularly across the shores of the 

Mediterranean. 

TOWARDS A EURO-MEDITERRANEAN COMMUNITY 
It is clear that any attempts to forge a renewed approach to the Mediterranean will have to 

seriously reflect on the failure of the Barcelona process. A unilateral approach principally 

aimed at the protection of Europe’s commercial interests and security prerogatives will be 

bound to meet with a similar destiny. 

The recent Portuguese presidency referred to a “Marshall Plan” for the Mediterranean. 

The term “Marshall Plan”, in itself, means very little. The political conditions, the economic 

potential, and the social capital of post-war Europe and present-day North Africa and 

Middle East are to say the least incomparable. But what this easily understood metaphor 

may serve to convey is the necessity of a considerable transferral of resources, including 

human, cultural, and scientific resources.

The prospect of a Mediterranean Investment Bank can here be a potentially important 

innovation. But if the institute were to follow the development model of the IMF and the 

World Bank, it is clear that it would have nothing particularly interesting to offer. But 

options exist. We have the example of the more egalitarian principles being forged for 

the Banco del Sur, the new investment bank being founded by numerous Latin American 

countries. Or the experience of micro credit being advanced, amongst others, by 2006 

Economics Nobel laureate Muhammad Yunus.

The membership of such a “Community” should also not been taken for granted. One of 

the problems encountered with the Barcelona process was the multiplicity of geopolitical 

interests of the numerous states grouped under the signifier “Mediterranean”, leading 

former minister of Morocco Hassan Abouyoub to call the Mediterranean “a non-identified 

geopolitical objective”. The possibility of a voluntary Community, with only a reduced 

number of initial participants should not 

be discarded, something that might also 

alleviate problems linked to the congenital 

differences between the Arab countries 

of North Africa and those of the Eastern 

Mediterranean.  

The promotion of a novel sense of 

“proximity” between countries is an 

important task, as only the awareness 

of a precious commonality of hope and 

vicinity of interests between Europe and 

its Southern neighbours can provide the 

necessary impetus for a tangible and 

engaged political project. The prospects 

of a novel Euro-Mediterranean Community 

will only work provided a profound 

discussion is started on its scope and 

meaning. This same public discussion, 

affecting the interests of the citizens of 

Europe as a whole, would also provide 

a good example of a first pan-European 

foreign policy debate. 

MEDITERRANEAN 
SUGGESTIONS AT THE 
LONDON FESTIVAL OF 
EUROPE 2008

A reading focussed on the reality of 

the Mediterranean by Maltese author 

Adrian Grima and Italian author Valerio 

Cruciani, Portuguese poet Casimiro 

De Brito and Moroccan poet Hassan el 

Ouazzani, accompanied by live music.

Friday 14th March, 

Italian Cultural Institute, 39 Belgrave 

Square London / Free
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Where are all the  
European Feminists?
Every European government and institution is committed to equality, but yet discrimination remains. 
European Alternatives launches its Future of European Feminism Project.

Ségolène Pruvot, Shandi Miller, Anna M Koeman, Federica Ambrosini

F
eminism, the ‘F-word’, calls var-

ious images to people’s minds.  

Some see suffragettes holding 

‘Vote for Women’ banners, oth-

ers think of Simone de Beauvoir, 

the free minded intellectual, or of young 

women in the 1970’s, highly politicised 

and challenging traditional social roles 

and demanding, as the Dutch put it at the 

time, the right to ‘Be the boss of their own 

bellies’. 

These are some snapshots from the first 

and second ‘waves’ or ‘generations’ of the 

feminist movement, when women openly 

took the streets, or used their public image, 

to challenge the existing social structures 

that made them second rank citizens with 

a restricted access to certain rights. They 

represent two of the central aspects of 

feminism: the struggle for effective access 

to political rights, and the struggle to have 

full ownership of their bodies. 

So what? This movement has proved  

successful and since the 80’s, women have 

it all.

Or so it seems listening to the French pop-

ular singer Michel Sardou.  His song ‘Être 

une femme’ (to be a woman) celebrates 

with envy ‘The Woman’ of the 80’s who is 

having as many sexual affairs as she desires 

and is successful in her career. Finally she 

climbs up the social and political ladder 

up and becomes President of the Republic. 

This woman is a menacing man eater (‘dé-

voreuse de minets’) and is extremely sex-

ually attractive for men. She is what most 

girls born in the 80’s are supposed to have 

wanted to be: sexually ‘free’, ambitious, 

and in total control of her own life. 

Other voices warned against idealising the 

myth. Cookie Dingler told us in ’84 ‘Ne la 

laisse pas tomber, elle est si fragile, être 

une femme libérée, tu sais c’est pas si fac-

ile’ (‘Don’t let her down, she is so fragile, to 

be a free woman, really it’s not so easy’)

Indeed, the trouble is that, as so often 

quoted, but unfortunately as often for-

gotten, this myth does not survive the ex-

amination of evidence.  In all European 

countries, women are underrepresented 

in political institutions. In all European 

countries, women are paid less than men 

for similar occupations. In all European 

countries most women continue to take 

the primary responsibility for unpaid work 

at home. 

If we look at just one of these dimensions 

- the representation of women in political 

institutions, governments and Parliaments 

- unsurprisingly Scandinavian countries 

rank on top. In Finland, 55% of the mem-

bers of government and 41% of the mem-

bers of the Parliament are women, in 

Sweden these proportions are 45 and 46%. 

In the UK, these proportions fall to 22% 

and 18%. In Romania there are no women 

in the government, In Greece, one (6%). 

The mean of the 27 countries is about 23% 

of women in the Parliament. The European 

Union is no exception to the rule.  There are 

eight women in the European Commission, 

of a total of 27 commissioners. 30% of the 

European Parliament is female. 

This indicator is too simplistic to be more 

than just a partial indicator of progress 

or equality. Considering that in France, 

for example, women did not get the right 

to vote until 1946, considerable advances 

have been won in a relatively short period 

of time. Nevertheless the mutation of so-

cial structures and gender roles are slow 

(very slow), suggesting that most of the 

barriers to equality are still in place.  

And although there are no fewer ‘feminists’ 

today, the nature of their political engage-

ment has changed. There is an increas-

ing awareness that discrimination in our 

societies is multiple and not restricted to 

gender issues, race, class, or sexuality, but 

these are simply factors of the same pro-

cesses. Therefore people who, one genera-

tion ago, may have been active in women’s 

organisations might be just as likely today 

to be active in organisations fighting for 

other causes such as the rights of gay and 

lesbians,  the regularisation of immigrants, 

or prevention against discrimination over 

health issues, such as HIV/AIDS or disabil-

ities. Yet the problem remains: women 

“In all European 
countries, women are 
paid less than men for 
similar occupations. In 
all European countries 
most women continue 

to take the primary 
responsibility for 

unpaid work at home.”

The Future of European Feminism 
project launches at London Festival 
of Europe 2008

EUROPEAN FEMINIST 
SUMMIT: 

An international summit drawing on 

intergeneration experience to assess 

the future of Feminism in Europe.

Two public workshops: Sexualisation 

in the Arts and Media; Feminist 

engagement in Business and Politics

Speakers include: Claire Fox; Heleen 

Mees; Peter Tatchell; Rosalind Gill; 

Loredanna Rotondo, Dominique de la 

Garanderie.

Saturday 15 March, 2:30 – 5:30 pm 

Hampstead Town Hall, 213 Haverstock Hill 

(Belsize Park tube), London NW3 4QP 

Registration from 2pm, Reception to 

follow; FREE and open to all

See www.festivalofeurope.eu for full 

program

Summit co-financed by European Union 

within program ‘Europe for Citizens’ 

2007-2013’
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Before Europe was a geographical space, it was a 

myth: the myth of the goddess Europa abducted by 

Zeus, who disguised himself as a bull and carried 

the beautiful Europa away. As the myth is told by 

Apollodorus, Europa was the daughter to Agenor and 

Telephassa had three brothers: Cadmus, Phoenix 

and Cilix. After her abduction, Agenor sent the three 

brothers set out to find Europa, telling them not to 

return until they had found her. They set out in three 

different directions, and when they could not find 

Europa they founded cities from which to continue 

the search. Phoenix settled in Phoenicia, which is 

modern day Lebanon, Syria, Israel and Palestine; 

Cilicia settled in Cilicia, which is modern day Anatolia; 

and Cadmus settled in Thrace (now Greece, Bulgaria, 

Turkey) and founded the city Thasus, known later on 

as Thebes. But the importance of this myth is not the 

particular geographical cities and countries (although 

it serves to remind us that ‘Europe’ has from the 

beginning been thought of as bigger than it is now 

typically understood), but the idea that Europe is a 

pursuit - it is never where you are, it is something to 

be aspired after. 

The logo of European Alternatives, read from the 

inside towards the outside, represents the three 

paths of Europa’s brothers. The centre of the logo is 

no particular place: is wherever the pursuit starts 

from. The three divergent paths remind us that 

there is no one way to pursue Europe; no one way 

to be European.

The logo of European Alternatives can also be 

read from the outside in. Europe is not a culture 

or a space that can be defined independently of 

all other cultures and spaces. Europe has always 

been a place of exchange and cultural counter-

influence, and those are the processes that 

define it. Attempts to impose European values 

on others are necessarily self-defeating for this 

reason: Europe is necessarily a multiplicity which 

includes and involves others. From the outside 

in the logo of European Alternatives represents 

the three dominant cultural influences on Europe: 

the influence of Asia from the East, the influence 

of Africa from the South, and the influence of the 

Americas and the sea from the West. Europe is to 

be found in that intersection.

About Our Logo
As every attempt to define or limit it has shown by its 
failure, Europe is not primarily a geographical space:  
it is a process and a pursuit. 

still tend to come out on average doing 

worse than men regardless of other forms 

of discrimination they may face. 

Today, the European perspective can be 

a tool for us, European feminists, to chal-

lenge and deepen our understanding of the 

processes that maintain gender inequalities 

and therefore work towards social change. 

Comparing one country’s situation with 

others is the first step in assessing the 

changes that have happened and the barri-

ers that remain.  For instance, In the German 

Democratic Republic, women used to have 

access to good childcare, but after reunifi-

cation, these facilities partly disappeared, 

revealing the barriers to work imposed on 

West German mothers. The situation in 

transition countries is therefore likely to re-

veal the stickiness of structural obstacles to 

gender equality in western European coun-

tries, and conversely.  

More importantly, because the European 

Union actively promotes gender equality, it 

is also a tool that we can use to demand so-

cial and institutional changes when resist-

ances are too strong to be dealt with from 

inside national countries.

One of key objectives of the European 

Union is ‘to eliminate inequalities and 

promote gender equality throughout the 

European Community’ using a ‘compre-

hensive approach which includes legis-

lation, mainstreaming and positive ac-

tions’.  At least four articles of the Treaty of 

Amsterdam set gender equality objectives 

to the EU.  Articles 2 and 3 set speak about 

‘gender mainstreaming’. This means that 

the gender equality objective is to be inte-

grated into all Community policies.  Article 

141 focuses on equality between women 

and men in matters of employment and 

occupation and Article 137 about sex dis-

crimination within and outside the work 

place. Confirming this commitment, all 

Member States approved the European Pact 

for Gender Equality in March 2006, and the 

EU Commission has designed a “roadmap 

for equality between women and men” for 

2006-2010. It is our responsibility to use the 

opportunities opened up by European in-

tegration and to promote the objectives of 

the feminist movements and to act towards 

more equality in European societies.w

The legal commitments of the European 

Union can be used to encourage formal 

gender equality where the legislation of the 

countries lags behind.  Yet the enforcement 

of legal rights is necessary but never suffi-

cient to ensure that equality improves: the 

changes required are fundamentally cul-

tural and social. These changes should be 

fought for, constructed and insisted upon 

at a transnational scale as well as locally. 

The ideals of the European Union give an 

unprecedented opportunity to insist on 

change throughout Europe. Transnational 

activism and networking between feminists 

is therefore crucial to ensure that the com-

mitments of the European Union are lived 

up to.  

europeanfeminism@gmail.com
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A
s it crosses the largely unchar-

tered seas of globalisation, the 

European Union sometimes 

implements policies which 

prove inadequate for reform-

ing its economy, strengthening its internal 

decision-making or seeking greater influence 

internationally – not least to help shape the 

governance of globalisation itself.

But such failures, if followed by an appropri-

ate change of strategy, are likely to be perma-

nently or fatally damaging to the Union itself. 

A continuing loss of political legitimacy, how-

ever, could pose a mortal threat to both the 

EU and the wider process of European inte-

gration. The warning signals in recent years 

of a growing popular unease about the evo-

lution of the EU can no longer be ignored. 

Opinion polls confirm that the gulf between 

the EU institutions and citizens in many of its 

27 Member States is still growing.

The EU will not be able to confront the chal-

lenges of globalisation unless it becomes 

less technocratic and diplomatic, and more 

political and democratic. This must involve 

political parties giving voters in European 

elections a greater choice of alternative pol-

icy strategies.

The European public is bewildered by the 

complexities of policy-making and deci-

sion-taking in the EU. This is, in part, due 

to the speed of developments, especially 

the (necessary) enlargement of the Union 

and seemingly constant changes in both 

EU policy and governance. Voters have little 

idea how to engage with the European pro-

cess or what democratic choices they are 

being called on to make. EU affairs tend to 

be dismissed as excessively technocratic and 

diplomatic, and insufficiently political and 

democratic.

What passes for public debate on Europe 

in many Member States does not help. The 

political elites in most countries conduct 

their public discourse about EU affairs in a 

ludicrously short-sighted way. Quick to de-

monise the Union and its institutions when 

unpopular decisions are taken – very often at 

the instigation of the Member States them-

selves – governments have not surprisingly 

found it difficult to mobilise support for the 

EU when they have desperately needed to in 

their own interests. It is less widely appreci-

ated that national politicians and political in-

stitutions are held in even lower esteem than 

the EU and its institutions in most Member 

States.

Opinion polls reveal a startling decline in 

public confidence in national political par-

ties and government systems, irrespective of 

the political orientation of specific govern-

ments. Fifty years ago, one in 11 of the elec-

torate belonged to a political party; today, 

the figure is just one in 88. In 1966, 42% pro-

fessed a “very strong” attachment to the party 

of their choice; today only 13% do so. A recent 

Eurobarometer poll found that across the EU 

as a whole, just 17% of the population trusted 

political parties, compared with 29% for civil 

society organisations – not least the church.

The EU has suffered enormous collateral 

damage as a result of the backlash against 

unpopular Member State governments. The 

referenda on the proposed Constitutional 

Treaty provided an irresistible opportunity 

for voters in France and the Netherlands to 

punish deeply unpopular national admin-

istrations, mainly because of domestic eco-

nomic, political or social issues quite unre-

lated to the EU. But as a consequence of the 

two ‘No’ votes, the proposed EU treaty has 

been derailed.

Why should voters feel so disenchanted with 

national politicians? There has been a strik-

ing decline in ‘ideological’ politics since the 

end of the Cold War. Voters today are now un-

certain what the basic ‘mission and values’ of 

mainstream parties really are. Accelerating 

Globalisation Demands  
a More Political and More 
Democratic Europe
Only by embracing a European dimension will national political parties be able to regenerate in the era of globalization.

John Palmer

bureaucratisation and the professionalisa-

tion of party politics has also marginalised 

the influence of voluntary party members. 

Parties across Europe report a massive de-

cline in membership. The energy and the ide-

alism which led younger people to join polit-

ical parties in the past now tend to lead them 

into support for single-issue campaigns and 

activity in voluntary organisations.

At the same time, globalisation is restrict-

ing the political space which parties need 

to develop alternative national policy strat-

egies that sharply differentiate them from 

each other, but which are credible in the new 

global environment. Mainstream parties 

have found themselves driven into an ever 

smaller and more crowded space in the polit-

ical centre. This loss of policy differentiation 

restricts the political choices open to voters.

More worrying than the implosion of mem-

bership of political parties has been the 

downward trend in voter participation in 

both national and European elections. Even 

in the larger EU Member States, govern
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“The EU will not 
be able to confront 
the challenges of 

globalisation unless 
it becomes less 

technocratic and 
diplomatic, and 

more political and 
democratic.”
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ments tend to be seen as increasingly mar-

ginal actors in the dramas generated by the 

sometimes painful adjustment to the new 

patterns of employment and social welfare 

policies required to survive and prosper in 

a global economy. Only extreme ‘populist’ 

and xenophobic parties benefit by exploit-

ing public unease at the apparent impo-

tence of national governments and main-

stream parties to respond to the challenges 

of globalisation.

At the European level, these problems have 

been reinforced by a sense that EU deci-

sion-making is too remote, too esoteric, too 

technocratic and too elitist. Many citizens 

believe that they are denied the informa-

tion they need to adequately understand 

(let alone pass judgement on) what is being 

done in their name by their governments 

and by the EU institutions.

More can be done to improve public knowl-

edge and understanding of how the Union 

functions and the key policy issues it faces. 

The recent initiatives taken by European 

Commission Vice-President Margot 

Wallström to address these problems are wel-

come. But to be effective, an EU communica-

tions strategy requires Member States to take 

shared ownership with the EU institutions 

(notably the Commission) of the messages 

delivered to the public. Communications 

cannot simply be left to ‘Brussels’.

Thanks to the Convention on the Future of 

Europe, a European Citizens’ Initiative was 

included in the Constitutional Treaty. This 

gives citizens the right to propose that the 

Commission introduce new legislation, al-

though it is still unclear what the minimum 

number of Member States in which signa-

tures need to be collected should be. It is en-

couraging that this has been retained in the 

new EU Reform Treaty.

Improved information or a more structured 

system of consultation with citizens – while 

indispensable – may not suffice to close the 

gap between the public and the EU institu-

tions. Advocates of the more radical versions 

of ‘direct democracy’ recognise that it is vul-

nerable to the charges of ‘corporatism’ and 

elitism. Consultative democracy will tend to 

appeal most to organised special-interest ad-

vocates. For the mass of people, involvement 

in the European governance process will only 

have meaning when they are asked to choose 

in European elections between parties with 

different programmes and values, led by per-

sonalities who present themselves as aspirant 

leaders of the EU executive.

The growth and complexity of EU af-

fairs has made democratic accountability 

weak to non-existent when it is exercised 

purely through elected Member State gov-

ernments and scrutiny by national parlia-

ments. More can be done to strengthen the 

powers of national parliaments to scruti-

nize the behaviour of governments in the 

Council of Ministers. But only a dedicated, 

elected European Parliament can really be 

charged with holding the EU’s executive 

institutions to account. This means not 

only the Commission, but also the Council 

of Ministers (when governments legislate 

under Community law).

Without doubt, political parties (national 

and European) will need to re-invent them-

selves at the national level if they are to 

survive the profound changes in political 

culture brought about by globalisation. At 

the EU level, genuinely European parties 

with their own identities, programmes and 

(eventually) membership still have to be 

built.  Of course they will retain close links 

with their national affiliates in the Member 

States – in the same way that many regional 

parties in Member States do. At present, 

European Parliament elections lack suffi-

cient political consequence to engage vot-

ers. They are ‘not about enough’ in terms 

of the European political choices offered 

voters and, therefore, tend to be fought on 

purely national issues. When they act to-

gether through shared sovereignty to meet 

the challenges of globalisation, EU Member 

States can create new space for policy alter-

natives at a European level in a way which 

would be impossible for any single state 

acting alone.

Of course, the realities of globalisation will 

always impose some limits on the freedom 

of action open to the Union. But the bal-

ance of power which would exist between 

the global market and the huge potential 

of the European economies if collectively 

mobilised by the Member States would be 

very different to that which exists between 

the global market and individual countries 

acting alone.

In this perspective, it becomes possible 

to offer voters far more wide-ranging and 

significant choices on issues such as jobs, 

prosperity, social justice and sustainability. 

Moreover, if Member States are forced by 

changes in the global environment to take 

the construction of an EU Common Foreign 

and Security Policy more seriously, a healthy 

democratic debate about alternative 

European strategies in these areas too be-

comes possible. Taken together, these devel-

opments would imply a cultural revolution 

for European politicians. They have – for 

good reasons – traditionally seen consensus 

rather than conflict and choice as central to 

the dynamic of European integration.

Today the EU has evolved to the point 

where, without democratic political choice 

between differing strategies, no popu-

lar consensus is likely to remain intact for 

long. On the assumption that the Reform 

Treaty, which was agreed by EU Heads of 

Government in Lisbon at the end of 2007, is 

ratified in all 27 Member States the way will 

be open for EU parties to elect the President 

of the Commission in 2009. The EU parties 

should go to voters in the 2009 European 

Parliament elections presenting serious 

programmatic alternatives to exploit the 

space for collective action and also pre-

senting voters with their candidates for the 

Presidency of the European Commission 

as part of their lists. Indeed there is no rea-

son why they should not also make public 

who they will support for the new posts of 

President of the European Council and the 

enhanced High Representative for Foreign 

and Security Policy. 

“Only a dedicated, 
elected European 

Parliament can really 
be charged with 
holding the EU’s 

executive institutions to 
account.”

This would give voters the power to help 

shape the EU executive (the nearest equiv-

alent to a Member State government). The 

major political groups in the European 

Parliament are at last serious about achiev-

ing full party status – a development that the 

Constitutional Treaty would have encour-

aged by giving European parties their own 

legal identities and by providing funding. 

Change is already under way.

In a study of voting patterns, Simon Hix, 

Professor of European and Comparative 

Politics at the London School of Economics, 

states that “…on the positive side, and po-

tentially far more profound, is the emer-

gence of a genuine ‘democratic party system’ 

in the European Parliament. First, voting in 

the Parliament is more along transnational 

and ideological party lines than along na-

tional lines, and increasingly so.” It is already 

possible to discern the outlines of a devel-

oping European demos – in the ever-grow-

ing cross-border activities of business, trade 

unions, non-governmental organisations 

and other civil society interests as well as 

through the still slowly-emerging political life 

of the EU institutions, above all the European 

Parliament.

A more democratic European Union poli-

tics will involve more conflict between the 

different political families and emerging 

European parties. But through this con-

testation for power and the political di-

rection the Union should take, the evolu-

tion of European democratic politics will 

strengthen. It will also strengthen and cer-

tainly not undermine democracy at the na-

tional and sub-national levels. 

John Palmer is a member of the Advisory 

Board of the Federal Trust in London and 

the Advisory Council of the European Policy 

Centre in Brussels.  
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Germany’s SPD - 
from Volkspartei to 
Coalition Engineer
For lack of articulating unifying idea for the German Left, Germany’s 
oldest party is being eroded from all sides 
Jan Seifert

I
t has been a rough start for Kurt Beck. 

After the Schröder years and an un-

stable interim period the current SPD 

leader took over the top post of his 

party in May 2006. Since then the SPD 

has stopped the steady fall in public opin-

ion and keeps stabilising at record low levels 

around the 30% mark. The circumstances 

for Beck were tough to say the least: after 

seven years in government the party and its 

personnel had been burnt out in the wake of 

the 2005 electoral defeat; with charismatic 

Schröder moving on to shady business 

(greetings from Russia), the power centre 

waned and a leadership gap appeared. But 

potentially more dangerous is the lack of a 

new idea for a modern SPD beyond 2005.

Since other coalition options were unwork-

able, the two big parties CDU/CSU and SPD 

had to agree to a Grand Coalition in late 

2005. Such a constellation has only worked 

in (West-) Germany from 1966-69 and did 

not go down in the history books as a par-

ticular success story. At least the last time 

paved the ground for charismatic Willy 

Brand to capture for the first time the chan-

cellor post for the SPD. Now it looks unlikely 

that the SPD can gain ground and initiative 

from within the grand coalition. With par-

ties surrounding the social-democrats from 

all sides, the oldest German party undoubt-

edly has the toughest job in Berlin’s political 

market.

Heavily-underestimated by many, the new 

Linkspartei with its charismatic leaders 

Oskar Lafontaine and Gregor Gysi turns out 

to be the most stable party in national polls 

(scoring around 10%). The reason for this is 

“The comrades are 
struggling to find 

their way around and 
act like an opposition 
party while being in 

government. “

Is there any chance that European citizen-

ship could be extended to those who live 

in the EU member states as non-national 

minority groups, i.e. immigrants from 

non-EU countries? Despite the overwhelm-

ingly negative response to these questions  

commonly heard, there are grounds to  

advocate EU citizenship for non-EU- 

national migrants.  

The problem of articulating any argument 

in favour of a European citizenship which 

includes resident non-nationals springs 

from its apparent irreconcilability with ‘re-

alist’ arguments of national interests and 

sovereignty. It goes like this: even if it was 

desirable to conceive of and ultimately in-

troduce such a new form of European cit-

izenship, it would be impossible to find 

broad enough support for such a project 

at the European level, because it is the 

interests of the member-states and their 

citizens that matter here, while it is not a 

particular priority of most member states 

to empower their non-national minorities 

to democratic participation or other cit-

izenship rights – rather, in many cases, it 

is quite the reverse. In view of such facts, 

Balibar’s expression “European Apartheid” 

is strong but accurate language.  

One way of answering this is by drawing on 

the frequently evoked, alas mostly ill-de-

fined, idea of European values. Of course 

it is impossible to give a clearly defined 

and comprehensive overview of these so-

called European values, but this is a prob-

lem characteristic of all (geo)culturally de-

fined value systems. But I would venture 

to assume that most Europeans, including 

those politicians, technocrats and experts 

mentioned above, would agree that the 

following concepts are among Europe’s 

values: tolerance, equality and democracy. 

The combination of tolerance for differ-

ence – be it national, ethnic, or any other 

– with the equality of diverse groups and 

individuals and with the idea of political 

participation of the people in a structured 

processes that aims at fulfilling the will  

of the majority in my opinion can only  

lead to an argument in favour of a  

European citizenship.  

The European Union could become the 

first global actor to take a tentative step 

towards a most fundamental change in 

the understanding of citizenship, by con-

ceptualising a new manifestation of rights 

and duties, of participation and belonging, 

moving towards a society based on actual 

location rather than the rather arbitrarily 

distributed criterion of place of origin or 

nationality.  

European 
Citizenship 
for European 
Migrants?
The following text is a part of reaction 
to a debate on European citizenship 
recently organised by European 
Alternatives at the London School  
of Economics.
Anne Bostanci
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the SPD’s incapability to reach out to its tra-

ditional base, in particular to those people in 

society who believe that the extent and du-

ration of welfare spending is proportional 

to a party’s social awareness. Not surpris-

ingly, it is very easy for Lafontaine, the for-

mer SPD leader and new Linkspartei hero, 

to claim that the Left party is the real heirs 

of Willy Brandt. Their populist, old-school 

rhetoric in favour of unlimited welfare hand-

outs recalls the strategy of opposition of the 

SPD during the 1980s and 90s. Schröder’s 

second-term reform package, the Agenda 

2010, turns against his own party now. This 

series of reforms, praised by economists and 

business, implemented decisive changes to 

Germany’s economic and social regime and 

laid the foundation for the current economic 

upturn. However, Schröder communicated 

the reforms very badly within his own elec-

toral base and thereby let his own voters fade 

away into the hands of those who keep on 

preaching the never-ending brilliance of the 

old West German Sozialstaat.

In this context the irony of the SPD-

Linkspartei relationship in the city-state 

of Berlin is apparent. Here the two parties 

continue their second-term government 

coalition while implementing Germany’s 

toughest budget cuts of any Land during 

the past 6 years.

While the SPD can practically draw voters 

from the realm of all other four parties, it also 

has the toughest competitive environment 

of any party. What makes the party very vul-

Looking at the history of the 
European Union, it is clear 
that Britain has benefited from 
membership in so many ways:

PEACE: war between European 
countries is now unthinkable 
- compare the last 50 years of 
European history with the previous 
50 years to see what a difference 
the EU has made

PROSPERITY: British businesses can 
now trade and compete in a home 
market of 500 million consumers 
- Europe is the largest and richest 
marketplace in the world 

OPPORTUNITY: British people can 
now live, travel, work and study 
wherever they like throughout 27 
European countries - we can take for 
granted a freedom our grandparents 
never had 

But the case for the European Union 
depends not just on what it has 
done but more importantly on what 
it is needed to do next.  Issues such 
as the globalisation of economic 

life, the fight against terrorism and 
organised crime, and the looming 
threat of climate change, can only be 
dealt with if the different countries 
of Europe work together.  They 
must learn from their successful 
experience of the past 50 years in 
order to prepare for the next 50.

The European Movement is 
Britain’s pro-European campaigning 
organisation which argues that 
Britain and Europe should do just 
that.  Lessons from the past are 
important, in order to deal with the 
challenges of the future.

Recently relaunched under the 
leadership of former Liberal 
Democrat leader Rt Hon Charles 
Kennedy MP, the European 
Movement aims to take the pro-
European message to every part of 
the United Kingdom.  It will provide 
information on the facts about 
Europe, and encourage debate 
about what Europe should do next.

The future of Europe is not settled 
– it remains to be decided – and 

the involvement and opinions of 
citizens throughout the continent 
will give it a final shape.

The European Movement has a 
network of branches throughout 
the country to argue the pro-
European case and generate 
debate in their local area.  It 
is also part of the European 
Movement International, a network 
active in more than 40 countries, 
to provide the indispensable 
international perspective on the 
debate about Europe in Britain.

As the future of Europe returns to 
the political agenda, the European 
Movement is ready to respond.  
Europe will be stronger if Britain 
is fully involved: Britain will be 
stronger if it can fully take part.

If you want to support Britain’s 
future in Europe, please join the 
European Movement.  Visit our 
website at www.euromove.org.uk  
or write to us at European 
Movement, 7 Graphite Square, 
Vauxhall Walk, London SE11 5EE

BRITAIN’S FUTURE IN EUROPE

nerable is also its biggest strength. While the 

SPD is currently governing only 4 out of 16 

Länder as the senior government party, it has 

recently shown that – unlike the CDU - it can 

successfully govern with all other four par-

ties. This strategic advantage is also the main 

reason for the social-democrats not to be 

too afraid of the immediate future as long as 

power is the only concern. On the other hand 

it is only too obvious that the Greens might 

actually take over as king-maker in the fore-

seeable future. Grand coalitions have histor-

ically been very bad solutions in German po-

litical culture. So it might be as soon as spring 

2008 that the Greens could join the first 

“black-green” coalition (in Hamburg). Once 

established as an option on any Land level, 

the participation of the Greens in a CDU-led 

coalition (with or without the FDP) will be a 

viable option - and simply putting European 

practice (the Greens currently governing in 

three EU countries with right-leaning gov-

ernments) into German reality.

In the last weeks of 2007 the SPD adopted 

its new Hamburg manifesto. This first basic 

party programme after German re-unifica-

tion brings the SPD formally in line with the 

more modern Scandinavian understanding 

of social democracy. At the same time the 

party did not dare to move into a new cen-

tury and abandon its initial attachment to 

“democratic socialism”. Now the new man-

ifesto brings the party back into European 

mainstream but leaves its activists still 

without a clue when it comes to concrete 

and worthy visions for current and future 

government. No one really knows what the 

SPD is really standing for and which project 

would justify its return to the job of chancel-

lor. Consequently, the comrades are strug-

gling to find their way around and act like an 

opposition party while being in government. 

How this party without a renewed project 

and more inspiring personnel can gain back 

power on national level in 2009 remains a 

mystery. But if anything can be said about 

Germany’s political system - and even more 

so its social-democrats since 1998 - then it is 

that nothing is impossible. 

Jan Seifert is a former European president of 

Young European Federalists

“The new manifesto 
brings the party 

back into European 
mainstream but leaves 
its activists still without 
a clue when it comes 

to concrete and worthy 
visions for current and 

future government. 
find its call.”

THE FUTURE OF 
EUROPEAN POLITICAL 
PARTIES

In the 50th year anniversary of the 

European Parliament, what future for 

political parties in Europe?

With: Brendan Donnelly, Federal Trust

John Palmer

Maurice Fraser 

In partnership with the European 

Movement, the Federal Trust and the 

European Institute, LSE 

Sunday 9th March 

7.30pm

Old Theatre, LSE 

for full program see 

www.festivalofeurope.eu
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develop reasonable positions on European 

matters. 

In recent years, anti-European and 

Eurosceptic political groups often in alli-

ance with populist and nationalistic parties 

have emerged and gained public attention 

in many countries. Pro-Europeans should 

keep on explaining that there is nothing 

resembling a giga-state in Brussels going 

over the heads of the citizens. Members of 

advocacy coalitions beyond partisan bor-

ders supporting the idea of a united Europe 

should not fall into a rhetorical trap by ac-

cepting that the EU faces more and more 

serious democracy deficits. Instead, the of-

fensive appearance of pro-European groups 

might convince people that one of the main 

objectives of the institutional reform pro-

cess during the last two decades of European 

integration has been to upgrade the degree 

of citizens’ representation, to increase the 

democratic nature of the decision-making 

procedures as well as to strengthen control 

mechanisms and transparency. 

Constitutional and institutional issues, 

however, are just part of the bigger pack-

age. There are mutual fears both in the old 

and new member states concerning the 

performance of the enlarged and enlarging 

“Successful 
pragmatic policy 

steps and the 
introduction of new 
grand ideas should 

go hand  
in hand.”

S
ince the agreement reached at 

the Lisbon summit about the 

Reform Treaty, new hopes have 

emerged that the long-last-

ing constitutional-institutional 

debates about the future shape of the 

European Union might be completed after 

a successful ratification process before the 

next European elections in 2009. If this pos-

itive scenario is realised, we would breathe 

easier after an unpleasant period of a world-

wide debate about the state of the European 

Union since the negative outcome of the 

French and Dutch referendums on the draft 

constitution in May/June 2005. The con-

fronting arguments turned round two dis-

senting views: is the European Union in a 

crisis or, perhaps, in a deep crisis?

Well, the failure of the approval of the 

European constitution in two founding 

member states expressed the inability of 

Euro-enthusiastic politicians, intellectu-

als and civil organisations to convince the 

majority of their societies to join them in 

their beliefs. Although the victory of the ‘no’ 

campaigns in France and the Netherlands 

did not occur simply because of a lack in 

popularity for an elite-driven project, it 

is still necessary to contemplate the tasks 

of pro-European public actors in order to 

change the embarrassingly sceptical/pes-

simistic public mood in many old and new 

member states. To avoid referendums on 

the new treaty almost everywhere inside 

the EU-27 seems to be a good solution from 

the perspective of political reasoning, but 

this method cannot solve the problem of a 

growing gap in attitudes and opinions con-

cerning the European project between elites 

and masses.

The idea that the ongoing battle for the 

souls and votes of the European citizens in 

all member states could be easily won by 

pro-European political forces simply using 

better communication tricks is an illusion. 

Public sentiments rooted in popular cul-

ture and past historic experiences cannot be 

overcome by professional PR messages. One 

of the most important obstacles that should 

be tackled by mainstream Europeans is the 

very limited general knowledge of the peo-

ple about European decision-making pro-

cesses and the role of the common institu-

tions. How can we imagine an even partially 

rational debate about the future of Europe if 

many Europeans have never heard anything 

about the present sharing of policy com-

petences between European and national 

levels? Moreover, it is still not common 

knowledge amongst a significant part of the 

European electorate that Members of the 

European Parliament do not sit and vote to-

gether in national blocks, but that they have 

joined competing political groups in the 

all-European trans-national party system. 

We might accept the argument that many 

citizens do not necessarily invest much en-

ergy in learning facts and opinions about 

political issues. But those who are inter-

ested in public affairs can usually make the 

difference between parliament, govern-

ment, opposition, and the constitutional 

court at the domestic level. The sad conse-

quence of missing basic information about 

the European institutions and the rules 

of the game is that Eurosceptics can eas-

ily misinterpret the decision-making pro-

cesses, the objectives and motivations of 

all-European ideas. 

The wide spread opinion that ordinary 

people cannot understand the unique 

European institutional framework and 

that therefore we should focus on simple, 

everyday European topics and policy is-

sues, which are closer to people’s concern, 

is both short-sighted and misleading in this 

simplified form. Although the democratic 

After the ‘Crisis’: Increasing 
Public Support for the EU
After the institutional wrangling, the EU must address its citizens’ knowledge about the way it works 
at the same time as promoting inspiring and unifying grand ideas.
István Hegedüs

procedures and the system of checks and 

balances in the European public life are dif-

ferent to the conventional constitutional 

methods people are more familiar with in 

the domestic political arena, all stakehold-

ers could learn the fundamental logic of the 

European institutional set-up. At least, cit-

izens should know who is (more) respon-

sible for the development of a special pol-

icy area: their national government or, let’s 

say, the European Commission? Education 

could raise the general level of public dis-

course. Not all citizens can attend courses 

of European Studies at universities, but 

without any clue to the political world of the 

EU there is no real chance for anybody to 
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European Union. Pro-European politicians 

should realise that bad feelings about there 

having allegedly been too much spending to 

support the economic catch-up of Central 

and Eastern European countries is just one 

side of the coin: people living in the former 

communist regions had the impression that 

the West hesitated too long before new de-

mocracies could join the European club of 

excellence. Hungarians still often complain 

that we are second-class members inside 

the EU since we do not receive the amount 

of financial transfers from the EU budget 

“rightly deserved”. Since dominant narra-

tives of European politics are not the same 

in the whole of Europe, the double-speak of 

politicians in order to calm down dissatis-

faction at home forecloses the crucial argu-

ment, namely that common efforts should 

be made for the sake of all Europeans.

When I saw the exhibition at the renewed 

Berlaymont building visited by crowds one 

year after the biggest enlargement in the 

history of European integration, it was an 

unpleasant surprise to me that once again 

the old version of the story was presented. 

The concept of the show did not include the 

complicated development of the “other” 

Europe before and after the Second World 

War. Jean Monnet was naturally the sym-

bolic figure of pragmatic federalism. But 

beside all the prominent West European 

constructors of an ever-closer union, there 

have been thinkers and politicians believ-

ing in a new Europe born in other parts of 

the continent. Guests of the Brussels fair 

might have learnt the name and fortune of 

Oszkár Jászi, the Hungarian social scientist, 

who had to leave for the United States in 

the nineteen-twenties after being a minis-

ter in Mihály Károlyi’s revolutionary gov-

ernment at the end of the First World War. 

In exile, as an antifascist and anticommu-

nist intellectual, he wrote a study entitled 

“The United States of Europe”, and whilst 

evaluating the disappointing and dan-

gerous European political situation of the 

1920s as well as listing the problems of the 

crumbled East-Central-European region 

facing national antagonisms and violations 

of minority rights, he proposed the integra-

tion of the European nations.

Today, successful pragmatic policy steps 

and the introduction of new grand ideas 

should go hand in hand.  These efforts might 

improve the overall political climate and 

help tolerant patriotism fit into European 

identity. Hopefully, mainstream European 

political elites have regained their self-con-

fidence in their roles. The growing role of 

the European Parliament and an increas-

ingly partisan debate on European issues 

might mobilise more and more citizens to 

realise that European and national issues 

are interlinked with one another. 

No doubt: the challenges facing the EU at 

the beginning of the twenty-first century 

will be seen retrospectively as the child-

hood diseases of a long and prosperous de-

velopment of an united Europe!  

Istvan Hegedus is the Chariman of the Hungarian 

Europe Society

2008 marks the 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration 

on Human Rights, adopted by the United Nations on December 

10th 1948. Two years later, the European Convention on Human 

Rights was adopted by the Council of Europe to protect human 

rights and fundamental freedoms, establishing the European 

Court of Human Rights. All 46 member states of the Council of 

Europe have signed up to the Convention

The European Charter of Fundamental Rights was drafted in 

2000 to allow the European Communities to accede to the 

European Convention. As part of the EU Reform Treaty, if it is 

ratified, all states in the European Union will be signing up to 

the European Charter on Fundamental Rights, apart from the 

UK and Poland, both of which have opt outs.

In their most recent reports, both Amnesty International and 

Human Rights Watch signal as causes for concern in the EU 

area: racial and ethnic discrimination; people trafficking; 

violence against women; detention and expulsion of people 

seeking asylum and migrants; lack of a fair trial and access to 

justice; the excessive use of force by police; and infringements 

arising from ‘counter-terrorist’ actions and extraditions.

60 YEARS ON FROM THE UNIVERSAL 
DECLARATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS

Above: photography by Zsuzsanna Ardó,  below: Memory in the Sand, photography by Zsuzsanna Ardó, www.ardo.org

As part of the London Festival of Europe 2008,  
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HUMAN RIGHTS

Gilbert Achcar, SOAS 
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teaching at Birkbeck University
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Amnesty International ECCE HOMO 

Photo Exhibition 

by Zsuzsanna Ardó. 
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We enter from the decayed renaissance 

meanders of 16th century Villa Medici, 

careful not to slip over a Roman column 

lying flat on the tight corridor leading to 

the first room of the exhibition. Staring at 

this dead ancient marble it seems to re-

veal itself as the surreal end of a pipe, per-

haps a beak utilising a hollowed Roman 

column once bringing water from the 

nearby house reservoir. Or maybe, and 

this thought suddenly crosses our mind, 

we have already entered the exhibition, 

where the works are arranged by the art-

ist himself for these spectacular spaces, 

and this is the first to cross our path. This 

ambiguity, which must not be untied, is 

the key to the whole journey, and indeed 

to the art of Giuseppe Penone, this art-

ist who respects the craft of traditional 

sculpture and believes in the poetry of 

nature. And it is in fact towards simple re-

ality, sheer immanence, that the works of 

this exhibition force our attention. Life in 

its unfolding, its growth and its mutation; 

life that itself become, in this arte povera 

where wood and natural forms predomi-

nate, the material of artistic creation, re-

turning us to a basic condition of affinity 

with the world.

Accessing the first room a wide rectangle 

composed of several blocs of tree bark 

cast in bronze lies on the floor; Lo Spazio 

della Scultura. One section is raised from 

the ground by about half a meter and 

sustained by several curved branches 

and covered in animal skin, distinguish-

able from the bronze-cast bark by its soft 

curves and opaque response to the light of 

the room. Seen from the distance it is an 

uncanny presence, somewhat recalling, 

in form, Salvador Dali’s surreal elephants 

with their long thin legs. But this juxtapo-

sition, the panels lying on the floor and 

the suspended, emerging pioneer in their 

centre, serves to make the structure come 

alive, assuming not only a strong dynamic 

element, a forceful three-dimensionality, 

but also the suggestion of life and breath-

ing. This feeling is further reinforced by 

the contrast offered by the naked, cold, 

and sickly yellow stone of the section of 

the pavement left visible, like an open 

wound, under the raised panel.

Proceeding through our labyrinth we 

reach a raised and wide corridor, where 

branches and leaves of all sizes parade 

in a line of anthropomorphic statues like 

soldiers under review; it is the series Pelle 

di Foglie, once again cast in bronze, a ma-

terial which, according to Penone, “re-

sembles the natural”, not only because 

if left in the open it reacts to the weather 

oxidising and changing in colour, but be-

cause the process of fusion dates to an 

ancient past of animistic believes. An as-

semblage of leaves reminds us of a human 

face, another of a heart; branches as wav-

ing hands, saplings as marching feet; the 

proportions those of a body. Despite the 

simplicity and familiarity of the materials 

the artist magically draws out the force-

ful uncanny of the natural, in a wizardry 

giving life to the inert, conferring it the 

status of creature. And indeed, there is a 

strange foreignness of company to these 

statues, not too unlike the sudden emo-

tion, a mixture of fear, surprise, and cu-

riosity, of abruptly running into a mys-

terious person on a desolated mountain 

path. This near becoming-man of a tree 

is at basis of another of Penone’s works, 

the celebrated Alpi Marittime, where a se-

ries of interventions of the artists are di-

rectly inscribed in the process of growth 

of the tree; he has inserted the cast of his 

hand in the trunk, which will continue to 

grow with the exception of this point; or 

he hugs a tree marking his profile on the 

bark, so that his action will be conserved 

with its growth. 

The exhibition continues in the mar-

vellous gardens of the villa, where the 

lavishly decorated internal façade of 

the palace finally becomes fully visible. 

Scattered over the grass, broken frag-

ments of Roman columns, like in a pit of 

sacred capitols, a quarry of Ionic marble. 

Suddenly staring at us is Idee di Pietra, 

like a delayed contrapposto to the flat in-

stallation of the first room; a solemn tree, 

cast in bronze, rises from this low gar-

den weighted by large river stones laid 

on its branches. The tree appears pulled 

back towards the ground, constrained, 

immobilised. Paradoxically, precisely 

this attempt to halt and immortalise the 

tree seems to make it appear even more 

alive, mobile, symphonic. The very ne-

cessity of having to anchor the tree with 

heavy rocks cannot, in a Heraclitean 

game of the opposites, but remind us 

that this tree is ultimately something 

alive, making us believe, in a sudden 

moment of ecstasy, that without those 

grey anchors it would fly off, or grow at 

magical speed and break the windows 

of the surrounding palace. But perhaps 

the strange union of wood and stone ap-

pears to betray a complicit understand-

ing, the forging of a unity not absurd 

but harmonious; “after having tried to 

avoid the obstacles present in the sur-

rounding environment”, write Penone, 

“the tree absorbs them”. This process 

of absorption, stressing the life-pro-

cess of the natural, here again turn

Giuseppe Penone – 
Poet of the Uncanny 
Giuseppe Penone, originally included by the art critic Germano Celant in the movement of “Arte Povera”, is most 
celebrated for his investigation of the relation between nature and man. His art is often classified as Land Art or Process 
Art. Villa Medici, home of the Académie de France à Rome, is hosting a magnificent journey through the evocative 
production of this timeless artist. 
Lorenzo Marsili

“What’s an idea that 
appears suddenly or 

after a long a reflection? 
An idea that has been 
formed by adding up 

the myriad of preceding 
thoughts, polished by 
the passage of time, 
compacted by the 

weight of memories, 
damaged by doubts 
and incertitude? It is 
the stone of a river 

appearing between the 
branches of a tree” 
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ing our attention to the very aliveness of 

the breathing of the cosmos around us 

that so much characterises this art, is of-

fered as a metaphor for the human pro-

cess of growth itself; Penone, in a beau-

tiful text in the exhibition catalogue, 

writes: “what’s an idea that appears sud-

denly or after a long a reflection? An idea 

that has been formed by adding up the 

myriad of preceding thoughts, polished 

by the passage of time, compacted by the 

weight of memories, damaged by doubts 

and incertitude…? It is the stone of a 

river appearing between the branches of 

a tree…”

The very last room of the exhibition, an 

isolated, minute closed space at the far 

end of the gardens, features the evoca-

tive Pietra di Foglie. It is a simple com-

position, a large rock, seemingly from the 

banks of a river, surrounded by a myr-

iad of fallen laurel leaves. The crisp but 

soothing scent of laurel (but which could 

equally well be musk, cedar, or again eu-

calyptus, to each his childhood) contrib-

utes to making the scene appear perfectly 

simple and real. And indeed, if visual art 

has traditionally favoured what Hegel 

called the “theoretical sense”, of sight, 

the art of Penone returns us to the mate-

rial truth of touch, and smell. The invoca-

tion that comes from this room, as from 

the rest of the exhibition, is to open our 

senses on our next stroll out, halting, still 

in body but voyaging in mind, in front of 

a pine tree shaken by the wind.

The enchantment of Penone, and the 

deepest meaning of the adjective “pov-

era” to describe this art, is to open up a 

whole realm of possibility from the very 

everydayness of our lives, returning our 

gaze modified to the world around us. 

The final empty corridor which we pass 

leaving the exhibition offers a good ex-

ample of the propaedeutic function of 

this art. The walls of the room are on one 

side built of ochre bricks, on the other 

painted of milky white. On this second 

side, breaking the parade of plaster, is a 

mysterious protuberance of stone, like 

the amputated limb of an old arch, or the 

last survivor of an architrave that once 

sustained a lower ceiling. The profound 

disruption offered to the perceptual act 

by this piece of stone, unwanted and 

unreasonable, without function or aes-

thetic, is an awareness that must be cul-

tivated through a particular attention to 

the breathing of the space that surrounds 

us, an inclination to its absorption and 

investigation. Almost a subversive stance 

in an age marked by fast consumption 

and instantaneous gratification.  

Giuseppe Penone

30th January – 25th March

Académie de France à Rome, Villa Medici 
Opposite page: Idee di pietra,  above: Lo spazio della scultura,  below: Pelle di foglie
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we continue moving in a desolate land-

scape when suddenly that landscape be-

comes animated and alive, completely dif-

ferent and new. This was, for example, the 

case with the United States in the passage 

from the 1950s to the 1960s, when I was liv-

ing there. There was nothing in the America 

of Eisenhower predicting the America of 

Kennedy and Luther King, the cultural re-

naissance, from the beat generation to 

Woodstock, the free speech movement in 

Berkeley and the 1968 of Chicago. This was 

an immense revolution that has revitalised 

and redefined the United States, leaving 

behind with an incredible force the unbe-

lievably boring, irrelevant, and pitiful 

INTERVIEW WITH 
FURIO COLOMBO

Furio Colombo, Furio Colombo, currently Senator in the Italian Parliament, is former 
editor-in-chief of daily L’Unita, former Director of the Italian Cultural Institute in New 
York, former correspondent for La Stampa and La Repubblica from the USA, and professor 
of journalism at Columbia University. 

E
uropean Alternatives: The 

name of Europe seems to res-

onate less and less, referring in 

the minds of its citizens more 

to the grey corridors of Brussels 

than the extreme creative diversity that 

always characterised this continent. Is it 

too unrealistic to imagine the possibility 

of a renewed and concerted cultural ef-

fort that may truly open up the possibility 

of a new understanding of the European 

project? 

Furio Colombo: This question hits a cru-

cial problem that is difficult to answer. 

Europe is politically and culturally weak, 

but has an immense economical force. 

It is the first time in history that an eco-

nomic force refuses to have pride in its 

culture and identity. Usually when a sub-

ject achieves independence and economic 

strength it becomes self-satisfied and tries 

to send out messages of its successes. 

Maybe not necessarily celebrative, per-

haps instead critical, for after all in regimes 

of liberty it is wealth that brings critical vi-

tality. But this does not happen, neither as 

the celebration of a new sense of belonging 

nor as a distinction or contraposition from 

it, and this is surely a problem not easy to 

solve for as long as Europe remains voice-

less. Europe looks itself at the mirror but 

does not see anything, which is sad and 

representative of the crisis we are currently 

living through. Having realised almost 

everything apart from a constitutional 

chart, Europe currently exists mainly in 

its bureaucratic aspects. I am convinced 

kids in schools do not feel “Europe”, aside 

from some privileges in travelling with 

greater ease in what was once called “for-

eign countries”, but they don’t have, even 

distantly, that pride that even the last of the 

Americans who passed the frontier illegally 

has for the simple fact of living in the terri-

tory of the United States. The united states 

of Europe have never been born, there is 

unfortunately no European pride, and in 

the best of cases we see a frankly pathetic 

race between Spain who claims to have 

surpassed Italy, France claiming to have 

surpassed the UK, Germany claiming it has 

surpassed France and the UK, etc., which 

is all very modest because these claims are 

not being made in relation to India, China 

or Japan, but to one another, where one 

should think that the growth of one is the 

growth of the other and the crisis of one 

the crisis of the other. But these thoughts 

do not enter the minds of European poli-

ticians, who have only given up minimum 

parts of their powers, and seem unable to 

govern Europe instead of merely governing 

a fraction of it. 

But let us say something that may give us 

an element of hope. When there are very 

strong crises it is not always the case that 

the way out becomes apparent much be-

fore its arrival; it can very well happen that 

AFTER WE HAVE MADE 
THE LIST OF ALL THAT 
DOES NOT WORK IN THE 
EUROPEAN UNION, ITS 
SENSE OF SOLITUDE, OF 
VOID, OF APHASIA… 
WHY COULD IT NOT BE 
THAT SUDDENLY THERE 
WILL EMERGE A GREAT 
LAND CALLED EUROPE? 
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1950s where everything was ugly, where 

cinema, literature and music was boring, 

middle-class and claustrophobic. And sud-

denly a country without borders emerged, 

without limits, open to the world, with 

the most extraordinary creative capacity. 

But all this happened unexpectedly and at 

once. America redefined itself and its rel-

evance in the world beginning from a few 

months in which it revealed itself as a new 

country. Why couldn’t this happen with 

Europe? After we have made the list of all 

that does not work in the European Union, 

its sense of solitude, of void, of aphasia, 

after we have pictured this edifice where 

only bureaucratic commas and precepts 

resound full of instructions for use but 

devoid of ideas on meaning or direction, 

this giant and rich ship left anchored in a 

harbour from which it does not have the 

courage to move, why could it not be that  

suddenly there will emerge a great land 

called Europe? 

EA: Next month our journal will organ-

ise a Congress of European writers, art-

ists, and critics to reason on the meaning 

and responsibility of artistic creation in 

the current European panorama. You are 

amongst the founders of “Gruppo 63”, 

which self-consciously called itself an 

“avant-garde” movement. Does this term 

still have a meaning today? Can one still 

imagine a movement of social rejuvena-

tion arising from cultural actors?

Furio Colombo: An artist does not have 

other obligations apart from his aesthetic, 

poetic, or personal code, his expressive ca-

pacity and his courage. The rest remains 

dependant on temporal circumstances 

difficult to predict. For example, Gruppo 

63 was born in a situation that greatly fa-

voured aggregation between different 

kinds of artistic practices; from writers to 

painters, from architects to musicians, 

there was a strong desire to get together, to 

theorise together ways of understanding a 

cultural renovation of one’s country, some-

thing that in other epochs has not been the 

case and that the present era lacks entirely. 

The current period is rich in talent and ex-

pressive capacity, but they don’t tend to 

get together, they don’t want to do it, nor 

do they have a particular nostalgia for us 

who have done it or a particular desire to 

imitate us. On the contrary, maybe I see a 

negative judgement towards groups that 

have been pivotal for the cultural pro-

duction of the twentieth century but that 

are now looked at with distance. Today a 

strong personal solitude is more typical, 

which is another way of being protagonists 

of a creative life. I believe this protagonism 

under conditions of adequate freedom will 

continue to express itself even without giv-

ing birth, or at least not for now, to clearly 

labelled groups, or “great” magazines serv-

ing as a cultural push for particular modes 

of expression. In the United States, for ex-

ample, the New York Review of Books is a 

great publisher managed with insight by 

its editors, but it is not and does not repre-

sent a group, which it did when it was first 

founded. 

EA: As we speak, representatives of the 

African diaspora, supported by the pres-

ident of Senegal, are protesting in front 

of the European Commission in Brussels 

against what they perceive as unjust trade 

agreements reached at the last EU-Africa 

summit in Lisbon. In a recent interview 

for our journal Gianni Vattimo joined the 

chorus of those who see in the EU merely 

a “neoliberal war machine”; Vattimo used 

the term “a new office of the world bank”. 

Do you believe this criticism is grounded?

Furio Colombo: The issue is not whether 

these critiques are grounded; the moment 

one side feels an injustice, even only as 

a subjective perception, it has a right to 

protest and to make this protest heard. 

The problem is that this protest is des-

tined to fall in the void because there is no 

European political power capable of re-

sponding. One imagines an action and a 

reaction but one of the protagonists is ab-

sent, and this is Europe. Defining it as an 

office of the World Bank is clever but does 

not mean very much, for it would imply 

that it has a will, a coherence, a structure, 

and a leadership, all things that Europe 

does not have. 

EA: Let’s come to Italy. There is currently 

a large discussion in the media about the 

so-called “Italian decline”, ranging from 

a relatively weak economic performance 

over the last 15 years to the scandal of 

garbage in Naples and the weakness of the 

government to take action on sensible is-

sues. The foreign press, from the New York 

Times to the Financial Times, has been 

particularly critical of the country lately. 

Some commentators suggest that the re-

sponsibility lies with the political class, 

pointing to the vivacity of Italian society, 

the successes of its export and the creativ-

ity of its industries; some claim that the 

political situation is just the expression of 

a sick society. You have been on both sides 

of the barricade: I wonder what opinion 

you have on the current crisis?

Furio Colombo: Each country is a con-

tainer inside other containers, and Italy, 

often judged on its own, is instead part 

of Europe and the economy reality of the 

West, sharing the problems that affect the 

entire globalised world. We can think of 

the current torment in the United States, 

where the primary elections are seen as so 

important and dramatic precisely because 

Americans are longing for a change, per-

ceiving their situation as one of difficulty 

or crisis. In the United States there is also 

an economic crisis manifesting itself both 

in the stock exchange and the price of oil 

that is shacking the group of industrial-

ised countries, including the largest and 

most powerful nation. There is still a lot 

of uncertainty surrounding this crisis, nei-

ther the collapse of the stock exchanges 

EUROPEAN POLITICIANS 
SEEM UNABLE TO GOVERN 
EUROPE INSTEAD OF 
MERELY GOVERNING A 
FRACTION OF IT.

nor the rise in energy prices are yet com-

pletely understood phenomena; of course 

we know about the effects of industrialisa-

tion in China and India on the increase in 

global demand, the never-ending war in 

Iraq, the deterioration of the situation in 

Afghanistan, the explosion of sub-prime 

loans, etc. 

Now if we think how much the political 

and economic life of the largest and most 

powerful country of the series to which 

Italy belongs is affected, we become aware 

that Italy is shaken with force by similar 

torments. And when these reach Italy they 

increase in magnitude. Firstly, because by 

the time they reach Italy they have diffused 

in the world and have influenced the many 

other economies that influence Italy’s; sec-

ondly, because Italy is a smaller country, 

with a more tormented past; lastly because 

Italy has generated and is living an addi-

tional profound crisis that is entirely of  

its creation.

Indeed, in Italy there are two concurrent 

crises, determining a risk similar to the 

transversal and undulatory oscillations of 

a bridge; experts tell us that a well-built 

bridge does not fall just for a transversal or 

undulatory shock, but only when the two 

happen simultaneously. Italy is living two 

crises at once, and this is the difference be-

tween the Italian crisis and that of France, 

Spain, United States, etc. And what is this 

peculiarly Italian crisis? It is a profound 

crisis in trust from the bottom up, from 

public opinion towards politics, and from 

the top down, in the incapacity to create 

new leadership and create confidence; it is 

a profound break between the upper and 

lower economical strata, where the poor 

are becoming more and more poor and 

the rich are barely affected; it is a crisis of 

communication and information, which in 

Italy has reached its lowest point. 

To understand the analogy we made with 

the United States we could think of a re-

cent and much celebrated film, “Lions for 

Lambs”, by Robert Redford. This a particu-

larly dramatic scenario for a country like 

the US, which has always been admired as 

the home of great journalism, where the 

film shows that journalism can at times be-

tray the trust of citizens, the “consumers” 

of news with a right to the truth, and ac-

cept to become a partner of power by dif-

fusing false information, in this case about 

the war. In Italy this situation is aggravated 

by a uniquely Italian historical accident; 

Italy has been governed for five years by a 

man who is the owner of most sources of 

information in the country, controlling vir-

tually all private TV channels, a large share 

of radio and newspapers, and having ar-

rived to control public broadcasting when 

he assumed the role of prime minister. 

This phenomenon has never come about 

elsewhere. It is deeply connected with an-

other problem, which many Italians see as 

the most serious, and it is that of the con-

flict of interest, which means that someone 

can pass laws in his own favour and then 

cover his traces because he disposes of vir-

tual control of all information. This is what 

happened in five years of Berlusconi gov-

ernment; Italy has been gravely damaged 

in its economy, in its international prestige, 

its image, its international relations, with-

out Italians knowing it because informa-

tion has been forcefully manipulated. The 

particular ability of this system is to have 

prepared an “afterwards”, so that if it’s true 

that now Berlusconi is no longer in power, 

the continuous intimidations that the 

Berlusconi government made towards the 

Italian information system over the years 

lasts still today. Every journalist who wants 

to have a career, a future, the possibility to 

transfer from A to B, must be palatable to 

one person. This shows the caution of the 

news, the prudence of the newspapers, 

the extreme lightness with which at times 

enormous gaffes of Berlusconi are treated. 

This is a clear cessation in the function 

of journalism that has made much more 

tepid and weak the action of the Prodi  

government following the Berlusconi  

administration.  

This interview was recorded on January 16th, 

2008. On January 25th the Prodi government was 

forced to resign after only two years in office 

following the defection of a centrist party. Early 

elections are scheduled for the month of April. 

Silvio Berlusconi is currently indicated by most 

surveys as around 10 point ahead the centre-left 

coalition.

FROM WRITERS TO 
PAINTERS, FROM 
ARCHITECTS TO 
MUSICIANS, IN THE 
PAST THERE WAS A 
STRONG DESIRE TO GET 
TOGETHER, TO THEORISE 
TOGETHER WAYS OF 
UNDERSTANDING A 
CULTURAL RENOVATION 
OF ONE’S COUNTRY, 
SOMETHING THAT THE 
PRESENT ERA LACKS 
ENTIRELY.
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ENGAGEMENT AND THE ARTS 
IN EUROPE

F
rom now on we live in imaginary 

communities. From when we cow-

ered together in fear of the earliest 

thunderbolts of Zeus, the imagi-

nation has been the fundamental 

human faculty holding us together, but the 

specificity of large parts of the modern world 

is that we live in communities knowing full-

well they are imaginary. The comparative 

ease with which many of us can cross geo-

graphical obstacles, globalised communica-

tions and the speed with which demograph-

ics is changing all call us to question what 

holds us together, and the only remaining 

answer is a shared imagination. To say that 

communities are imaginary is not at all to 

say they are false: on the contrary, it is to say 

they are absolutely real in virtue of shared 

imaginative spaces, the only spaces in which 

human communities can exist.

Europe is at the forefront of this global 

movement. Here, where there is so much 

by which communities could be defined 

and divided, when the defence and de-

marcation of different cultures, nations, 

religions, languages has taken up so much 

of our resources and blood, we are finally 

thrown forwards towards an identity no-

one but wily old Zeus can fully capture: 

European. All attempts at saying what is or 

is not European necessarily fail, because 

they misunderstand the nature of the ad-

jective: European is a way of carrying on, it 

is an endless process of self-creation. Some 

of us once made the disastrous mistake of 

thinking we had grasped for once and for 

all what Europe is and could impose it on 

others. From now on Europe can only pro-

gress by including its alterities. The imagi-

nation is the only structure which has the 

required property of being open to others 

whilst not destroying their difference. The 

imagination is the structure of negative 

capability.

The responsibility of those who tend to the 

As artists, writers, musicians and thinkers come to London for a Cultural Congress as part of the Festival of 
Europe, what is the relationship between the arts and engagement in Europe?

NICCOLÓ MILANESE

imagination could not be higher. Not only 

do they have the responsibility for caring 

for the resources which hold our commu-

nities together, but they also have the re-

sponsibility for tending to those resources 

in such a way that we do not define our-

selves against one another, that we do not 

foreclose difference too quickly. They have 

the responsibility for turning civilisations 

inside-out. The Europeans, living after and 

in spite of the many collapses of their own 

‘civilisations’, have a historic duty.

Who are those who tend to the imagina-

tion? For us they are to begin with arche-

types we have inherited from antiquity: the 

poet, the writer, the painter, the sculptor, 

the musician, the dancer, the philosopher, 

the critic. The imaginative tools we inherit 

as Europeans have been shaped and devel-

oped by these figures from the beginning 

of history, and they each carry a particular 

historical charge and character.

There are archetypes we have invented 

more recently, which are technological 

developments of the older archetypes: 

the photographer, the film maker, the TV 

producer, the radio script writer, the web 

designer. Technological developments in 

communications have opened up entirely 

new domains for the imagination to fill. 

The modern world is increasingly struc-

tured according to these new technologies 

of communication. Like all features of the 

modern world, that is a huge opportunity 

as well as a huge danger, which means to 

say it is a heavy responsibility. The danger 

is that the new technologies used inhu-

manely and unimaginatively tend to be al-

ienating and solipsistic. The structures and 

prerogatives of technology are not auto-

matically the same structures and prerog-

atives as those of human understanding, 

and they are by default private and per-

sonal, despite their apparent claim to 

SOME OF US ONCE 
MADE THE DISASTROUS 
MISTAKE OF THINKING 
WE HAD GRASPED FOR 
ONCE AND FOR ALL WHAT 
EUROPE IS AND COULD 
IMPOSE IT ON OTHERS. 
FROM NOW ON EUROPE 
CAN ONLY PROGRESS 
BY INCLUDING ITS 
ALTERITIES.

THE RESPONSIBILITY 
OF THOSE WHO TEND 
TO THE IMAGINATION 
COULD NOT BE HIGHER. 
THEY HAVE THE 
RESPONSIBILITY FOR 
TURNING CIVILISATIONS 
INSIDE-OUT.
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opening intersubjective spaces. The new 

technologies of communication employ 

the modes of expression which belong to 

the arts, but do so impersonally. So long as 

the communities created via new technol-

ogy remain merely ‘virtual’, they will not be 

human communities at all. They require 

the artist to make them real. The huge op-

portunity opened up by new technologies 

of communication is to give to the artist 

complete and direct influence over the 

state of real interpersonal relations by the 

exercise of his or her imagination. A fea-

ture of new technologies is that in using 

them each and every one of us is required 

to be an artist in this sense.

Europe is not a giant translation machine. 

For translation to be worthwhile there 

must be languages to translate between. 

The huge richness of the languages of 

Europe is an extremely good reason for 

being grateful that the language of Europe 

is not (only) translation. The languages we 

inhabit, which enter into us and structure 

the way we understand the world, are one 

of the ways our cultural and historical in-

heritance is given to us. Language is part 

of the living organism that we are, and re-

quires the same attention, care, preserva-

tion and innovation. For a long time the 

languages of Europe have not belonged 

to any one people; in virtue of translation, 

but also in virtue of individual and collec-

tive multilingualism and as a side effect of 

domination. The search for a perfect lan-

guage is perhaps a peculiarly European 

search, which has fascinated the most 

powerful of our thinkers and poets. But 

if they have been impassioned by this 

search, it is because they felt the richness 

of all the languages in Europe: the power 

of languages leads to awe, the diversity of 

equally rich languages to the idea of an 

even greater language.

The European fascination for languages 

tends to distract from other modes of com-

munication in the arts other than litera-

ture-on-the-page. But many of the same 

questions can be put with regards to these 

other modes as are raised with regards to 

language: are there different ‘languages’ 

of sculpture or dance, which might vary 

throughout Europe? It is probably mis-

taken to imperiously extend the paradigm 

of language to cover these means of expres-

sion: language is one amongst them. At 

the very least we can say in general about 

the arts that there are different traditions, 

different costumes, different customs, dif-

ferent canons spread throughout Europe. 

And furthermore we can say that from the 

beginning, in Europe, these traditions and 

customs have been inescapably mixed and 

shared, even when the greatest efforts have 

been made to keep them ‘pure’.

But the contemporary European might re-

gard the customs, costumes and canons 

he or she has ‘inherited’ as entirely for-

eign, and the idea of tradition something 

that has been overthrown by modernism. 

The apocalyptic visions of Europe’s cul-

tural fate are well known. George Steiner 

often paints an image of TS Eliot and Ezra 

Pound rushing through Europe collect-

ing artefacts from the museums before 

the collapse. Paul Valéry paints the image 

of a European Hamlet in the graveyard of 

European culture, picking up the skulls 

he at first does not recognise. This one is 

Leonardo’s, that one is Leibniz. What is 

he to do with these skulls? If he abandons 

them, will he be abandoning himself? 

The solution to the cultural impasse is re-

valorisation and re-appropriation, as well 

as innovation in the arts. To say that the 

European artist finds himself emerging 

from an intellectual heritage is not to say he 

or she must be burdened by it, or reverential 

towards it. Indeed it is to say the contrary: 

it is to say that the European artist must 

move from where he finds himself, taking 

account of where that is. Revalorisation and 

innovation are no longer opposites. The 

various imaginative spaces in Europe are 

all of them historically conditioned, as all 

the communities in Europe are historically 

conditioned. To be a European innovator in 

the arts is to give a reinterpretation of these 

conditions, albeit implicitly. If there has 

been a collapse of European culture – and 

I suspect to totalise the collapse is to go too 

far – then the response and the responsibil-

ity is to reinterpret European culture after 

the collapse. And whatever the actual 

state of European culture, it can no longer 

look only to itself for its resources. Not only 

have elements of European culture entered 

the entire world, been taken up by others, 

deconstructed and rebuilt, but all the world 

has entered Europe: every god of almost 

every culture the world has known has left 

some traces here. Europe is not primarily 

a geographical space: it is a continual at-

tempt to give some value to its own history. 

Mnemosyne is the mother of the muses, and 

the family of the muses is more diverse than  

ever before. 

The predicament of the European Hamlet 

can be generalised to encompass the 

contemporary spirit of Europe: at an im-

passe, always in a ‘period of reflection’, 

nervous, hesitant. All that I have said sug-

gests that the role of the artist in Europe 

is fundamental for moving beyond this. 

The European legislator has only the re-

sources he is rendered by those who care 

for the imagination. He or she has the di-

verse histories and traditions of Europe 

– which implicitly involve all the world. 

The legislator has the fears and hopes of 

the diverse peoples in Europe. But these 

can only been employed to govern posi-

tively if they are nurtured into a healthy 

shape. If not, the legislator relies only on 

force. The engagement of the artist is pre-

cisely here: the artist carries the respon-

sibility for the care of the imaginative re-

sources of the Europeans, the only means 

by which a European community can 

be built. This engagement is fundamen-

tally political in the sense of continually 

re-generating a European polis, of re-gen-

erating European ways of living together. 

THE FUTURE OF ARTS IN EUROPE
An International Cultural Congress

15th and 16th March

Chelsea College of the Arts

Over two days artists, writers, philosophers, musicians and other cultural producers 

will discuss a variety of crucial topics for the future of the arts in Europe.

This public congress is the first action of the European Alternatives program on the 

role of the artist in Europe.

Congress in partnership with Critical Practice Group at Chelsea, who will organise a 

special workshop on Sunday 16th. 

See www.festivalofeurope.eu for full Congress program and forums

Free and open to all. Workshops require registration: editors@euroalter.com

Banqueting Hall, Chelsea College of the Arts, 

16 John Islip Street, London, SW1P 4JU

Supported by 

This imaginative re-generation can only 

take place at a European level, in contem-

porary Europe, because all the potential 

substantives around which communities 

can be built have been shown to fail. From 

now on communities can only be built as 

ways of carrying on, of ways of striving 

and aspiring: for us, under these skies, 

Europe as an ideal describes these ways.   

The political engagement called for is there-

fore more fundamental than left-or-right 

surface distinctions in political programs. 

It is much commented that the surface dis-

tinctions of political programs are increas-

ingly only a façade, and that no real political 

choices remain. In so far as any real modern 

political program relies both on an interpre-

tation of history and a project for the future, 

all that I have said suggests that it is only by the 

kind cultural engagement here advocated 

at the fundamental level that these choices  

will reappear.

If the meaning of political engagement in 

the arts for Europe is now at this funda-

mental level, it will nevertheless be articu-

lated and realised with respect to particu-

lar conflicts and political causes in par-

ticular places at particular times: be these 

at the level of immediate human survival 

or human rights, or be they intellectual 

and artistic. It is by definition impossi-

ble to speak for all of Europe, for all time. 

Therefore the artistic engagement that will 

contribute to the generation of a European 

polis will be variegated through different 

levels of generality: from geographically 

highly specific conflicts to issues that con-

cern directly the whole world. But at each 

of these levels these causes can be fought 

for as a European act by Europeans. To say 

that is just to say that Europeans, inescap-

ably caught up in their own history, engage 

politically as Europeans.  

The calls for a ‘European soul’, for ‘cul-

ture’ in Europe from the political classes 

are often naïve and sometimes obfusca-

tory, but they are consistently present and 

more and more loudly heard. Like all things 

in modern Europe, that presents a huge 

opportunity as well as huge dangers. The 

huge dangers are that ‘culture’ once again 

becomes understood as something ‘pure’ 

and exclusionary, and Europe falls back on 

itself and fully collapses; the huge opportu-

nity is that Europe can re-imagine itself as a 

community based on justice and inclusion. 

The opportunities are there to be taken: 

Europa is still just about visible ahead of 

us. Perhaps if we lose sight of her we will be 

lucky enough to find another guide, but if 

we are not it will be our own fault.  

EUROPE IS NOT A  
GIANT TRANSLATION 
MACHINE.

SATURDAY 15th: 

12.30 pm Opening

1.30pm – 4.30pm Workshops

5pm – Hans Ulrich Obrist in 

Conversation with artists and 

writers on the idea of Europe

SUNDAY 16th:  

1pm – 5pm Workshops

5.30pm:  Towards a European Cultural 

Avant Garde Debate featuring 

Gianni Vattimo

THE PREDICAMENT OF 
THE EUROPEAN HAMLET 
CAN BE GENERALISED 
TO ENCOMPASS THE 
CONTEMPORARY SPIRIT 
OF EUROPE: AT AN 
IMPASSE, ALWAYS IN A 
‘PERIOD OF REFLECTION’, 
NERVOUS, HESITANT.
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O
n the 13th March 1977, the 

70 year old Czech philos-

opher Jan Patočka died 

under a final police inter-

rogation. One of the found-

ers of Charter 77 along with Vaclav Havel 

- who later acknowledged the spiritual in-

fluence of Patočka in both Charter 77 and 

the Velvet Revolution – Patočka was chased 

out of teaching at university no less than 

three times by the authorities and so gave 

his seminars clandestinely. The transcript 

of the final police interrogations read iron-

ically like a testimony: one policeman asks 

Patočka about why he took on the role of 

spokesperson for Charter 77, and notes his 

response as ‘it is extremely unlikely that an-

yone else would have the courage to do it’.

Disciple of Husserl and phenomenology, 

Patočka is the most important post-war 

philosopher to have theorised the notion 

of ‘Europe’, elevating Europe to the status 

of an idea. Europe is the principles of its 

own history, which are to be found in its 

philosophical, scientific and literary herit-

age. The two world wars affected this idea 

in a paradoxical way: the wars manifested 

the defeat of Europe’s attempt to dominate 

the world, but at the same time gave the 

fruits of Europe’s technological and scien-

tific invention to the whole world. Patočka 

was the first to see the predicament glo-

balisation would throw Europe into: how 

to find justification for itself in a world that 

has appropriated Europe’s own technol-

ogies of development? This is the predic-

ament for Europe in the post-European 

world. Patočka’s response is taken from the 

beginning of the European philosophical 

tradition. Employing the Socratic notion 

of ‘looking after the spirit’ or ‘care’, Patočka 

paints Europe’s role in the post-European 

world as that of changing the principles of 

development it itself gave to the world, mit-

igating their auto-destructive tendencies. 

Looking after the spirit is necessarily 

philosophical, political and existential. 

Philosophical, because Europe must renew 

its questioning spirit to interrogate its own 

principles; political and existential because 

it requires taking responsibility for the com-

mon good, the rejecting the easy comforts 

of making security one’s only concern, and 

the courage to place the liberty and dignity 

of men above the ‘chains that tie life to its 

own consummation.’ 

By uncovering its most deeply rooted phil-

osophical traditions, Europe could again 

take on the role of changing the world in 

the post-European age of globalisation, 

not by ordering the world to its own ends, 

but by taking responsibility for the spiritual 

transformation and unification of the world 

through its caring for itself. The courage and 

foresight of Jan Patočka in urging Europe 

to take this responsibility makes him not 

only an essential philosopher for today’s 

Europe, but also an essential example of an  

engaged citizen. 

JAN PATOCKA, 
PHILOSOPHER  
OF EUROPE 
AND AFTER

‘JAN PATOCKA 
AND THE IDEA 
OF EUROPE’

Special event celebrating Patocka 

and his heritage as part of the London 

Festival of Europe 2008.

Featuring: Ivan Chvatik, Director of 

‘Patôcka Archives Prague’, 

Ludger Hagedorn, Patocka research 

project, IWN Vienna.

11th March 2008

6pm, Room 347 UCL School of Slavonic 

and East European Studies, 

16 Taviton Street, London WC1H

Free

for full program see www.festivalofeurope.eu

ˇ
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“ECONOMIC COMPETITION 
CANNOT BE THE  

PREMIER PRINCIPLE OF  
A NEW COMMUNITY. 

THE PEOPLES OF 
EUROPE MUST REALISE 

A CONSISTENT 
EUROPEAN IDEA,  

THE AFFIRMATION OF  
A EUROPEAN WAY 

OF LIFE.”
- Bernard Stiegler

Opening Lecture: Bernard Stiegler

Towards a European Way of Life  
Bernard Stiegler is a philosopher 
and director of the Centre for Cultural 
Development at the Centre Pompidou, 
Paris. He has written extensively 
about the importance of the arts in our 
mastering contemporary technologies, 
and actively campaigns for new forms  
of democracy.
The lecture will be followed by a drinks 
reception.

Thursday 6th March / 6.30pm / Free
Lecture Theatre,Chelsea College of Art, 
16 John Islip Street, London SW1P 4Ju

In collaboration with the Chelsea Critical 
Practice group.
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F
ernando Pessoa is a multitude. 

Born in Lisbon in 1888, the 

reputation of this mysterious 

Portuguese poet has been stead-

ily growing over the years, until 

he is today considered one of the most 

fundamental European voices of the past 

century. The most striking characteristic of 

Pessoa is his constant use of heteronyms, 

or literary egos, so that a plurality of voices 

and biographies are the only possible voice 

and biography of this poet of polygamy. 

Alberto Caeiro, Ricardo Reis, and Alvaro de 

Campos are the three most developed po-

etic heteronyms employed by Pessoa, but 

after his death, from a box containing his 

writings – fragmented, on spare restaurant 

receipts, napkins, loose sheets – emerged a 

true multitude of characters, each the au-

thor of a particular assemblage of texts. 

Bernando Soares, the semi-heteronym au-

thor of the magnificent Book of Disquiet; 

Antonio Mora, philosopher and sociologist; 

Baron of Teive, essayist; Thomas Coarse 

and Alexander Search, writing in English; 

Raphael Baldaya, astrologer … and on-

wards to a list of seventy-two names and 

as many genres of writing. All the heter-

onyms collaborated on publication pro-

jects, critiqued and even translated one 

another. Sensationalism, one of the numer-

ous “movements” started by Pessoa, was 

critiqued by Antonio de Seabra and com-

piled in English by Sher Henay, both fruits 

of Pessoa’s imagination. Neo-Paganism 

was strongly defended by Antonio Mora, 

Pessoa’s philosophical persona. Alvaro de 

Campos and Ricardo Reis frequently at-

tacked each other’s poetry, but joined in 

the appreciation of Alberto Caeiro’s verses. 

Pessoa’s heteronyms had a real presence in 

his life, well beyond literary play; Pessoa’s 

only, mainly epistolary, romantic relation 

was broken by the constant interference 

of Alvaro de Campos, who exasperated the 

beloved, Ophelia Queiroz, who was, at last, 

real.

Most importantly, the heteronyms he as-

sumes are not simple literary alter-egos, 

like Valéry and his Monsiery Teste or 

Rilke and Malte Laurids; they are entirely 

self-sufficient, perfect existents, with their 

own biography, attitude, aesthetics, style 

and, what is more, they all express, in the 

most profound sense of the term, a par-

ticular possibility of being, a “metaphys-

ics”, a true, tangible, honest reaction to the 

mystery of being. In a letter to Armando 

Cortes-Rodrigues Pessoa writes:

“I consider insincere all things… that do 

not contain a fundamental metaphysical 

idea, in which there is not, not even as a 

gust of wind, a minimum notion of the 

gravity and mystery of Life. This is why all 

I have written under the names of Caeiro, 

Reis, Alvaro de Campos is authentic. In 

each of them I have put a profound con-

cept of life, different in each of the three, 

but in all deeply aware of the mysterious 

importance of existence.”

The production of Pessoa mirrors the evo-

lution of a life that has given up all preten-

sions and wishes to find a harbour. At first 

it could be seen to depart from the plateau 

of disbelief that characterised much mod-

ernist creation, and that finds its clearest 

echo in Pessoa-Bernando Soares’ Book of 

Disquiet, the factless autobiography of a 

solitary employee in which all the themes 

dear to the high-bourgeois literature of the 

early twentieth century find their place, 

enmeshed in an absurd air of normality al-

ready prefiguring some of Becket’s charac-

ters to come. 

But it would be reductive, and indeed im-

possible, to inscribe Pessoa in the simple 

existential reaction to the meaninglessness 

of a world without certainty. If Pessoa de-

parts from the “nothingness” of the world, 

it is only to turn this nothingness into eter-

nal possibility, to hold a constant revolu-

tion in thought by “usurping the Divine 

power of being everything”. And this is 

the effect Pessoa’s three-dimensional het-

eronyms achieve, that of a multiplicity of 

the truthful, a crystallisation of experience 

with its refraction of a thousand shades of 

possible existences; “all manners”, the poet 

writes, “of faking I understand the world, 

or better, of faking it can be understood”.  

Supported by the Calouste Gulbekian 

Foundation

FERNANDO PESSOA, 
POET OF THE MANY

FERNANDO PESSOA: 
EUROPEAN MODERNIST 
OR POSTMODERNIST?

Celebrated writer and translator Richard 

Zenith will present a lecture and read 

selected verses of Pessoa.

Accompanied by a special cello 

composition by Vicky Steiri and 

screening of contemporary Portuguese 

Video-Art.

Friday 7th March

FREE

6.30PM, St Peter’s Church (Mayfair), 

Vere Street, London W1G 0DQ

Part of the London Festival of Europe

for full program see www.festivalofeurope.eu

˘

AUTOPSYCHOGRAPHY

He even fakes the pain

Of pain he feels in fact.

And those who read his words

Will feel in his writing

Neither of the pains he has

But just the one they’re missing.

And so around its track 

This thing called the heart winds, 

A little clockwork train

To entertain our minds.

 – 1 April 1931

“I CONSIDER INSINCERE 
ALL THINGS… THAT 
DO NOT CONTAIN 
A FUNDAMENTAL 
METAPHYSICAL IDEA, IN 
WHICH THERE IS NOT, 
NOT EVEN AS A GUST 
OF WIND, A MINIMUM 
NOTION OF THE GRAVITY 
AND MYSTERY OF LIFE.”

a

b

A

B
Poem translated by Richard Zenith, in Fernando 

Pessoa : A little Larger than the Entire Universe. 

Selected Poems. (Penguin Classics)

Fernando Pessoa is one of the most and important European intellectual figures of 
the past century. The London Festival of Europe 2008 dedicated a whole day to the 
exploration of this mysterious Portuguese Poet.
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Ruffs treatment of internet pornography, Nobuyashi 

Araki’s slippery and sensual black and white images, 

and photographs from Robert Mappelthorpe’s 

X Portfolio, whose images were the focus of U.S 

debates on art censorship in the 1980s. Though the 

exhibition culminates in works said to be pushing the 

boundaries of sexual representation in art, inclusion 

of a more global gamut of contemporary works 

would have provided additional and relevant insights 

into the state of current debates on censorship and 

representations of sex in art in contemporary  

global cultures. 

Though Seduced: Art and Sex from Antiquity to Now 

inevitably invoked the porous barrier between art 

and pornography, the questions posed were of a 

more self-reflexive nature; how, and how much, have 

our attitudes to sex really changed over the last tow 

millennia? Are we really more accepting of others 

sexuality, or have we relegated sex to the realms of 

the trivial or sensational. At least one of the artists on 

show was recently censored; Nan Goldin’s photograph 

of a naked girl, taken as part of her intimate portrait 

series Heartbeats, was removed from an exhibition at 

Gateshead’s Baltic Centre. Though we may perceive 

our views on sex to be progressive, we made not be 

tolerant as we think having it publicly displayed. As 

one curator noted, though the exhibition had an age 

restriction, adding an illicit layer to its message of 

sexual celebration, it could not “have been done in 

America.”

The exhibition holds up an uncomfortably candid 

reflection of ourselves, and pushes us to question the 

base on which our standards of acceptability in sex, 

and sexual representations in art is formed. Seduced 

encourages us to look at the way other cultures have 

constructed their views of sexuality, and whether our 

present day notions are really a progression from the 

days of the Gabinetto Segreto. 

     

Seduced: Art and Sex from Antiquity to Now  

ran from 12 October 2007 to 27 January 2008  

Barbican Artgallery, London

SEDUCED AT 
THE BARBICAN
Review by Nora Razian

More than an informative survey of sex and art over 

the last two millennia, the Barbican’s Seduced: Sex 

and Art from Antiquity till Now was an insight into 

current censorship debates, and a telling reflection of 

contemporary attitudes towards representations of 

sex, sexuality, and what we are ready to hold up as art. 

Seduced: art and sex from antiquity to Now was an 

ambitious, 5 years in the making, overview of the 

changes in representations of sex and sexuality 

in various cultures at various moments in history. 

The myriad of works on show, many of which were 

censored at some point, included pieces rarely or never 

before viewed. It was also probably the first time a 

London gallery had issued an age restriction on a show.

The exhibition’s three curators, Professor Martin 

Kemp, Professor Marina Wallace, and Ms Joanna 

Bernstein, described their cumulative efforts as a 

celebration of the way different cultures portray sex, 

and a critical look at when, and for what reason, such 

representations were deemed unfit for public view. 

The breadth of the exhibition spanned works salvaged 

from the brothels of Pompeii, masterfully sculpted 

marble nymphs and satyrs, Persian and Ottoman 

prints, Rembrandt, Gustave Klimt, and Picasso, 

finally culminating in a showcase of art world heroes 

including Andy Warhol, Jeff Koons, k r buxey, Nan 

Goldin, Thomas Ruff, Francis Bacon, Tracey Emin, and 

Marcel Duchamp. 

The exhibition opened with seldom, or never, shown 

pieces dating from the Roman period up to the turn 

of the 20th century. The works on display included 

a life-size marble sculptor of an exquisite nymph, 

Michelangelo’s drawings of the Rape of Ganymede, 

Bucher’s sensuous depiction of Leda and the swan, 

as well as sumptuous 17th century Japanese prints 

depicting the pleasure districts, or ‘floating world’.

Included in this part of the exhibition were pieces 

from the Gabinetto Segreto (secret cabinet) of the 

Archeological Museum in Naples and the former 

Secretum of the British Museum. Both collections 

contained works from classical antiquity deemed 

corrupting and offensive for public view. At the 

entrance to the show, we are greeted by a telling 

symbol; a fig leaf especially commissioned to veil a 

cast of Michelangelo’s David from the chaste eyes of 

Queen Victoria. This most biblical of cover ups sets the 

tone for the exhibition, calling up the specter guilt and 

shame that haunts European attitudes towards nudity 

and sexual depictions, and harking us back to Adam’s 

fall from grace. 

The second part of the exhibition dealt with modern 

and contemporary representations of sexuality in 

art and included Andy Warhol’s Blowjob, Thomas 

Woman and Man with Oysters, Unknown Artist, album of Japanese watercolours
© V&A Images / Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Blowjob, Andy Warhol, 1963, 16mm film
© 2007, The Andy Warhol Museum, Pittsburgh, PA
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Civil religion can be thought of as a pro-

fession of faith that is paradoxically both 

transcendent and subordinate to the im-

manentism of popular sovereignty. In 

Robert Bellah’s formulation, civil religion 

is that religious dimension that is arguably 

found in the life of every people through 

which it interprets its historical and social 

experience in the light of some transcend-

ent reality, usually God. What Rousseau 

tackles with alarming directness, much 

more radically than in his other writings on 

religion, and more than a century before 

Nietzsche, is the problem of Christianity 

and politics, namely the Christian separa-

tion of theological and political authority. 

In the religions of antiquity there was an 

identity of theological and political au-

thority. One need only read the Oresteia or 

the tragedies of Sophocles to realize that 

the gods of the Athenians were gods of the 

city, civic gods without universal jurisdic-

tion. Although cities and peoples were jeal-

ously proud of their local gods, this pride 

seems to have gone hand in hand with the 

recognition of the relativity of religious be-

lief; namely, that the gods of Sparta were 

not the gods of Athens, Corinth or Thebes 

and furthermore the adoption of such gods 

would not be good for the Athenians, the 

Corinthians, the Thebans or anyone else. 

Oddly, this relativity of belief never seems 

to have led to religious war. Christianity, 

by contrast, which requires universality 

of belief has led to little else but religious 

wars for the past couple of millennia. 

Christianity divides political and theolog-

ical authority, declaring that the kingdom 

of God is not of this world, but of the next. 

It is, for Rousseau, an essentially anti-polit-

ical religion. He declares, ‘…after all what 

does it matter in this vale of tears whether 

one is free or a serf?’, and goes on, 

What is more; far from attaching the 

Citizens’ hearts to the State, it detaches 

them from it as from all earthly things. 

I know of nothing more contrary to the  

social spirit. 

In an eerie anticipation of Nietzsche’s ar-

gument in On the Genealogy of Morals, 

Rousseau writes that Christianity is slave 

morality, ‘True Christians are made to be 

slaves; they know it and are hardly moved 

by it; this brief life has too little value in 

their eyes’. 

The task of a civil religion - a task that 

Rousseau sees as avowedly Hobbesian in 

explicit opposition to Warburton’s idea of 

a necessary alliance between church and 

state  - is that of ‘reuniting the two heads of 

the eagle’, that is, bringing together political 

and theological authority. Rousseau’s cri-

tique of the political utility of Christianity 

is, in my view, compelling, but it leads him 

to construct a conception of civil religion 

that is at best syncretic and at worst cyni-

cal. He declares that, 

The dogmas of civil religion 

ought to be simple, few in 

number, stated with preci-

sion, without explanations or 

commentary.

The positive dogmas include belief in an 

omnipotent and provident deity, the hap-

piness of the just and the punishment of 

the wicked, the sanctity of the social con-

tract and the laws, without forgetting the 

necessity of a belief in the afterlife. It would 

not, I believe, be an exaggeration to de-

scribe this miscellany of dogmas as some-

what opportunistic. In addition, anyone 

who acts against the laws can be banished, 

‘…not as impious but as unsociable, as in-

capable of sincerely loving the laws, justice, 

and, if need be of sacrificing his life to his 

duty’. What’s more, if someone is found to 

be a social hypocrite by publicly acknowl-

edging the authority of the laws but be-

having as if he did not believe them, then 

‘let him be punished with death; he has 

committed the greatest of crimes, he has 

lied before the laws’. Sacer estod - the sa-

credness of civil religion requires the exe-

cution of the homo sacer. If the purpose of 

civil religion is to provide a transcendent, 

sacred underpinning to the immanence 

of the general will, then it does not require 

much imagination to see how such sacred-

ness might be violently employed to legit-

imate the most ugly forms of state repres-

sion and state terror, particularly when we 

link them together with Rousseau’s argu-

ment for dictatorship. In the period of the 

National Convention in France after 1792, 

pacific invocations of the Être Suprême 

in civic festivals found their echo in the 

bloody violence with which blasphemers 

were executed. The general will can be-

come murderous. 

And yet…must the general will be murder-

ous? If Rousseau’s conception of civil reli-

gion amounts to little more than a cynical 

amalgam of neo-pagan dogmas, then does 

this discredit the whole idea of civil reli-

gion? I don’t think so, for at least two rea-

sons, one diagnostic and descriptive, the 

other more normative or perhaps simply 

hopeful. In this essay I give the diagnostic 

and descriptive reason, the next essay I will 

give the normative reason. 

It is my belief that there is no way of un-

derstanding contemporary political reality 

without a clear understanding of the nature, 

history and force of civil religion, by which 

I mean the sacralization of politics in its di-

verse and contradictory forms, which arises 

when a political unit transforms itself into a 

sacred entity as a way of buttressing its claim 

to legitimacy. This is most obviously the case 

in American civil religion, which finds banal 

but compelling empirical confirmation in 

the weird symbolism of the one dollar bill, 

complete with the words ‘In God we Trust’, 

although it was only added by Eisenhower in 

1956. In addition to the Roman eagle of the 

Great Seal of the United States, we find two 

allusions to Virgil, the inscription ‘Novus ordo 

seclorum’, ‘a new order of ages’ and ‘Annuit 

coeptis’, ‘he has approved our undertaking’. 

These allusions bring together the divine 

source for the polity with a prefiguration of 

the idea of Manifest Destiny. It is the divine 

source whose radiant sun-like eye stares out 

at us at the top of the incomplete Masonic 

pyramid, with its thirteen steps symboliz

Constituting Europe 2: 
Civil Religion
F Simon Critchley f

In the second of his essays on Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau and the nature of community, Simon 

Critchley looks at the question of religious 
faith in a political community.

It is my belief that 
there is no way 
of understanding 
contemporary political 
reality without a clear 
understanding of the 
nature, history and 
force of civil religion
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ing the number of the original colonies and 

the Roman numerals MDCCLXXVI. It is the 

God of American civil political religion who 

underwrites the act of republican associa-

tion, the unification of a disparate plurality, 

‘E pluribus unum’. Beyond the materiality 

of the greenback, the articles of American 

civil religion find expression in the pledge 

of allegiance, the worship of the flag, the 

cult of the war dead and entire culture  

of war. 

To move far too quickly, the presence 

of civil religion can be seen in various 

European nationalisms, but it can be seen 

most strikingly in the extraordinary sym-

bolism of the European flag, with its crown 

of 12 yellow stars on a blue background. 

The flag was adopted by the Council of 

Europe on December 8th, 1955 and was 

based on a design by Arsène Heitz. It seems 

innocent enough with the stars represent-

ing the diverse European peoples (at least, 

‘the Europe of the 12’) on a background 

of the blue Western sky. It is apparently a 

simple symbol for European integration. 

However, Heitz was a pious and devoted 

Catholic and his design was directly in-

spired by the history of the apparitions 

of the Blessed Virgin in the Rue du Bac in 

Paris. In the summer of 1830, the Virgin 

Mary appeared to Catherine Labouré, a 

novice in the Sisters of Charity in the Rue 

du Bac. The Virgin is reported to have said 

that, ‘The times are very evil. Sorrows will 

befall France; the throne will be over-

turned. The whole world will be plunged 

into every kind of misery’. Despite the 

apocalyptic tone, it is truly impressive that 

the Virgin Mary should take such an inter-

est in the political affairs of 19th Century 

France. The Virgin went on to demand 

that Catherine have a medal struck, the 

‘Miraculous Medal’ that was worn by mil-

lions of Catholics by the time of Catherine’s 

death in 1876, when the Rue du Bac began 

to be eclipsed by the slightly later appari-

tion of the Virgin at Lourdes. On this medal, 

the Virgin is depicted with a halo of twelve 

gold stars around her head in an allusion 

to the Revelation of St. John (12:1). Now, if 

all of this seems like a flight of fancy, then 

one might simply note that that the day the 

European flag was adopted by the Council 

of Europe, December 8th, is also the Feast 

of the Immaculate Conception, adopted 

by Pius IX on December 8th 1854, exactly 

101 years earlier. I am not suggesting that 

the European Union is a covert catholic 

conspiracy, but there is at the very least 

a story to tell and a history that requires 

uncovering. 

Without an understanding of the intrication 

of politics and religion, we have little hope 

of comprehending the present through 

which we are all-too-precipitously passing. 

Ours is a time of new religious war: what 

an as yet unpublished report by the Rand 

Corporation calls a time of ‘cosmic war’ 

where political actors are religious believers 

or ‘cosmic warriors’ with a Manichean op-

position between Good and Evil. It seems 

to me that any attempt to understand pol-

itics at the present time has to begin from 

the datum of sacred violence, of political vi-

olence carried out in the name of the divine. 

As the authors of Rand report write,

Religious contestation in Europe 

before the age of nationalism 

and Marxism is a better guide to 

the future than the secular con-

flict of the Cold War.

It is in relation to a triangulation of politics, 

religion and morality that the present is 

playing itself out and I see little sign of this 

changing in the foreseeable future. For ex-

ample, the much-discussed factoid about 

the presence of moral values in the exit 

polls from the U.S. Presidential elections 

of November 2004, which caused a minor 

panic amongst American liberals, is deeply 

interesting to a humble philosopher. 

Citizens are making political decisions that 

are really moral judgments and these judg-

ments flow from a religious metaphysics, to 

be precise the alleged will of God. Although 

one may argue that such a religious moral-

ity is pernicious, in either its U.S. Christian 

version or its Jihadist obverse, there is no 

doubt that the triangulation of faith, mo-

rality and politics is a powerful framework 

of intelligibility that makes powerful sense 

and motivates subjects in a way that far 

outstrips its secular opponents. To go fur-

ther, one might say with Robert Bellah that 

the intrication between faith, morality and 

politics is one of the most enduring features 

of civil society in the U.S since the time of 

its original, violent settlement, through to 

the eulogies of Tom Paine and Tocqueville. 

Any political movement in the U.S or else-

where ignores this connection between 

faith, morality and politics at its peril. This, 

it seems to me, is what the religious right 

in the U.S. have powerfully and with ev-

er-growing hegemony understood since 

the late 1970s. In my view, there can be no  

leftist, egalitarian politics without an ac-

knowledgement of the motivational force 

of religion and an attempt to harness that 

force for progressive ends. This entails fac-

ing up to issues like civic patriotism, moral 

education and the necessity for populism, 

even ceremonies of nationhood. Once 

again, to be clear, I say this with reluc-

tance and little enthusiasm, but these are  

dark times.

Such is what we might call the ‘actuality’ of 

Rousseau and this is the reason why I have 

sought to follow closely the intrication of 

three terms in Rousseau’s text: politics, 

law and religion. For Rousseau, the condi-

tion of possibility for any legitimate form 

of political association requires the exter-

nality of the legislator for its authorization 

and the transcendence of civil religion for 

its sacralization. Sadly, this condition of 

possibility is also the system’s condition of 

impossibility and we have seen Rousseau’s 

political argument result in a rather im-

probable conception of civil religion. But it 

might lead elsewhere. In the final essay, I 

will suggest one route it might lead us to. 

‘Constituting Europe 1 – The myth of the so-

cial contract’, printed in the previous issue of 

Europa is available online at www.euroalter.com

The third and final of Critchley’s essays will 

appear in the next issue of Europa, and will 

present a proposal for a poetically constituted 

community.
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O
ver the closing weekend of the London Festival of 

Europe 2008, the 15th and 16th March, writers, 

artists, philosophers, musicians and other cultural 

producers from throughout Europe and the 

Mediterranean came together to discuss the future of the arts 

in Europe as part of the How to Make Europe Dream? Cultural 

Congress at Chelsea College of Arts and Design. Selected 

contributions to the Congress are included in this special issue of 

Europa (pages 14-28).  

The Cultural Congress marks the commitment of European 

Alternatives that Europe must be continuously constructed as an 

artistic as well as political project. The European project cannot 

rest content with economic unification. It cannot hope for a mere 

political union of the national status quo: a leap of the imagination 

is required to formulate a new way of living together. It is our belief 

that artists and cultural practitioners share the responsibility of 

creating the bases for such a leap.

Europe can neither be a fortress nor a museum; it was historically 

defined by continuous contaminations with its exterior and must 

now become a living organism in constant dialogue with its own 

others. For this reason artists from outside of the European Union 

– what is presently known as ‘Europe’ – were also included in the 

congress, and this journal will continue to pose the question of 

Europe’s future to artists worldwide.  

There is a danger that culture once again becomes understood 

as something closed, pure and exclusionary: we must insist that 

Europe re-imagine itself as a community based on justice and 

inclusion. Culture – the paideia of the Greeks, the procedure 

through which man creates, recognises, and positively invests 

with meaning the values of his own society. Art poses an extreme 

paradox: completely autarchic, useless, it becomes art only when 

it returns us to the world disclosing what until that moment was 

unthinkable, the other, the alternative. 

The French Presidency of the EU is com-

mitted to securing a European Pact on 

Immigration. In the European Year of 

Intercultural Dialogue, we must insist that 

European cooperation is not limited to exclu-

sion, but that a positive policy on legal migra-

tion and integration is developed in the con-

text of the development of a rich European 

citizenship. We are already seeing the fright-

ening symptoms of our failure to do this.     

(read page 136)

A European Journal of Transnational Thought  

In recent media coverage on Tibet the 

Western discourse of human rights, with its 

calls for equality, justice, and fairness, is pit-

ted against a monstrous Chinese power only 

interested in exploiting Tibet’s economic po-

tential, erasing local customs, and subduing 

the region to its draconian control. But this 

is to forget Europe’s own road to modernity.   

(read page 137)

The EU needs a positive 
immigration policy
Editorial

Hans Ulrich Obrist: I would like to ask you 

a question on memory, on dynamic mem-

ory. You have talked extensively about this 

attempt to fight against the oblivion of 

time. Today we live in a political moment 

in which memory is often employed in a 

static, objective, reactionary sense. Your 

point of view on memory seems instead 

quite different…

Claudio Magris: On the one side memory is 

a fundamental and foundational category; 

it is the mother of the Muses, Mnemosyne, 

as the Greeks said. Memory for me is fun-

damental. But not so much memory of the 

past, something that has to do with nostal-

gia, with regret, with idealisation, but rather 

a strong sense of the present of all things that 

have meaning and value, above all people.

…

Memory has a very strong meaning, it gives 

depth, it allows for relations and so on. But 

there is also a mistaken kind of memory, 

which is where we become prisoners to 

it, obsessed by the past, continuously re-

proaching the wrongs suffered, presenting 

the bill. This of course is a false memory be-

cause it is not the salvaging of things, of love 

and passions, but merely the prison of re-

sentment. … And this evil memory, which in 

truth has been cultivated extensively in the 

Mitteleuropa, now becomes used politically 

in a regressive way, to fuel hatreds between 

people. To remember is necessary, but not 

the remembering that makes one prisoner 

of hatred and bitterness, leading us not to go 

beyond but to repeat those tragedies that we 

are reminded of.     (read page 147)

Hans Ulrich Obrist 
Interviews Claudio 
Magris
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Editorial

T
he French government has declared as one of its primary intentions during its 

Presidency of the European Union – starting on July 1st – to secure a European 

Pact on Immigration. The initiative to formulate common policy at a European 

level is to be welcomed, but in the European year of intercultural dialogue we 

must insist that it is a positive approach to immigration that is agreed upon.

Much of the rhetoric surrounding the ‘innovative’ European Pact coming from President 

Sarkozy has been regarding to illegal immigrants and control of the borders of the 

European Union. This is not surprising from a President who made it one of his election 

promises to deport thousands of sans-papiers. But cooperation on stopping illegal 

immigration is no innovation in the European Union: since it became a community 

competence in 1999 the fight against illegal immigration has been the only aspect 

of immigration that the EU states have cooperated on. Legal migration policy and 

development policies for third countries – to improve conditions in the countries of origin – 

have been left up to individual nation states. 

With attention and energies focussed on the policing of borders rather than on the 

welcoming of migrants and on the causes of their arrival, migrants are becoming seen 

increasingly as a ‘problem’ to be dealt with en masse rather than as individuals arriving for 

a variety of reasons. Inscribed in this movement towards the dehumanisation of migrants 

are various recent illiberal proposals such strong emphasis on including biometric 

information as part of visas, and taking the fingerprints and iris-scans of both adults and 

children entering the European Union.

The proposals of the European Commission for standardising the legal basis for detention 

and return of migrants to the European Union seem to exemplify this: the proposed legal 

time limit of up to 18 months for detention of migrants without papers is in line with the 

more draconian of European policies, such those in Greece and Malta – in France, for 

example, the current limit is 32 days (although it should be remembered that in the UK 

at the moment there is no legal limit on detention at all). These proposals have to have 

the agreement of the European Parliament in order to be accepted – the first test of 

Parliament’s co-decision on this subject will come later on this year.

After a recent compromise between the Commission and the Parliament at Strasburg on 

these proposals – which actually made them more illiberal – the Parliament’s rapporteur 

on the return of illegal immigrants, Manfred Weber MEP, said that it is only on the 

condition of a stronger line on illegal immigration that European citizens would be willing 

to accept a politics of aid for legal immigration. But the logic of the argument is surely 

the inverse: only on the basis of a positive politics of legal immigration is it going to be 

possible to deal with illegal immigration. Without any proposals for a European politics of 

legal immigration, the Commission’s proposals threaten to turn detention into the ‘normal’ 

state of the immigrant.

The chief positive proposal of the Commission, picked up in the French proposals for 

the European Pact, is a ‘blue card’ scheme based in some ways on the USA’s green card 

targeted towards professionals with diplomas. But the current proposals for the blue 

card make it even more difficult to obtain and renew than the green card (the only way of 

getting a blue card is to have a one-year job contract with a salary of at least 3 times the 

minimum wage; it is only valid for 2 years), few details have emerged as to exactly how 

it will be implemented and very little has been said about 3rd country development and 

avoiding a brain-drain situation in those countries.

 There is a tendency in the European Union to talk about external immigration, from 

third states outside the EU to EU countries and internal migration between EU states as if 

they were radically different issues. The European Pact on Immigration concerns exclusively 

the former, for example. But in fact the two form a continuum that has to be thought of in 

a joined-up way. It is true that in the Schengen area – recently extended in December 2007 

– a significant number of the legal barriers to the free movement of workers have been 

brought down, and no visas are required to work in other countries. But, firstly, Romanians 

and Bulgarians are citizens of the EU yet do not yet have the same rights to movement as 

other EU citizens, and secondly, since requirements for becoming a national citizen are 

different throughout the European Union (and national citizenship is the only way of getting 

European citizenship), many third state migrants are becoming citizens in one state and 

then rapidly relocating to another. Given the likelihood of further expansion of the EU, and 

the impossibility and undesirability of ‘managing’ the movements of migrants once they are 

inside the EU area, migration must be thought of in a different way.

 But more important are the social barriers opposed to all forms of migration. 

Completely absent from the debate at present are proposals for European integration 

policy. It is completely contrary to the idea of granting European citizenship that 

‘integration’ should be left as simply a national issue. Moreover, integration is a two-way 

process. We have recently seen fear of migrants from Romania intervene crucially in local 

elections in Rome, and the British National Party has won a seat in the London Mayoral 

Assembly: without the development of a rich notion of European citizenship amongst 

‘settled’ populations, the integration of 

‘transient’ migrant European citizens will 

remain impossible. 

In the European Year of Intercultural 

dialogue one might have hoped that 

the link would have been made, for the 

situation of the migrant is the index of 

the success or failure of intercultural 

dialogue. One suspects that the new 

right-wing mayor of Rome has understood 

this when he proposes that the Rome 

Film Festival will from now on only show 

Italian films. There has to be a concerted 

effort both on the part of the European 

institutions and from civil society and 

cultural organisations to fight against 

these prejudices and construct a positive 

version of European citizenship. For as 

long as pro-Europeans remain silent about 

these issues and leave them to the radical 

right they are irresponsibly hoping against 

hope – and recent evidence – that they will 

go away.
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POSITIVE IMMIGRATION POLICY 
MUST BE THE FOUNDATION OF A 
NEW EUROPEAN POLITICS
In the European Year of Intercultural Dialogue, we must insist that European cooperation is not limited to 
exclusion, but that a positive policy on legal migration and integration is developed in the context of the 
development of a rich European citizenship.
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EDITORIAL 

ONE WAY TICKET FROM 
SHANGRI-LA TO MODERNITY: 
EUROPE’S CHINA 

Editorial

T
here is much room for complacency in being a European today. In recent media 

coverage on Tibet, the Western discourse of human rights, with its calls for 

equality, justice, and fairness, is pitted against a monstrous Chinese power only 

interested in exploiting Tibet’s economic potential, erasing local customs, and 

subduing the region to its draconian control. If our governments, for short-sighted 

economic interest, fail to take a stand on China, it is up to our own civil society, together with 

global celebrities and continent-hopping activists, to remind us it is democracy Europe really 

believes in. But what if China is doing to Tibert is similar to what Europe has historically done 

all over the world?

China believes in modernisation. Indeed, it would not be a mistake to say that today China 

is the modern, understood as radical upturning of established patterns and ways of life, 

strong development of the productive forces, instalment of the notion of progress as the 

centrepiece of national consciousness. And Tibet is China’s peasant, refusing the dialectic of 

modernisation and accumulation.

The discussion here is not the harsh Chinese reaction to the recent Tibetan protests. 

China reacts harshly to all protests, be them in Guanxi or in Lhasa. This is obviously not a 

justification of any sorts, but we should understand that the violence of the Chinese regime 

against its own people is not a problem just about Tibet. The problem specific to Tibet is 

hidden well under the images of Chinese soldiers chasing after demonstrating monks. And 

it has to do with the all-encompassing cultural, social, and economic transformation of the 

region at the hands of Chinese capitalist development.

It is fashionable to call what China is doing to Tibet cultural genocide. So what is China doing 

to Tibet? China is transforming what was an essentially rural, traditionalist, superstitious, 

strongly hierarchic society into a fully fledged member of the twenty-first century. This is not a 

value judgement. Some people will rightly highlight that before 1949 Tibet was an extremely 

harsh feudal society, run by a conservative and corrupt monastic order that kept most of its 

population in abject poverty (life expectancy was barely 30), ignorance, and servitude. And 

China is transforming it into a relatively prosperous modern society. Others will highlight the 

importance of millenarian customs and beliefs, the values of Buddhism, the peaceful smile 

of even the poorest of Tibetan peasants. And China is destroying all of this in favour of a bad 

copy of American suburban culture. 

But what we call cultural genocide is none other than the global process known by the name 

of modernity initiated by our very own continent and imposed, in good or in evil, willingly or 

unwillingly, on the near totality of the globe. We might recall the opening of Fellini’s Dolce 

Vita, where a helicopter is carrying a statue of Christ over the new developments of sprawling 

boom-time Rome, under the amused gaze of a group of fashionable intellectuals on a rooftop 

terrace. This scene went to the heart of the social transformations of the1960s, morphing a 

still predominantly agricultural country of traditional beliefs and superstitions into a modern 

industrial economy.

Let us forget for a moment Tibet’s claims to historical autonomy from China. If Tibet 

unambiguously were a region of China, would we have any right to protest for its forced 

modernisation more than we had to defend the inhabitants of Southern Italian villages with 

their black Madonnas against the industrial boom?

But today it is fashionable to defend queer peasants who still believe in black Madonnas. It is 

fashionable because Europe has forgotten what it means to die of starvation. China has not, 

and it has found only one solution to address the chronic death of millions of children due to 

malnutrition: Western-style industrial modernisation.

Maybe we have better ideas. But that is how we have to present them – as alternatives to 

modernity, including our very own privileges of taking an overseas weekend city-break.  

Europe needs one voice on China: but before it speaks, perhaps it should remember its own history

And not call achieved modernity freedom and modernity-in-the-making fascism.  

But of course, the problem we avoided is this: assuming China has a right to developing its 

own land to the detriment of its traditional beliefs, how much right has China over Tibet? 

This is where European and Chinese responses diverge entirely with few possibilities of 

reconciliation. China has a strong conception of national sovereignty, unwilling to even 

consider the possibility of Tibetan autonomy. There are long historical and intellectual 

reasons for this, but also more pragmatic, immediate concerns: China, with its Muslim and 

Uighur populations to the North-West, its Mongols to the North, its fifty-two recognised 

ethnic minorities, is deeply afraid of a domino-effect leading to the Balkanisation of the 

country.  In addition, the country is highly suspicious of trans-national politics, marking 

Western reactions to internal concerns as an undue intrusion in national affairs. A long 

history of European colonial attacks and more recent chronicles of American “humanitarian” 

invasions have served to deeply entrench the equation of global responsibility with imperial 

self-interest.

But here then is a fundamental role for Europe to play. To inculcate the meaning and 

desirability of a certain kind of non-aggressive multilateralism, positively engaging China in 

global political dialogue and avoiding the repetition of nationalist follies this continent knows 

only too well. To engage the country in a global deal on environment, in arms trade, in halting 

support to African dictatorships. And to slowly walk it towards democratic responsibility 

towards its own citizens.

But firstly, and most importantly, Europe must play Europe with China. Recent developments 

have only confirmed this – one year ago Angela Merkel, against Chinese advice, met with the 

Dalai Lama triggering Chinese protests and industrial boycott. French industries thanked and 

took advantage. Today, China protests against France and Sarkozy’s statements regarding the 

boycott of the Olympic. German industries thank and take advantage. Moved like pawns one 

against the other, Europeans only stand a chance in having an influence with China if they 

speak with a single voice. And we should not underestimate that China’s announcement of 

talks with the Dalai Lama has been made on the even of a high-profile visit of the European 

Commission to Beijing led by Barroso. The development of a joint European policy on China 

should be a prerogative. But this must follow a thorough and unbiased engagement with the 

reality, desires, and future hopes of a country as different and complex as China. 

Image by Escher
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All The Presidents
In 2009 each of the three Presidents of the European Union will be re-elected, although each 
in different ways…  
Brendan Donnelly

U
nless the Irish voters de-

cide otherwise in their ref-

erendum this June, the first 

effects of the Lisbon Treaty 

are likely to be felt in the 

course of 2009.  A number of the Treaty’s 

new provisions affect in particular the var-

ious Presidents and Presidencies that are 

responsible for the day to day running of 

the European Union. 

Perhaps the most widely-discussed inno-

vation of the Treaty of Lisbon is the mod-

ified Presidency of the European Council, 

the Union’s meeting-place of heads of state 

and government. Until now, this post has 

been exercised by the head of state or gov-

ernment from the member state holding 

the overall European presidency, a post 

changing by rotation every six months. 

In future, the Presidency of the European 

Council will be a full-time post, lasting 

two and a half years, renewable once. The 

President will be elected by majority vote 

within the European Council and is ex-

pected to bring to the job substantial per-

sonal and political credentials. 

When the possibility of a non-rotating 

Presidency for the European Council was 

first mooted, its supporters plausibly ar-

gued that this change would bring greater 

continuity and political identity to the 

European Council itself and by exten-

sion to the European Union as a whole.  

At the same time, some of the new post’s 

supporters hoped, and some of its oppo-

nents feared, that future Presidents of the 

European Council could by their personal 

and institutional prestige serve to “rebal-

ance” the workings of the European Union 

in a more intergovernmental direction. 

In fact, it is highly doubtful whether any fu-

ture President of the European Council will 

have the powers and institutional standing 

to make any significant difference to the 

institutional architecture of the European 

Union. The Lisbon Treaty is vague on the 

subject of the President’s competences 

precisely because the signatories had very 

different views about the new post’s appro-

priate workings. The sectoral, law-mak-

ing Councils of the Union are in no sense 

subordinate to the new President of the 

European Council. Occasional and general 

exhortations from the European Council, 

of which the new President will be the ar-

ticulator, will inevitably be diluted in the 

Union’s complicated negotiating and insti-

tutional structure. 

In the United Kingdom, some discussion 

has been directed to the possibility that the 

first full-time President of the European 

Council might be Mr. Blair, possibly at-

tracted by the representative function for 

the European Union which the Treaty of 

Lisbon confers on the future President. 

An argument can certainly be made for 

the proposition that a well-known, prestig-

ious international figure such as Mr. Blair 

would be a suitable first occupant of the 

European Council’s Presidency. At least as 

powerful an argument can be made that 

on the contrary the imprecise and lim-

ited objective resources given to the new 

Presidency by the Treaty of Lisbon point 

towards candidates, perhaps from smaller 

member states, with a broader and more 

varied experience of the Union’s structures 

than Mr. Blair’s.

Another important post within the 

European Union that will be allocated 

next year is that of the Presidency of the 

European Commission. The Lisbon Treaty 

contains potentially important clauses on 

this issue. As with many central questions 

taken up by the Treaty, the finally agreed 

text is one which can lend itself to vary-

ing interpretations and varying paths of 

implementation.

Under the Lisbon Treaty, the European 

Council will still be the proposer of the 

new President for the Commission in 

the later half of 2009.  But the European 

Council is enjoined, when choosing its 

candidate, to “take into account” the 

preceding European Elections (June 

2009), and the high threshold of a major-

ity of the European Parliament’s mem-

“A previously named 
politician whose 

political family had 
garnered thea largest 
number of votes in the 

European Elections 
of 2009 would be 
in a politically much 
stronger position to 
demand nomination 
from the European 

Council as President of 
the Commission”

bers is set for the Parliament’s endorse-

ment of the Council’s candidate. If the 

European Council’s candidate does not at-

tain this majority, another candidate must 

be put forward within a month, with the 

Parliament once again needing a majority 

of its members to endorse the European 

Council’s candidate.

The new system certainly opens new 

possibilities of influence in the choice of 

Commission President to the European 

Parliament.  It is an as yet unresolved ques-

tion whether the political groups repre-

sented in the Parliament will be willing and 

able to take advantage of these new possi-

bilities. At least two challenging hurdles 

would need to be surmounted before next 

year’s European Elections.

First, at least the major political groups 

within the European Parliament would 

need to choose and publicise before-

hand their favoured candidates for the 

Presidency of the Commission. A previ-

ously named politician whose political 

family had garnered the largest number 

of votes in the European Elections of 2009 

would be in a politically much stronger 

position to demand nomination from the 

European Council as President of the 

Politics: Towards a Democratic Europe
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What is the best thing that 

could happen for the EU in 

the coming year? How can 

we make sure that the EU 

develops into an efficient 

tool in the struggle for a  

globalisation with a human 

face? 

We are 

convinced that what the EU needs is a democrat-

ically elected President of the European Commission. So 

far the President has been elected behind closed doors 

in the European Council. This will no longer do. This re-

alization is also expressed in the Lisbon Treaty.  

Articles 9A and 9D of the Lisbon Treaty prepare 

the ground for a decisive influence for the European 

Parliament in the election of the President. The word-

ing could be clearer but especially Article 9A seems un-

ambiguous: “It (the EP) shall elect the President of the 

Commission”. 

The new and improved procedure for the election 

of the President of the European Commission has not 

been very prominent in the public debate. Attention has 

instead been given to the new post as President of the 

European Council. This an important post, of course, 

but hardly as important as it has been presented by 

many people, and especially if you compare it to the 

post of President of the European Commission.  

The fact of the matter is that if the European 

Parliament elects the President of the European 

Commission, then the future President will be the first in 

EU history in office on a genuine public mandate. This 

is so because the European Parliament is composed 

by us, the voters. A “publicly elected” President who  

presides over a network of more than 25.000  

officials and who is the leader of a college that has the  

right to initiate EU legislation will have a very  

strong position.

 As a matter of fact the President’s position will be 

so strong that the post is undoubtedly worth fighting 

for. Therefore the parties in the European Parliament 

must – well before the parliamentary elections in June 

2009 – answer the question: Who is Your Candidate? 

These candidates should, on the behalf of the par-

ties, present their political programmes. Then we, as 

voters, will have a real chance to find the candidate 

and the political programme that we want to support.   

So everything in the garden appears to be lovely. 

Unfortunately the reality paints another picture. Even 

though the European Parliament in most instances pays 

careful attention to avoid the influence seeping away 

from the open debates of the European Parliament to-

wards the closed, secretive gathering in the European 

Council, there is a real danger this is exactly what will 

happen with this issue.

The problem is that European political parties are 

still undeveloped as parties, who feel unready to choose 

their respective candidates for the post of President. 

Therefore the temptation is great to do nothing and just 

allow the “election” of the President to be part of a large 

EU job negotiation done behind closed doors.

The only solution to this problem is for us – we vot-

ers – to put pressure on the parties to establish them-

selves and nominate their candidates. The more people 

who sign the petition online at www.who-is-your-candi-

date.eu, the better the chances that the EU in the com-

ing year will take a significant step forwards towards de-

mocracy. To do so would be a crucial example of democ-

racy in a world where 9 billion people will have to live 

side by side by 2050.

Online campaign: www.who-is-your-candidate.eu

Who Is Your Candidate? 
Søren Winther Lundby, New Europe 
& Joan Marc Simon, Union of European Federalists

Commission than an individual whose 

interest in the Commission Presidency 

only emerged after the European Elections. 

Second, there would need to be an agree-

ment between at least the largest political 

groups in the European Parliament that 

they would act together after the European 

Elections, and themselves respect the re-

sult of those elections, as they wish the 

European Council to respect them. Both 

of these are difficult preconditions for 

the Parliament to put in place before the 

Elections and observe after the Elections.

In addition to these two major presidential 

contests likely to be decided next year, the 

European Parliament will also need after 

the European Elections to choose a new 

president. The ministerial Councils of the 

European Union will, unlike the European 

Council, continue under the direction of 

“team presidencies,” whereby not one, but 

three countries will be responsible on a ro-

tating basis for guiding the work of these 

specialist law-making councils. Ironically, 

national ministers will find their contribu-

tion to the workings of the European Union 

less changed by the Lisbon Treaty than will 

their political superiors, the heads of state 

and government. With this range of presi-

dential authority to be exercised next year 

in the European Union, there will no doubt 

be pressure from national governments for 

a political and geographical balance to be 

struck in the new appointments. Such a bal-

ancing compromise between overlapping 

interests, in which the nomination for the 

new High Representative for External Affairs 

will probably also play a part, is an altogether 

more likely outcome by the end of 2009 than 

the over-drawn picture favoured by some 

commentators of a future European Union 

dominated, for good or evil, by an all-pow-

erful President of the European Council.  

Evolution, not revolution is the current 

watchword of the European Union.  

Brendan Donnelly is director of the Federal Trust

Politics: Towards a Democratic Europe

The media is full of stories about intrigue and insider 

deals over the appointment of the President of the 

European Council. The names of Blair, Rasmussen, 

Juncker and many others are frequently mentioned. 

The excitement and speculations seem to imply that 

most have forgotten about the current leader of the 

EU’s executive - the Commission President. But with 

all this typical EU-style secrecy and speculations no 

one questions the wider picture of the problem: Henry 

Kissinger once famously asked “Who do I call if I want 

to call Europe?” We think it is time for an answer. This 

is the reason why we started the www.whodoicall.eu 

initiative.

With the Treaty of Lisbon to be ratified by the end of this 

year it would be possible for there to be one person to 

call – one person as both President of the Commission 

and the European Council. He or she would be the 

leader of Europe, at eye-level with the US or Russian 

president. But as things stand at the moment European 

heads of state are determined to first name the presi-

dent of the European Council for January 2009 and 

then to propose a name for Commission President in or 

around June 2009. 

If the new European Council President were to be 

strong it would damage the EU in two ways: compe-

tition over power in Brussels (European Council vs 

Commission), and less democratic legitimacy (the 

Commission President is at least chosen according 

to results of the European Parliament elections, the 

European Council President simply appointed). The se-

lection system and the ill-defined work-division of the 

two presidential posts therefore pose a serious threat to  

the EU’s functioning. 

Secondly, why do we really need an additional fig-

ure-head when the current leader lacks the power to  

effectively lead? 

And if the European Council President were a weak 

technocrat… well, who wants a weak technocrat? We 

do not. So give us one, strong, accountable person by  

combining both roles.

To find out more about our initiative, to read about the 

wider argument and to sign the petition, please visit 

www.whodoicall.eu!

Initiative for 
One President 
of the EU:  
Who Do I call?
Jan Seifert and Jon Worth
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H
ere we go again. Berlusconi 

comes back to power with an 

overwhelming parliamentary 

majority and nearly 3.5 mil-

lion votes ahead of the op-

position led by Walter Veltroni. A mixture 

of incredulity, contempt, and worry for the 

country’s future accompanies virtually all 

commentaries in reputable papers such as 

the FT, The Economist, or the Wall Street 

Journal. Bu it would be foolish to limit the 

reach of Berlusconi’s victory to the Italian re-

ality, merely interpreting it as the expression 

of a country in profound social crisis unable 

or unwilling to cope with the challenges of 

globalisation. Berlusconi is the overblown, 

even farcical representation of a profound 

malaise in contemporary democracies. 

The keyword of the past elections is a word 

that finds echoes in virtually every other 

European capital: “security”. This is clearly 

expressed in a boom in votes for the party 

of the Lega Nord, which only runs in Italy’s 

prosperous Northern regions, with an elec-

tion campaign marked by vociferous at-

tacks on the centralised state, accused of 

draining resources from the richest areas 

to the benefit of the backwards South, and 

a violent demonisation of the migrant pop-

ulation, “stealing jobs” from Italian citi-

zens. As in the competing regions of Spain 

or Belgium, as in the increased animosity 

between settled and migrant populations 

in the Netherlands, the particularisation of 

interest and the collapse of solidarity is a 

growing characteristic of the European po-

litical landscape. In the European year of in-

ter-cultural dialogue, “identity” and “com-

munity” become new buzzwords, pitted 

against the foreign and its herald, the for-

eigner, as a ready-made cure for the evils of 

an increasingly turbulent globe. At the be-

ginning of the twentieth century proto-fas-

cist thinker Julius Evola first approached 

the community as an organic whole to 

be protected against contamination, pre-

served against disintegration and corrup-

tion, and cared for against threats of deca-

dence. Today, in the name of community, 

ministers of the Lega Nord walk pigs to def-

ecate on the future site of a mosque, wear 

t-shirts with the offensive Islamic cartoons 

on prime-time TV, argue that “mice are eas-

ier to exterminate than gypsies, because 

they are smaller”. In the name of commu-

nity the recently elected post-fascist mayor 

of Rome, Gianni Alemanno, has promised 

the deportation of 20,000 Romanians from 

the city. In the name of community a group 

of his supporters have attacked a nomad 

camp at the outskirts of the city.

But there is an inescapable and frightful 

conclusion: this is what the majority of 

the people have voted for. The most tell-

ing result to have come out of these elec-

tions is that workers, the long-established 

stronghold of the Italian Communist Party 

“inherited” by the new social-democratic 

formations, seem to have deserted their 

traditional basis. Faced with increased im-

poverishment in the global competition 

of labour they have supported the right 

wing coalition en masse: 48% of the votes, 

with a steep rise for the Lega Nord. There 

is something very telling here: the “losers” 

of globalisation, the disenfranchised lower 

classes whose lifestyle is being eroded by in-

flation and job insecurity, no longer find a 

clear political representation in the form of 

left-wing, socialist or communist-oriented 

parties. And the vacuum of representation 

is being filled by reactionary and regressive 

formations offering a clearly identifiable 

enemy against whom to vent one’s resent-

ment (the migrant) and a clearly compre-

hensible solution: barriers. Both economic, 

as in the tariffs against China or India often 

advocated by future finance minister Giulio 

Tremoni, and  social, with a tough new 

stance on migration, a return to “order and 

morality” in the form of heightened police 

surveillance, criminalisation of different 

lifestyles (homosexuals, single mothers, 

divorced, etc.), and the hegemony of the 

catholic family. A Polish route for Italy? 

The left-wing or progressive groups bear 

an enormous responsibility. By joining 

the game of political normalisation, with 

its devaluation of the political in favour of 

the administrative, the rejection of the di-

alectical and of the oppositional in favour 

of the consensual and the technocratic, 

they have turned their back to the strug-

gle for the political emancipation of all 

citizens and their right to economic and 

social dignity. 

Berlusconi’s return to power is likely to 

When Europe Catches 
a Cold, Italy is the 
First to Sneeze
The recent Italian elections take the temperature of the current political dialect in Europe. One marked by the emergence of a 
reactionary discourse of security, the crisis of the left, and the eradication of political struggle.

Stella Tang

hinder even further the emergence of any 

meaningful and alternative political di-

alectic in the country. The Italian parlia-

ment that came out of these elections is 

arguably the only continental-European 

assembly where no groups directly re-

ferring back to either socialism or com-

munism are represented. The disaster 

of the left-wing formations has been 

shattering – from over 10% of the votes 

to exclusion from both the Senate and 

the Chamber of Deputies. The result is 

that only two major formations are rep-

resented: Berlusconi’s own and Walter 

Veltroni’s post-communist, post-social-

ist, post-leftist Partito Democratico (PD). 

While the political development of the 

young PD, founded a mere six months 

ago, still calls for the benefit of doubt, the 

current situation seems to represent a 

profound shift to the right of national po-

litical discourse.

But there is more. For as long as the “rad-

ical” fights of the opposition of the PD 

are focussed on containing the sprawl-

ing power of Berlusconi and his control 

over the country’s media, the secession-

ists and xenophobic rants of the Lega 

Nord party, the economically disas-

trous policies of finance minister Giulio 

Tremonti, we are faced with an opposi-

tion whose main prospect is militating 

for the normalisation of the country. 
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“Berlusconi is the 
overblown, even 

farcical representation 
of a profound malaise 

in contemporary 
democracies.”
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There is a profound political risk 

in this dialectic: the moment the 

Italian “left” takes as its main objective 

to return the country to the European 

mainstream, understood as a mixture 

of well-functioning democratic public 

sphere and efficient market-led devel-

opment, the future of Italy is reduced 

to the present of Christian-democratic 

Germany. The curtain draws on political 

innovation, taking current hegemonic 

“consensus” as the sought-after object 

of desire. 

This is bad news for Italy: a society 

where the progressive groups merely try 

to “catch up” with the centre is one we 

usually associate with peripheral coun-

tries, not with what still today is the sixth 

world economy. 

But this is also bad news for Europe: 

by reducing parliamentary struggle to 

a quest for normalisation today’s Italy 

seems to confirm the disappearance 

of serious political alternatives at the 

core of contemporary democracies, 

validating the flattening of the oppo-

sition between “left” and “right” in fa-

vour of a technocratic problem-solving 

machine. We are in the home ground 

of Giddens and Beck. The only rational 

solution (represented by the PD) against 

archaic longings failing to stand up 

to the new paradigm of globalisation 

(with the odd couple of Berlusconi and 

the Communist factions in the role of 

the cavemen). But the Italian elections 

tell us more – the technocratic prob-

lem-solving machine emerges as a frag-

ile toy, producing a “surplus” of unrep-

resented social classes vulnerable to the 

siren’s call of the new populists. 

Italy’s historical role in the construc-

tion of the European Union has been 

of fundamental importance. From the 

visionary writings of Altiero Spinelli to 

the impetus of Alcide De Gasperi in the 

immediate after war, from the histori-

cal decision of the Italian Communist 

Party, Europe’s largest, to take an active 

European stance, to the torch-bear-

ing in the 1980s for closer economic 

and political integration [see next arti-

cle]. But today Italian pro-Europeanism 

seems to lack the power to propose a 

fully articulated conception of a united 

Europe, resting content with the key-

word of “integration” as a good in itself. 

Berlusconi’s victory is likely to further 

promote this tendency. Not only be-

cause Berlusconi’s European credentials 

are minimal, but because for the oppo-

sition forces Europe is no longer a uto-

pia to be constructed but a mere status 

quo to aspire to.  

“Europe is no longer 
a utopia to be 

constructed but a 
mere status quo to 

aspire to.”

T
he new Italian Parliament will 

have, among its first tasks, to 

approve the ratification of the 

Lisbon Treaty. The issue will be 

raised only in Parliament since 

the Italian Constitution (art. 75) does not 

authorize a popular referendum on the 

ratification of an international treaty. 

The parliamentary debate will focus on a 

theme which has been hardly mentioned 

during the recent electoral campaign. It 

is not expected to be highly confronta-

tional, since the mainstream of Italian 

politics, both on the right and on the 

left, is nowadays strongly in favour of the 

European integration process. This pro-

cess is generally perceived as a ‘win-win 

situation’, being at the same time an ex-

pansion of opportunities for the nation 

and as a warrant of proper benchmarking 

in several key aspects of public life. 

This is a remarkable difference with  

the United Kingdom, where on the con-

trary there is a wide-spread fear of a 

‘zero sum game’ and even the genuinely  

pro-Europe politicians prefer to qualify 

their attitude in terms of staunch defence of  

national prerogatives against the  

Brussels’ Leviathan.

A comparison between public attitudes 

in Italy and UK on European issues is 

quite enlightening. The collective per-

ceptions are based on rather different 

assumptions, deeply rooted into the re-

spective historical background. 

Italy is extremely proud of having been 

among the ‘founding fathers’ because 

Europe was also a very effective way of 

helping to ‘rescue’ the country from its 

post World War II status. ‘Never again’ 

claimed Altiero Spinelli, already in 1941, 

in his ‘Ventotene Manifesto’. The Italian 

Constitution of 1947 enshrined such 

principle in its Article 11, whereas ‘it 

agrees, on conditions of equality with 

other States, to such limitations of sover-

eignty as may be necessary for an inter-

national order aimed at ensuring peace 

and justice among Nations’. This was not 

only an ethical reaction against the abys-

mal experience of fascist nationalism, 

which led, with its aggression against 

Ethiopia, to the collapse of the League 

of Nations. It was also enlightened self 

interest, because a sober assessment of 

the main features of the Italian national 

life (few commodities, limited energy 

sources, aging and shrinking population, 

no way of keeping gates closed, cultural 

and institutional pluralism, legacy of an 

universal vision, together with the les-

sons learnt from old and recent past) 

leads to the conclusion that it is in the 

Italian national interest to join forces 

with like-minded partners in a com-

mon endeavour. This was defined in the 

Treaty of Rome in 1957 as ‘an ever closer 

union among the peoples of Europe’ 

and this remains the ultimate goal of the  

integration process.

The United Kingdom approached it at 

the beginning in a totally different way. 

On one hand, it was the first Europe’s res-

cuer: without London’s stubborn resist-

ance to Hitler, the Old Continent would 

have been subjugated; a different status 

and a different destiny are therefore to 

be expected for the Country which alone 

kept alive the flame of freedom. On the 

other hand, Britain had a much larger 

horizon, because of its imperial projec-

tion: as Anthony Eden remarked in the 

early Fifties, ‘if you looked at the post-

bag of any English village and exam-

ined the letters coming in from abroad, 

ninety per cent would come from way  

beyond Europe’. 

This is probably ‘fair enough’ to under-

stand the skeptical attitude which was 

allegedly adopted by the British observer 

at the Messina Conference in 1955: 

‘Gentlemen, you are trying to negotiate 

you will never be able to negotiate: But 

if negotiated, it will not be ratified. And 

if ratified, it will not work’. It is appropri-

ate to recall a comment by Hugo Young: 

‘Europe remained a speculative venture, 

all right for other Countries, quite un-

likely to come to anything, and, in any 

case, a project that could never dent the 

immortal verities that sustained the in-

dependent British State’.

We know that the UK had to change opin-

ion rather quickly, seeking accession to 

the European club already in the Sixties. 

But a sort of Groucho Marx’s syndrome is 

still alive in some British quarters: ‘I do 

not want to belong to any club that will 

accept me as a member’. The problem 

is to digest the implications of the ‘ever 

closer union’. As Hugh Thomas wrote at 

the time of the Maastricht Treaty: ‘The 

neglect since 1975 by the ‘Europeans’ 

among us to address ourselves to the 

large issue at stake about the destiny of 

Europe was a mistake. We should have 

insisted, forcefully and loudly, that we 

have agreed, by the terms of the pream-

ble to the Treaty of Rome, to associate 

ourselves with an organisation whose 

long-term aim was explicitly to achieve 

‘an ever closer union’ of the European 

peoples. We should have discussed what 

this grand phrase, ‘ever closer union’, 

meant. We had accepted, after all, the ‘ac-

quis communautaire’, the accumulated 

wisdom and aspirations of the six found-

ing nations, before we joined’.  

This is the different historical back-

ground. What about the present and fu-

ture challenges? Although they may still 

be influenced by the above mentioned 

perceptions, there is probably today room 

for a much larger convergence towards a 

common agenda: tackle aggressively cli-

mate change; liberalize world trade; work 

for the Millennium Development Goals; 

build a common front against terrorism, 

proliferation of weapons of mass destruc-

tion and organized crime; implement 

the Lisbon Agenda and a new European 

Social Model; shift resources within the 

European Budget towards more produc-

tive allocations; give more roles and re-

sponsibilities to Europe in world affairs.

The institutional adaptations introduced 

with the Lisbon Treaty will strengthen 

Europe’s ability to deliver these poli-

cies. Certainly, this is the priority now. 

Certainly, we need a ‘Global Europe’, not 

a ‘Fortress Europe’. Certainly, we should 

avoid inward-looking approaches. But let 

us remember that the European integra-

tion is a process, not an event. Let us re-

member as well that widening and deep-

ening should go hand in hand, to ensure 

balance and sense of direction. It is worth 

to recall the metaphor of the European 

Union as a bicycle: the safest way to ride 

it is to advance steadily, to remain ‘sur 

place’ is very difficult and would absorb 

a lot of vital energies.  

Europe, towards an 
“Ever Closer Union”?

A comparison between public and political attitudes in Italy and the UK towards  
the European Union reveals differing assumptions arising from national history,  
but increasingly there is scope for a common agenda.

Giovanni Brauzzi.

Politics: Inside Europe
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T
he Lisbon Treaty is meant to 

herald the emergence of a new 

world actor – a Europe that can 

look upwards and outwards 

and is equipped with the bu-

reaucratic tools to do so. A British diplo-

mat called the European External Action 

Service (EEAS) “the natural administrative 

expression of the European Union’s desire 

to give greater force and coherence to its 

external policies.” 

Gone should be the days of institutional 

squabbling. Banished should be the in-

comprehensible syllable-soup of commit-

tees and overlapping organisations. In fu-

ture, the European Union should be better 

placed to speak – and more importantly act 

– with unity and purpose. 

Sad, therefore, that debates about the EU’s 

new foreign policy bureaucracy have turned 

into a turf-protecting, entitlement-secur-

ing battle between the Commission and 

the Council, as both seek to maintain their 

institutional responsibilities and staff pre-

rogatives. Fearful that any mention of the 

subject may scupper ratification of the 

Lisbon Treaty, most countries, large and 

Acting As One: 
Europe’s Diplomatic Service
Europe’s diplomatic service needs to be structured to meet the demands and 
problems of the globalised world. Bold and innovative thinking will be required at  
EU level to achieve this 

Daniel Korski, European Council on Foreign Relations

Politics: Europe In The World

small, have kept out of the debate. 

Sadder still: while the United States has 

begun re-thinking the nature of its govern-

ment – Congress is now funding a major 

study and a new President likely to institute 

reform in the State Department, Pentagon, 

CIA and the NSC -, little of this is reflected 

in the Brussels debate. 

The Lisbon Treaty itself cannot be used to 

steer debates as its references to the dip-

lomatic corps – the European External 

Action Service (EEAS) – are limited. It 

states that the EEAS “shall comprise of-

ficials from relevant departments of the 

General Secretariat of the Council and 

of the Commission, as well as staff sec-

onded from national diplomatic services 

of the Member States”. Their job will be 

to “assist”” the High Representative. It 

also places the EC delegations – in ef-

fect the EU’s embassies – under the  

High Representative. 

In March 2005, High Representative Solana 

and Commission President Barroso agreed 

a joint “issues paper”, which was followed 

up two months later by a joint “progress re-

port” presented to the European Council. 

Following the French and Dutch “no” votes 

in referendums on the Constitutional 

Treaty, this work was suspended. With the 

Lisbon Treaty agreed, some work has begun 

behind the scenes. But as treaty is still not 

ratified, most EU officials have taken a 

Trappist vow of silence on the EEAS. 

THINK TANKS TO THE RESCUE 

Much work is needed to put flesh on the 

bones of the EEAS and to do so in a way 

that takes into account new thinking. In 

this, think-tankers are coming to the EU’s 

aid. The European Policy Centre, and the 

German Institute for International and 

Security Affairs have published studies 

on the subject; the Centre for European 

Reform expects to do so shortly while a 

group of former high-ranking officials – the 

Experts Group – are working on a report. 

The UK Parliament also issued a report 

recently. 

The main issues are under examination 

are the role of the High Representative; the 

nature of the EU’s embassies, the size and 

shape of the headquarters, how to man-

age the policy process i.e. the many com-

mittees that function like the EU’s foreign 

policy arteries, and how to ensure that the 

EEAS is staffed by top-flight diplomats who 

are taught necessary languages, and ro-

tated into key posts. 

Other issues include how many EEAS 

staff are to be seconded national person-

nel, whether the EEAS will support the 

President of the European Council, as well 

as the High Representative; the legal status 

of the EEAS – as a new EU institution, or as 

an agency; how the EEAS is to be funded; 

and the legal status of EEAS staff seconded 

from national diplomatic services. 

A question runs through all the debates: 

what should the relationship between the 

EEAS and the EU-27 ministries be – both in 

Brussels and in the field. Without a simple 

“render-unto-Cesar” formula, this is not 

easy to determine. Different countries have 

different views, based on their varying in-

terests and their capabilities. Large coun-

tries with a world-girdling network of em-

bassies – like Britain, France and Germany 

– have different needs than small countries 

who cannot sustain large diplomatic corps. 

To answer the question, it may be useful 

to look at where the EU can add value. In 

other words, what can an EEAS do that the 

EU-27 – with their separate ministries and 

legations – cannot do, but need to have 

done? Three issues stand out. First, the EU 

has a hard time delivering the common 

policies it adopts in Brussels? What role 

could the EEAS play at the sharp end of 

policy delivery? Second, EU-27 ministries 

face problems in developing regional ap-

proaches. Third, the EU-27 struggle to deal 

with cross-cutting issues i.e. those that re-

quire more than a single-agency response. 

DELIVERING COMMON POLICIES 

To provide an effective, coherent service to 

deliver an EU foreign policy, real coordina-

tion is required at the delivery end in for-

eign capitals, major cities (consulates) and 

at multilateral organisations. EEAS, argues 

my colleague at the European Council on 

Foreign Relations John Fox, should be the 

backbone around which this coordination 

happens. “EEAS would replace the (weak) 

commission RELEX and Presidency roles, 

and be supported by significant diplomatic 

resources on the ground (i.e. EEAS staff). 

These would carry out the majority of core 

EU business supported locally by member 

states missions.” 

“Terrorism, natural 
disasters, and other 
challenges – among 
them WMD threats, 

non-proliferation, 
space, information, 

and communications 
– have no borders. 

They require a regional 
response.”

The way the European Union conducts its foreign policy is being changed as part 

of the Lisbon Treaty. A new post of The High Representative for Foreign Affairs and 

Security Policy will be created and appointed in January 2009 so long as the treaty 

has been ratified by member states. The post will be appointed by the European 

Council of National heads of State and Government by qualified majority voting 

and with the agreement of the President of the European Commission. He or she 

will be responsible for conducting the common foreign and security policies of the 

European Union. In this the High  

 

Representative will be assisted by the newly created European External Action 

Service, which will work in cooperation with the civil services of nation states, and 

comprise officials both from the European Union institutions and officials seconded 

from national administrations.

Neither the exact organisation nor functioning of the External Action Service, nor 

who presides over it, are specified in the Lisbon Treaty: it is to be decided by the 

European Council.

Changes to the way Europe acts in 
the World as part of the Lisbon Treaty
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This would allow member states to re-

duce their diplomatic presence in areas 

where EEAS could take over (and corre-

spondingly support the EEAS through sec-

onding these staff into it). To succeed it 

would need resources and the confidence 

of member states. Member states would 

need to feel better informed and involved in 

EEAS activity than they currently do in local 

commission/Presidency activity. As an ini-

tial step, John Fox suggests, it may be neces-

sary to look at local member states officials 

acting under an EEAS umbrella. 

 
REGIONAL STRUCTURES 

Examining what traditional ministries 

find most difficult, one issue stands out: 

the inability to take a regional approach. 

Countries have embassies. Embassies 

have ambassadors. Their job is to focus 

on the country or countries they have 

been accredited to. Back in the capi-

tal sits the only person with a regional 

remit – for example the Foreign Office’s  

Asia Director. 

But these people rarely have the time to 

take a series of country-specific plans and 

integrate these. More often than not, re-

gional plans are a series of country-specific 

plans. Yet such an outlook is problematic. 

Terrorism, natural disasters, and other chal-

lenges-among them WMD threats, non-pro-

liferation, space, information, and commu-

nications – have no borders. They require a  

regional response. 

This situation is similar to the one faced 

by the U.S. military until just after World 

War II. Before then, each service’s regional 

structure reflected its parochial view of the 

world. Recognizing that the adverse impact 

on inter-service coordination outweighed 

the benefits to the services for their individ-

ual regional structures, the newly formed 

Joint Chiefs of Staff required all the services 

to adopt a single structure. Since 1946, a 

“unified command plan” for a single global 

regional structure has been in place.

 The EU-27 are unlikely ever to shift towards 

a regional approach. The sociology – the 

norms and practices – of the diplomatic 

world militates against this. But this could 

be an area where the EEAS can add value. 

Instead of simply re-branding the EC dele-

gations into EU embassies, it may be worth 

considering amalgamating these into a few 

large regional offices, led by a high-ranking 

diplomat and with a multi-country remit 

and budget. Such EU “hubs”, for example 

in Nairobi, Jakarta or Buenos Aires could 

bring together political, developmental and 

military activities. The EU has already made 

some headway, by appointing European 

Union Special Representatives, each with a 

regional remit e.g. the Great Lakes. But the 

post-Lisbon set-up could take this further. 

INTEGRATED GOVERNMENT 

Success in facing the challenges of the 

21st Century requires all elements of na-

tional power, not just military. But to do so 

requires overcoming the besetting sin of 

modern government – departmentalism. 

That is, the excessively strict division of 

work among departments with too little in-

tercommunication and cooperation. 

There were – and are – many arguments 

for the traditional model of government 

– of vertical functional departments, or-

ganised according to the service provided, 

over horizontal, cross-cutting units, organ-

ised according to clients. But the model has 

given rise to a series of intractable prob-

lems: stove-piping, duplication, and reac-

tive policy-making. While ‘departmental-

ism’ has plagued all policy areas, the prob-

lems have perhaps been the greatest in the 

governments’ approach to conflict and 

post-conflict policy because these areas, 

much more than any other area of public 

policy, do not fit into neatly into depart-

mental boundaries; they cut across all gov-

ernment departments. 

Integrating the efforts of multiple agen-

cies – foreign, development and defence 

ministries – has not proven successful. 

Most large EU countries find this exceed-

ingly difficult to do while small states 

often do not have the resources. In Britain, 

there is evidence that despite the Public 

Service Agreements shared between the 

Ministry of Defence, the Department 

for International Development and the 

Foreign Office, and numerous projects 

like the Provincial Reconstruction Teams 

“Banished should be 
the incomprehensible 

syllable-soup 
of committees 

and overlapping 
organisations.” 

in Basra and Helmand, actual collabora-

tion in missions is limited. This should not  

be surprising. 

In Bureaucracy Does Its Thing, Bob Komer 

wrote how the U.S experienced similar 

problems in Vietnam. He pointed out that 

even though many in the individual bureau-

cracies knew what needed to be done, and 

even though there were high level policies 

in place articulating the right strategy, in-

dividual organizations reverted to the tasks 

they were designed to conduct. They opti-

mized for success in their respective stove-

pipes, but this resulted in less-than-optimal 

outcomes for the overall endeavour.  

Rather than replicate the stove-piped bu-

reaucracy in the EU-27 – which has been 

the tendency with EU institutions hitherto 

– the EEAS is an opportunity to develop a 

model of government that avoids this de-

partmentalism. This would mean creating 

cadres of staff who feel equally at home in 

several departmental areas. For example, 

all military officers who make it to 1*-level 

must have served in a non-defence depart-

ment. Equally, senior civilians must have 

worked in or with a defence ministry, the 

military or the intelligence community. 

Tied to this, a budget process must be es-

tablished that supports inter-departmen-

tal goals. And rather than create units and 

positions like those of member states – 

for example Defence Attachés – the EEAS 

should establish the kind of organisations 

and posts that the EU-27 find difficult to 

set-up, e.g. in security sector reform. While 

the Eu-27 may have a defence attaché in 

an embassy in one country, the EU hub 

would have a security and justice sector  

attaché, perhaps a senior police officer, who 

can engage in police, defence and judicial  

reform in way that his national  

counterparts cannot.   St
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CONCLUSION 

A number of recent studies, especially in the 

US, have called for new thinking in how to 

structure our foreign policy bureaucracies. 

The 9/11 Commission, for example, called 

for a “different way of organizing govern-

ment” that recognizes the need for greater 

integration of effort in both the horizon-

tal and vertical dimensions: horizontally 

across all departments and agencies; and 

vertically up-and-down all levels of deci-

sion-making and implementation i.e. not 

simply at the senior level, but down through 

middle management and out to the front-

line. Concerns for how to address issues 

that involve more than one country – cli-

mate, migration, diseases, and terrorism – 

have received similar attention. 

While the final shape and form of the 

EEAS may ultimately be determined 

through backroom-deals under the French 

Presidency in late 2008, the ratification of 

the Lisbon Treaty will provide an oppor-

tunity to develop a new type of foreign 

policy bureaucracy, which can help the 

EU-27 address the many cross-cutting, and 

cross-country challenges that their cur-

rent organisational set-up are ill-equipped  

to handle. 

No doubt the pressure will be on to keep the 

EEAS small and its development gradual. 

But a greater prize looms – which can help 

amplify EU27 policies without duplicating 

what Ministries of Foreign Affairs are cur-

rently doing. To reach it, bold thinking will 

be needed.   

All the articles of the European Council on 

Foreign Relations are available on its website: 

www.ecfr.eu
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with more women in top positions tend to 

outperform rivals.  

Social changes induced by the increasing par-

ticipation of women in the public sphere can 

significantly benefit men as well. For exam-

ple, the growing phenomenon of young fa-

thers taking parental leave, and even in some 

cases choosing to stay at home to raise their 

children, has recently received wide press 

coverage. Their ability to enjoy the possibility 

of spending more time with their children is 

a direct result of what were mostly women’s 

efforts to demand a better work-life balance 

Facilitating and accelerating the process 

of equality of representation in the public 

sphere is not enough in itself to affect per-

ceptions on gender.  The recent comments 

of Silvio Berlusconi about the new Spanish 

government demonstrate how gender-based 

stereotypes survive.   According to the Italian 

prime minister however Jose Louis Zapatero 

might “have problems leading” his women.  

This is a reference to the overused stereo-

type of the unreliable woman, more sub-

ject to anger and emotions than men. One 

argument already used at the beginning of 

the 20th century to refuse women the right 

to vote.  Additionally when Silvio Berlusconi 

claims that ‘their’, i.e. ‘right-wing’ women 

(as if women belonged to right-wing men) 

are more beautiful than left-wing women, 

women are effectively differentiated on the 

basis of their beauty and not of their political 

competences.  But these attitudes also prove 

that the use of stereotypes is not incompat-

ible with a higher proportion of women in 

government: Berlusconi’s government in-

cludes 30% of women, more than the previ-

ous Italian government. 

T
he Europe Union has, in its treaties, 

endorsed the mission of achieving 

gender equality. This is not insig-

nificant, indeed striving for gen-

der equality in Europe is one of the 

keystones in building an open and inclusive 

European society. 

Because inequalities between women and 

men persist in today’s European societies, 

gender equality is one of the key areas in 

which to facilitate change in order to build a 

society that ensures equality of opportunities 

for all.  According to Amartya Sen’s definition, 

equality of opportunity means that individ-

uals have the “substantive freedom” that al-

lows them to do what they want with their 

lives.  Often people make choices that are 

constrained by cultural or other pressures: 

“social institutions and policies tend either to 

enhance or stunt the development of an indi-

vidual’s life chances (for example through ed-

ucation),” as the Equalities Review published 

by the British government put it.  Thinking 

about gender equality in these terms allows 

us to address issues that go beyond the sim-

ple gender divide and to propose a vision of 

an equal society, building on diversity. 

Individuals tend to internalise obstacles (in-

stitutional, social, etc) when considering 

various life opportunities. But as such obsta-

cles are structural in the society, surmount-

ing them requires more than just individual 

willingness and action.  One often cited ex-

ample of such a barrier is the glass ceiling, 

a metaphor used to describe the invisible 

‘ceiling’ that keeps women from moving up 

the career ladder, as men are able to, into 

senior positions.  As a result, as Dominique 

de la Garanderie has mentioned at the re-

cent European Feminist Summit in London, 

women are likely “to engage in self-censure.  

Knowing that a gender-based glass ceiling 

exists, women are less likely to aim for high-

level positions, either curbing their ambi-

tions or saying to themselves that attaining 

a high-powered position would expose them 

to a wide range of reactions and constraints, 

sapping their energy”.

The European Commission therefore pro-

poses actions which aim at addressing the 

obstacles that hinder the capacity of indi-

viduals to make freer choices.  Regarding 

gender, the Roadmap for Equality between 

men and women for 2006 and 2010 sets six 

priority areas for action in both the private 

and public spheres.  These priorities are to 

achieve:

• Equal economic independence for women 

and men

• Reconciliation of private and professional 

life

• Equal representation in decision-making

• Eradication of all forms of gender-based 

violence

• Elimination of gender stereotypes

• Promotion of gender equality in external 

and development policies. 

The Roadmap outlines plans to establish 

an institution dedicated to fostering gender 

equality in Europe, the European Institute for 

Gender Equality to be located in Vilnius.  The 

opening, initially scheduled in early 2008, is 

still to come.

The priorities of the roadmap will have im-

pacts in two areas.  First, they aim at facilitat-

ing and accelerating the process of equality 

of representation in the public sphere and 

second at triggering change in perceptions of 

gender and gender roles. 

Increasing the representation of women in 

the public sphere, by fighting for equal eco-

nomic independence for women and men 

and equal representation in decision-making, 

is essential.  Women help enrich the public 

debate by expressing different views, formed 

by differing life experiences.  For instance, in 

business and politics, women are more likely 

to insist on the negotiation of a manageable 

work/life balance as they are more often than 

not primary care givers in the private sphere.  

In the arts, women artists represent and ex-

press sexuality in different ways, influenced 

by women’s feelings and experiences, as does 

K R Buxey in Requiem (2002), for example, 

when she films her face during sexual inter-

course—a point of view very rarely, if ever, ex-

plored in mainstream cinema. 

Achieving Gender Equality is 
an Essential Step in Building 
an Inclusive Europe
Gender equality in Europe is about more than statistics,  
it is about changing perceptions and stereotypes.  
Fighting for gender equality is to fight for a more diverse  
and inclusive Europe. 
Ségolène Pruvot and Shandi Miller

In the economic, political and artistic spheres 

changes can be enforced by laws, and trig-

gered through policies. The effects of such 

support are demonstrated in the increased 

proportion of women in political institutions, 

in corporate business boards, or the propor-

tion of women artists artworks exhibited in 

museum.  

The main benefits of such a pragmatic, pol-

icy-led approach to change are recognised 

by a wide variety of actors.  In the political 

sphere, achieving gender equality in gov-

ernments and parliaments, through the im-

position of quotas if necessary, has been set 

as an objective in most European countries.  

Recently, a few European prime ministers 

have deliberately chosen to include 50% or 

more women in their governments.  Spain 

and Finland have taken the initiative a step 

further: they are today the only two European 

countries in which more than half of the min-

isters are women.  

In business, the economic advantages of 

getting women into the labour market have 

been widely discussed and the management 

consultancy Mc Kinsey published a report in 

October 2007 demonstrating that companies 
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“Accelerating the 
process of equality of 

representation in the public 
sphere is not enough in 

itself to affect perceptions 
of gender. 
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But this is why changing perceptions 

of gender and gender roles in society, 

the second objective of the Roadmap, 

is also the most ambitious.  Achieving 

the ‘elimination of gender stereotypes’ 

and the ‘eradication of all forms of gen-

der-based violence’ is certainly as im-

portant as increasing the representation 

of women in the public sphere. 

These objectives are more closely en-

tangled with human rights issues and 

invoke respect for the other and of dif-

ference.  On a symbolic level, the com-

moditisation of human bodies in pub-

licity and media for commercial and/or 

pornographic purposes can impact on 

real human relationships.  And passive 

acceptance of psychological or physical 

gender-based violence in society is an 

insult to human rights.  

In the UK, this intertwining of equality 

and human rights issues was the ground 

for creating a new Equality and Human 

Rights Commission, merging the previ-

ous Commission for Racial Equality, the 

Equal Opportunities Commission and 

the Disability Rights Commission.  This 

is also the reason why groups mobilised 

for Gay, lesbian, bi and transsexual peo-

ple (GLBT), disabled people, and minor-

ities’ rights, among many others, often 

fight hand-in-hand with human rights 

groups against discrimination. Respect 

and understanding of difference, and 

demanding equality of opportunity to 

all are ways in which to create a truly 

open and just society. 

Gender equality is key to building Europe 

upon sustainable grounds.  This is why 

it is necessary for European feminists 

to continue to demand that the EU ef-

fectively pursue the objectives of the 

Roadmap.  This is also why, as called for 

by Heleen Mees among many others, 

European women and men must con-

tinue to fight for equality of opportuni-

ties for all.  

These discussions are particularly rele-

vant at a time when Europe is increas-

ingly diverse, but some discussions of 

gender equality invoke cultural deter-

minism and tend to concentrate on gen-

der equality issues in other regions of 

the world.  For instance, discussions on 

practices of Islamic veiling, inside and 

outside European societies, are an ex-

ample of one complex challenge to dis-

courses of equality and diversity.  

Pursuing feminist objectives in Europe 

means more than simply achieving gen-

der equality. Promoting gender equality 

goes beyond gender issues – it is also 

about fighting for an open and inclusive 

society that builds on respect for all, and 

accepts differences as an asset instead 

of as a threat.  At a European level, an 

ongoing commitment to equal opportu-

nities provides potential tools for this to  

happen: they now have to be fully acti-

vated and used.  

In March 2008 European Alternatives 

organised a one-day European feminist 

summit in London.  

For more information, videos, reports, and 

discussion see www.euroalter.com

Cultural Congress Special

SUBSCRIBE TO

> European Alternatives is a civil society organisation 
dedicated to promoting intellectual engagement with the idea 
and future of Europe. It both advocates that engagement, and, 
through its many activities, attempts to enact it. We publish 
a regular journal, EUROPA, and organise numerous events 
including the yearly London Festival of Europe. 
 

> It is our belief that the contemporary project of European  
unification represent potential fertile soil for political innovation and 
vehement democratic participation. But Europe must be understood  
in its multifaceted political, cultural, and philosophical reality, and  
the European project cannot rest content with economic unification. 

SUBSCRIBE TO EUROPA FOR £10! 
£10 subscription: 6 issues of Europa straight to your door

TO SUBSCRIBE:

> Fill out the form below and send with a cheque payable to ‘European Alternatives’ to:

European Alternatives
Taliesyn
Houghton Hill
Houghton
PE28 2BS 

NAME: ..........................................................................................................................

ADDRESS: ......................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................

POSTCODE: .....................................................................................................................

UNIVERSITY OR ORGANISATION (IF APPLICABLE): .........................................................................

EMAIL: ..........................................................................................................................

> Or alternatively visit www.euroalter.com to subscribe online by credit card.



     May/June 2008

page 146

H
ans Ulrich Obrist: My first 

question has to do with your 

relation to visual art, discus-

sions with artists and obvi-

ously collaborations…

Claudio Magris: Compared with discus-

sions with writers or philosophers, my con-

tact with artists has been somewhat scant.  

I have always been greatly interested in art, 

I regularly visit museums and exhibitions, I 

read and keep myself informed, but I lack, 

to be honest, a relation to the very creative 

process that allows for true dialogue with an 

artist. The problem is not so much that I ap-

preciate a novel or a poem more than a Lied 

or a symphony, but that in the former case 

I am able to truly get into the work, to ex-

plore the creative process; in the latter I am 

more of a receiver, a listener, someone who 

is enriched. But then, of course, there have 

been artists whom I have known very well; 

for example, in Trieste, Mascherini, a great 

sculptor, inconsistent but with great intui-

tions, whom I met as he was a friend of my 

father since their childhoods. So as a child I 

began visiting his studio, with the possibil-

ity of seeing his works come to life under his 

Hans Ulrich Obrist 
Interviews Claudio Magris
Claudio Magris, author of many works of fiction, notably including Danube, editorialist at 
Corriere Della Sera and professor of German literature in Trieste, meets Hans Ulrich Obrist, 
Director of International Projects at the Serpentine Gallery, London.

hands. We established a dialogue where an 

interest for art, for how an idea is born, for 

how materials, and in this particular case 

the stones of the Carso, are employed in a 

sculpture, was mixed with more general re-

flections on art. In Trieste I follow closely the 

work of Livio Risognano, with whom I am 

friends. Then obviously I associate with art-

ists, particularly those of Trieste and Milan. 

Nevertheless, I have never been in collabo-

ration with a visual artist. From some time 

now I have been planning with Jenssen to 

go to Zurich, we have a kind of “he draws I 

write” project, but until now I have always 

postponed it due to other engagements.

HUO: A question dear to the artistic sen-

sitivity is that of places: in your books we 

often find descriptions of places and above 

all cities. You have always worked and lived 

between Trieste and Turin, to the point that 

in a beautiful interview you said that, in 

some ways, these two cities form together 

something of a cubist city. Could tell me a 

bit about this?

CM: Yes, to begin with, contradictory as it 

may be, I am at the same time both nomad 

and sedentary. Sedentary in the sense that 

I am very attached to things, to places, to 

the extent that even moving homes from 

the first to the fourth floor would give me 

the impression of uprooting. I am then 

very tied to memories, to my cafes, my 

house, and the part of Trieste where I go to 

have a swim. In all of this I am very stay-at-

home and habitual. But I have these hab-

its everywhere, all over the world, with the 

same conservative pathos that is opposed 

to change. This is true for the Caffe’ Fiorio 

of Turin just as for the Caffe’ San Marco of 

Trieste or other places of Freiburg or other 

cities of my life, in various parts of the 

world, in which I continuously go because 

I continuously travel. So I live in a cubist 

city in the sense that it is composed of nu-

merous pieces, the sea of Trieste and the 

hills of Turin, where I lived and taught for 

many years. In my mental geography, even 

though the cafes might be three or four for 

me it is as if there were a single café. 

HUO: There is the Caffe’ San Marco, and then? 

CM: The San marco, there is the Caffe’ 

Fiorio, there are a couple of Bierstuben in 

Freiburg, and there there are the cafes of 

Paris, the Café de l’industrie, for example… 

HUO: The Café de l’industrie in Bastille, 

right?

CM: Yes, in Bastille. And then you see why 

a cubist city? A cubist city because aside 

from Trieste and Turin, aside from these 

two loved cities, I would place Freiburg as 

third. And then there are cities like Munich 

or Paris, but also Barcelona, for numerous 

reasons. But still, it is Trieste and Turin that 

are completely undistinguishable: I was 

born and grew up in Trieste, which for me 

constitutes the mythical world of child-

hood, of adolescence, of “received” family, 

these epical memories and, in short, the 

world of the Buddenbrooks or the Buendia 

of Garcia Marquez. Turin instead repre-

sents the world of youth and maturity, a 

world that I have built myself, the world of 

culture, of thought, of freedom, going out 

in the evening, the world of many friend-

ships and loves. The city where I wander is 

truly cubist, each building is enclosed in 

another, just like in my mind. 

HUO: Could you talk a little about the 

Caffe’ San Marco, which is often in your 

writings? It is a place that paradoxically 

seems to combine space of solitude and of 

community. 

CM: Yes, but I must say one thing: I do not 

speak too willingly of the café, and particu-

larly the Caffe’ San Marco; unfortunately, 

in the increasingly mediatised world we in-

habit, there is a great risk: there are things 

that, even when they are true because they 

are lived simply and authentically, in the 

moment they are talked about they be-

come false. Now this story of the Caffe’ San 

Marco is becoming unbearable – and I am 

not thinking of you – because it has now be-

come a sort of cliché. But let’s say the good 

things first: I go to the Caffe’ San Marco be-

cause I like it, because it gives me a sense 

of being alone and yet in company; I go 

there to work, to write, to read, because I 

am much more concentrated and because 

only there, for example, the telephone can-

not reach me. These are practical but im-

portant reasons (the telephone rings every 

minute at my house, working becomes 

impossible). Furthermore at home I have 

many distractions. You see, if I am writing 

something, I raise my eyes and I see the 

works of Stendhal, just two meters away, 

and of course I feel like throwing away 

what I am working on to read a page of La 

Chartreuse de Parme. And consequently I 

don’t do anything productive.  Instead in 

the cafes I feel like a shipwrecked, stuck to 

my table like to the essential, it is all I have 

in that moment. And in addition, you 

“In the café we are in 
the world, between 
people, and, seeing 

that in writing there is 
always a little delirium 
of omnipotency, it is 

not bad to have around 
oneself people who 
couldn’t care less!”

Claudio Magris
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see, in the café we are in the world, be-

tween people, and, seeing that in writ-

ing there is always a little delirium of om-

nipotency, it is not bad to have around one-

self people who couldn’t care less! In some 

way we are made ironical. Finally in the 

café there is a sense of the world, of a real-

ity in which the small ‘me’ finds its modest 

place to one side, there is a sense of choral-

ity, a life shared to some extent – and I re-

ally feel this. And then of course it happens 

that all of this suddenly becomes false and 

I become the writer who goes to the café to 

pose, to imitate Viennese or French writers, 

to play the little Altenberg or the little Sartre. 

And everyone wants to interview me in the 

Caffe San Marco, and photograph me at the 

Caffe San Marco – a little like going to see 

an animal in its habitat. But this is not all: 

some time ago a political figure from Trieste 

warned me of the visit of a foreign political 

delegation. This man begged me – some-

thing that made me furious – to let them 

find me at the café during their visit of the 

city, as if by chance, at six in the evening, so 

he could show me… 

HUO: Could you talk to me about Turin? In 

many interviews you have said that today 

you work in Turin and teach in Trieste (your 

activity in Trieste is therefore more public). 

Giulio Paolini told me much about Turin, 

especially in relation to his discussions with 

Italo Calvino. And after all there seems to 

truly have been something around Einaudi, 

the famous publishing house, which, in this 

moment of editions without an editor, lacks 

completely.  Could you tell me your point of 

view on the Turin of the Einaudi years? 

CM: I went to Turin in ’57, and there I stud-

ied at university, and then worked as assis-

tant and professor. It was a truly extraordi-

nary city. Extraordinarily welcoming and 

fraternal, it was my world. In those years, 

while Trieste was declining Turin doubled 

its size, with all the problems, in good or 

in evil, of immigration (at the time the im-

migration from Southern Italy), between 

political tensions and great hopes. What 

happened in Turin characterised Italy. And 

it is in Turin that modern Italy was born: 

communism was born there, together with 

modern liberalism, anti-fascism, and the 

contestations of ’68. There is the Turin of 

the classical liberalism of Einaudi senior, 

of the left-wing liberalism of Gobetti, the 

Turin of Gramsci, where what was still at 

that time a working-class world produced 

culture. And this was truly extraordinary, 

it was an environment I needed. And then 

there was Einaudi, the legendary publish-

ing house. With Einaudi I published, very 

young, the volume Il Mito Asburgico. Then 

I entered the editorial board; I remember 

the Wednesday meetings with many peo-

ple who would later become dear friends. 

Davico, Giulio Bollati, Bobbio or Mila. 

What was incredible was the contact with 

this generation of founding fathers. It was 

a formative experience, which allowed me 

to get in touch with a great world, also eco-

nomical, political, and industrial, and not 

only with the individual, anarchic-individ-

ualist-bourgeois reality of Trieste, which I 

do like, even so. In Turin there truly was die 

grosse Welt, to say it with Hegel. And this 

world marked me deeply, a world which is 

now disappearing, even in Turin. In those 

years I was happy going back and forth, liv-

ing a strong contrast: Trieste was the gipsy 

freedom of the intérieurs; reflection, escape, 

wandering à la Robert Walser. Turin was all 

the opposite. And instead they are two cities 

increasingly alike, because Turin is now in a 

great crisis. So today in Trieste we talk of the 

great Trieste of the past, of Svevo and Saba, 

and in Turin we talk of the great Turn of the 

past, of Gramsci and Gobetti. But when 

these things are talked about rather than 

lived it is a little dangerous. 

HUO: At this point I would like to ask you 

a question on memory, on dynamic mem-

ory. You have talked extensively about this 

attempt to fight against the oblivion of 

time. Today we live in a political moment 

in which memory is often employed in a 

static, objective, reactionary sense. Your 

point of view on memory seems instead 

quite different… 

CM: Of course. On the one side memory is 

a fundamental and foundational category; 

it is the mother of the Muses, Mnemosyne, 

as the Greeks said. Memory for me is fun-

damental. But not so much memory of the 

past, something that has to do with nostal-

gia, with regret, with idealisation, but rather 

a strong sense of the present of all things 

that have meaning and value, above all peo-

ple. My great friend Biagio Marin, the poet, 

said that the past does not exist: he meant 

that either there are things with a mere 

functional utility, like, say, the telephone 

number of an office that we need and that 

disappears when we no longer require it, or 

simply there are things that are. In this sense 

even death has little power: we do not say 

that Leopardi was a poet, but that Leopardi 

is a poet. And this is so for everyone. I have a 

very strong feeling of the present of things, 

of people, of passions and sentiments; life 

that must never be put into archives. With 

the loved ones – I am thinking about my 

Marisa, but not only her, also some friends 

– I continue to speak, they continue to exist. 

Memory has a very strong meaning, it gives 

depth, it allows for relations and so on. But 

there is also a mistaken kind of memory, 

which is where we become prisoners to 

it, obsessed by the past, continuously re-

proaching the wrongs suffered, presenting 

“Today, unfortunately, 
we witness an undue 

exploitation of memory, 
a falsification, a 

continuous digging up 
of past things not to 

make them affectively 
present in our heart 

but to use them 
instrumentally against 

someone.”

the bill. This of course is a false memory be-

cause it is not the salvaging of things, of love 

and passions, but merely the prison of re-

sentment. I remember, as I cite in Danube, 

once seeing on the steps of a church a fan-

tastic writing saying “only when you have 

laughed have you freed yourself from re-

sentment”. And this evil memory, which in 

truth has been cultivated extensively in the 

Mitteleuropa, now becomes used politically 

in a regressive way, to fuel hatreds between 

people. To remember is necessary, but not 

the remembering that makes one prisoner 

of hatred and bitterness, leading us not to 

go beyond but to repeat those tragedies 

that we are reminded of. In her book Verde 

Acqua Marisa Madieri narrates the story 

of the exodus from Fiume after the second 

world war; first there was the violence of the 

Italians on the Slavs and then the retalia-

tion of the Slavs towards the Italians, after 

which many Italians abandoned Istria and 

Fiume, finally became Yugoslavian, leaving 

everything behind and living for years, just 

like Marisa Madiera as a child with her fam-

ily, a precarious existence in refuge camps. 

But narrating this story, the story of an 

Italian driven away by Slavs, and narrating it 

objectively and without any preoccupation 

of being politically correct, Marisa Madieri 

discovers the partly Slavic roots of her fam-

ily, something which was removed and for-

gotten, therefore finding a sentiment not of 

hostility but of proximity, a feeling in some 

way of belonging to the Slavic world. In this 

case memory does not fuel, but surpasses 

and cancels resentment; it does not chain 

to the past, preventing the projection of 

oneself into the future, but enriches that 

very march towards the future. Today, un-

fortunately, we witness an undue exploita-

tion of memory, a falsification, a continu-

ous digging up of past things not to make 

them affectively present in our heart but to 

use them instrumentally against someone. 

This is truly intolerable, this absolute obses-

sion makes us prisoners and that is tied to 

a regressive political project. It is not pietas 

towards all of our past, which we must have, 

but the exhuming of what instead must be 

left behind. And this regressive, reactionary, 

at times racist phenomenon can be seen 

everywhere in our world. It is like when we 

digest badly and get nauseous: now, this 

nausea must be cured, not cultivated. In 

this sense, precisely because I believe so 

much in memory, this employment, this 

falsification and this instrumentalisation of 

memory seems to me like a blasphemy. 

HUO: A beautiful conclusion. One last 

question I always ask at the end of every in-

terview: could you tell me about an unreal-

ised project. 

CM: It risks getting long… but let’s say I have 

always been fascinated by cinema. After 

secondary school I was unsure for a long 

time whether to go to Turin to study litera-

ture, as I did, or to Rome to the experimen-

tal centre of cinematography. I would have 

loved to narrate with things, with colours, 

with faces and with gestures. But then there 

are numerous other unrealised projects, 

many omissions. In catholic catechism, in 

the list of sins, where it says that we can sin 

with words, with thoughts, or with actions, 

it also says that we can sin by omission: and 

I believe this is the most serious sin. But 

this is not about projects, but about a lack 

of generosity or charity. In many cases what 

I have not done weights on me more than 

what I have.  

“Contradictory as it 
may be, I am at the 

same time both nomad 
and sedentary.”

Hans Ulrich Obrist
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irst Thesis:

The cultural movement or, rather, the 

movement of culture, is neither the re-

production of types nor a performance of 

forms of exchange. It’s neither conservation 

or preservation nor a performance: it is resistance, or, 

better, per-sistance.

The cultural movement thus has to resist the fixation 

of culture in mythical figures and also the liquid flows 

of contemporary market. But most of all, it has to re-

sist the dangerous fusion of the two.

Second Thesis:

European cultural movement has to be polemic. 

When speaking of (European) culture, we should first of 

all speak of the politics of the contemporary use of the 

notion of culture: politics of use which are to a large ex-

tent European. These politics of use are paradoxical be-

cause their main task appears as – it seems at least – the 

task to depoliticise the notion of culture. The “cultural-

ist” discourse is the typical discourse of depolitisation. 

This discourse is based on clichés like: culture is good, 

politics is bad; culture unites people, politics divides etc. 

But in itself, the notion of culture doesn’t have any pos-

itive content or value. This notion could very well trans-

mit mechanisms of domination, of exclusion, of injus-

tice. In other words, the depoliticised notion of culture 

tends to create an ideological blind spot: the ideological, 

conflictual dimension of the notion is reduced.

At the same time the cultural movement has to oppose 

the conversion of the notion of culture into an uncriti-

cal, mythical figure, which allows its dangerous political 

instrumentalisation. We have often seen the notion of 

culture becoming the bellicose machinery of the identi-

terian myths: it is turned into a pseudo-mythic figure 

promoting homogeneous, immanent communities, 

closed identities. All this comes to suggest that there is 

an urgent need, in the European context in particular, 

to take a strong position against the apolitical or rather 

depoliticising use of the notion of culture. Because – is 

it still a secret for somebody? – the discourse of depoli-

tisation serves only one cause: that of the market. The 

discourse that presents culture as the opposite of the 

political practice is inherently related to the discourse of 

the universal value of market. 

In contrast, we have to affirm that:

Third Thesis: 

Culture is what is essentially different from the mar-

ket. Culture has to be alternative to the market. 

Today the market is our culture: culture has to become 

our market, that is to say a place of exchange and of sub-

jectivation, of the emergence of new types of subjectivity. 

Fourth Thesis:

Cultural movement needs cultural institutions.

We need cultural institutions in Europe, based on a 

progressive cultural politics. This demand is more then 

urgent in the former “Eastern Europe” (which at some 

point was turned, for a while, into a “New Europe”), 

where in many countries culture is in fact in a state of 

institutional collapse and where only the enthusiastic 

and somewhat clandestine, somewhat modestly heroic 

efforts of people who face incredible daily needs and 

failure, keep what we call culture, going. Of course, the 

institutional representatives of many of those countries 

would give us extremely positive statistic data in order 

to prove their support for culture – but how much of 

this money is spent in fact for subventions of nation-

alistic propaganda, sport and the most vulgar type of 

pop-culture (to the extent that the typified caricatured 

idea of culture is the promotion of the image that state 

propaganda produces of itself)? The new nationalistic 

populisms are rapidly integrating and applying a lib-

eral market idea to the culture – because populist phan-

tasms are an extremely promising form of investment 

and merchandised production. 

Yes indeed: in the time of bio-capitalism culture is mat-

ter of production. Therefore what demands urgent crit-

ical reflection today are the new forms of production 

and consumption, which I designate in the line of André 

Gorz with the term bio-capitalism: the merchandisation 

of forms of life. 

Fifth Thesis:

Cultural institutions, as public institutions, have first 

of all the role to resist not only private interest but the 

standardisation of forms of life, which reduces them to 

merchandise. 

We know that Europe is unique with its institutional net-

work of support for culture. We can only applaud it, of 

course. We have to recognise the pioneer role of Europe 

in the domain of cultural politics, which could be a 

dream for the rest of the world. But is it really enough? 

Today we have to resist of necessity the attempts of 

neo-liberal reduction of the European cultural politics. 

In other words, to resist the application of the market 

rules to culture according to which what is to be sup-

ported is what corresponds to demand. This liberal 

strategy of “support” is based upon a corrupted funda-

ment. This strategy is profoundly vicious – because the 

market itself creates the offer: the first thing which con-

temporary capitalism creates is indeed the demand. 

Sixth Thesis:

European cultural movement has to be able to op-

pose anti-cultural pressure – or the impulse of 

bestialisation.

I come from a European country where the former min-

ister of culture, most likely inspired by his colleague, 

the minister of finances, wanted to sell the National 

Gallery for Foreign Art in Sofia to a Turkish company 

who wanted to “transform” it in an “art hotel”. This didn’t 

happen because a massive public resistance took place 

but in the meantime, in less than four years, a huge per-

centage of the Bulgarian cultural and natural heritage 

was erased by construction and savage tourism devel-

opment. And this tendency is only increasing, often 

not without the support of the “old Europe’s” financial 

capital. The unleashed anti-cultural violence was in fact 

one of the dominant characteristics of the glorious tran-

sition to a free market economy and to what some peo-

ple use to call “democracy” (in fact parliamentary oligar-

chy). So this is Europe too. 

One may say that these are the specific problems of the 

lumpen-capitalism (according to Regina Bittner’s term) 

of the former East; but I refuse to think this tendency of 

“bestialisation” according to a logic of exception. It has 

to be read according to the logic of symptom. What hap-

pens “there” is a symptom of what happened of what 

might happen “here”.

Seventh Thesis: 

European cultural movement has to resist by all means 

the institutionalisation of stupidity.

Seventeen Theses  
For a European 
Cultural Movement
By Boyan Manchev
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The metaphor of “bestialisation”, which I just intro-

duced, belongs to the German philosopher Peter 

Sloterdijk. He is not the first to oppose two mod-

els, the American culture as a bestial-Roman one and 

the European as Greek, the one of culture and civilitas 

or humanitas.  But it is very important to state that the 

“bestialisation” in question is not at all a kind of regres-

sion to primitive anthropological strata. It is produced 

by the new technologies of production. I would then 

correct Sloterdijk by saying that the market produces a 

globalized stupidity. In the former Eastern Europe we 

witnessed the progressive institutionalisation of stupid-

ity. The stupidity was established, institutionalised with 

the argument “people do not want this “elite” stuff”. 

(The new economy arrived with extremely powerful 

anti-intellectual tendency, especially in Bulgaria. With 

the arrival of the market many private libraries, which 

each average family possessed, went to the cellars or 

to the rubbish bins, even before those countries intro-

duced separate waste collection; not to speak of book-

shops.) Of course, the “wish” of the people in question 

– the non-questionable populist argument of capital-

ism engaged in culture – is being cultivated. It is a mat-

ter of production. So what market produces first, what 

it promotes, is the idea of a kind of virgin, natural sub-

stance, we could say wild substance, of “cultural” desire. 

At the origin of cultural desire there is nothing but pri-

mary natural, hobbesian impulses. There are primitive 

cultural needs which demand a sort of primitive if not 

bestial food – primary passions, naked bodies, and at 

the same time luxurious ambiances, fetishist images of 

goods. Culture as nature.

Eighth Thesis: 

There is no libidinal substance of cultural desire. 

Culture doesn’t have substance.

But the contrary is not true either. Culture is not a su-

per-ego which has to cultivate, to domesticate the wild 

“it”, the libido.

Culture’s only substance is the infinite number of 

tekhnai, its tekhno-aesthetical potential (in the Greek 

sense of tekhnè and aisthesis – sensible experience). 

Culture is the formation of (the) sensible tekhnai of 

modes of life, or better – of the sensible tekhnai through 

which the forms of life form themselves. Culture is the 

process of articulation of the space needed for these 

tekhnai or modes of life to emerge. 

What Movement? 

For Culture as a Movement of Emergence of New Forms 

It is crucial in this context to make a statement against 

the somewhat easy rhetoric of the creation and the in-

vention, which is entirely appropriated by the “creative 

capitalism”. In fact, the new model of production is en-

tirely dominated by the radicalisation of the demand 

to produce the new. Therefore the crucial question for 

a European cultural movement is how to differentiate 

between the produced new and the emerging new – 

the standardised new and the “authentic” new? Is there 

such a possibility at all? How to dissociate the absorbed 

forms of life from the potential of new forms of life to 

appear?

Ninth Thesis:

The new (cultural) form can be identified as one which 

does not incite a demand at all because it cannot be 

identified as such in the regime of the market. 

This should be affirmed in opposition to the neo-liberal 

rule according to which institutions have to support the 

production of cultural products which are demanded.

(Of course, the singularity of the new form is rapidly ab-

sorbed by the economical exchange: the omnipresent 

tendency of labelisation or brandicisation of culture. So 

there is a new imperative of the artistic production – to 

create forms which resist to the appropriation in the cir-

cuit of the exchange.)

Tenth Thesis:

The European cultural movement has to lead beyond 

the surface of the endless diversification of market 

(offers) and to start operating on a surface of a “pure” 

diversity. The cultural field has no other choice – and 

chance – but to experiment with alternative econo-

mies in order not to get suffocated in the grip of the 

market. We could call these new economies “econo-

mies of gift”, or economies of confidence. 

Nevertheless, the critical imperative has its require-

ments, so we have to ask here: isn’t this a conservative, re-

gressive claim? Isn’t the opposition between art/culture 

as a space of liberty and market/institution as a space 

of restriction, of reduction of the primary condition, as 

functional slavery, just a structural repetition of the old 

modern opposition between virgin (organic) substance 

and corrupted mechanism – “bare” life against technol-

ogised, functionalised life? Do we have to resist by the 

virtue of a “conservative” resistance – that is to say by 

trying to preserve the old world? Wouldn’t we do better 

to take the risk and be courageous enough to jump into 

the troubled waters of the new super-Heraclitean flux? 

And in fact, hasn’t art always been the name of that flex-

ible force which has had the capacity to inscribe itself 

in transformed societal, political and economical con-

ditions? Hasn’t culture always been the very name of this 

flexibility or plasticity? Yes, art or culture is this flexible 

force, this plasticity, but plasticity not in the sense of the 

Plato’s definition of matter as it is exposed in Timaeus: 

a passive plastic mass expecting to be modelled, to be 

figured by the active form, by the plasticist potential of 

the eidos. No, culture is precisely the potential to form 

the forms, the potential of emergence of forms. It is an 

active forming force. That is why the dilemma of resist-

ance is not a real dilemma and in order to « sublate » it, 

it is worth introducing a new concept and speaking of 

per-sistence. The question of culture does not consist in 

the conservation in the sense of conservative resistance 

but in the per-sistence  of cultural forms. 

Eleventh Thesis:

The crucial question for a European cultural move-

ment is not only the one of the conservation of culture, 

of protection of culture – but the question of the emer-

gence of new cultural forms, which means broadly 

new forms of life.

 

Twelfth Thesis:

The question of European cultural movement is not 

only the question of cultural diversity. 

The ideology of diversity could very well think the diver-

sity of autonomous cultures based on “closed” identi-

ties: ethnic, religious, gender etc. The crucial question 

is the diversity itself: the movement of diversification, of 

tension, of contact and transformation. Culture is this 

force of diversification, which transgresses every 
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frozen type or identity. The question of the European 

cultural movement is then the question of the form-

ing of cultural forms, of their heterogenesis. 

Thirteenth Thesis:

The European cultural movement has to be a move-

ment for a new urban culture.

The city is the laboratory of culture: it is the place of di-

versification and heterogenesis of new cultural forms, or 

of new forms of life. Culture happens as urban culture – 

the city is the place of the world today. 

European cultural movement – the movement as 

European culture demands then a European urban pol-

itics. We have to transform our cities from former fac-

tories of social segregation to workshops of collective 

subjectivation, of the emergence and growing of forms 

of life, the inspiring scene of living together, of the hap-

pening of common life.

Fourteenth Thesis: 

European cultural movement is impossible without 

the creation of a European public space. 

Unification process could not lead by itself to a cultural 

movement. Something which Europe should support 

and develop is a European public sphere: it is crucial to 

have European media – journals, radios, televisions, as 

well as development of urban culture as European cos-

mopolitan culture. But what is even more important is 

the characteristic of this public sphere: the European 

public sphere has to be governed by a critical imperative. 

Fifteenth Thesis:

European culture would be impossible without new 

modes of technical and sensible experience. 

European cultural movement has to be a movement 

of creation of new aisthetical and tekhnical modes, 

which are the proper modes of the new collective 

subjectivation. 

To elaborate cultural politics means then before all 

to elaborate a new politics of tekhnai, or, better, eco-

politics of tekhnai. Without a politics of the new 

tekhnai, of the new modes of the becoming sensible of  

the sensible, of the modes of life, there is no chance for 

Europe.

Will the Cultural movement happen as a new collective 

subjectivation? 

Sixteenth Thesis: 

European cultural movement is only possible as the 

re-invention of the world as the place of the irreduci-

ble multiplicity of forms of life – or of cultural forms.

European cultural movement has to be a movement 

for the sake of the world. 

Seventeenth Thesis: 

European cultural movement has to be eccentric. 

It has to destabilise not only the idea of Europe as 

the centre of the world but the very possibility of a 

self-centred world. European cultural movement is a 

movement for an eccentric world.

On which side?

On which side will be Europe then? On the side of the 

totalisation of market culture or on the side of the emer-

gence of new forms of life? This is the crucial question 

Europe has to ask itself. After demolishing the wall which 

was built in its very heart, in Berlin, isn’t Europe running 

the risk of erecting a new wall: the wall which divides the 

visible from the invisible? Aren’t we facing a risk of new 

segregationist politics of visibility resulting from the 

economical appropriation of the public sphere, which 

would condemn the new forms of life to a clandestine 

existence in the margins of the totalised space of mer-

chandised symbolic exchange and of institutional pro-

duction-consumption?… If we speak of Europe as of a 

subject, we could only mean of course for the time being 

European cultural institutions. The question which EU 

institutions then have to answer for themselves is: how 

could they, European institutions, guarantee the per-

sistence of modes of life (and also the presence to col-

lective memory of disappeared cultural forms) and at 

the same time to open the space for the emergence of 

new forms of life? This is the crucial question not only 

for European institutions. It is crucial for Europe – for 

us, for the world. Because only the emergence of new 

cultural forms – of new forms of life – can guarantee the 

emergence of new political forms, of forms of living to-

gether, that is, of a new world. The question of culture 

(or I would prefer to say finally, the question of general 

aesthesis, of the experience of the sensible matter, and 

its creation–transformation) is at the core of the politi-

cal question. So the claim for a European cultural move-

ment can only be a claim to follow the movement of the 

persistence and the emergence of new cultural forms: 

to be on the side of the movement of culture and not of 

its fixation in a standardised product. And at the same 

time, precisely for that reason, the question of European 

cultural movement is by necessity also the question 

of the emergence, the construction and the invention 

of the European demos, of the European people – the 

space of articulation of unimaginable justice.

All this means that Europe has crucial choices to make. 

If European cultural institutions do not make the choice 

to support a European cultural movement as the emer-

gence of unpredictable forms, then the name Europe 

will be simply dissociated from the movement which 

will necessarily find its way. This means that new cul-

tural forms would happen without coinciding with the 

name of Europe and without Europe taking part in the 

movement of their emergence – because these forms 

will take place anyway. Let’s hope that Europe will have 

the collective critical intelligence and the power of im-

agination to become the welcoming place where those 

new forms will take place – will happen to us.  

Boyan Manchev is a philosopher and Vice President of the 

College International de Philosophie, Paris.
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I
n his introduction to Out of Place - A Memoir (2000), 

Edward W. Said observes that “Everyone lives life in a 

given language; everyone’s experiences therefore are 

had, absorbed, and recalled in that language.” Then 

he goes on acknowledge that “the basic split” in his 

life was the one between Arabic, his “native language,” 

and English, the language of his “education and subse-

quent expression as a scholar and teacher.”

I have difficulty recalling my childhood experiences 

in any particular language. Like an increasing num-

ber of Maltese people, I was brought up in what was in 

many ways a Maltese-English speaking environment. 

At home, at school and almost everywhere I went, the 

message I seemed to receive was that English was the 

better language and that Maltese was limited and un-

worthy of too much attention and respect. But Maltese, 

nonetheless, was everywhere.

Then, at the age of 15, I bumped into Oreste Calleja’s 

Erba’ Drammi (Four Plays) and I was fascinated by his 

creative, even transgressive use of language. Although 

I had spoken and been exposed to Maltese all my life, 

I had never come across anything quite so appealing, 

so refreshing. Somehow I could see myself in that fresh 

language and I decided I wanted to take that experience 

further. Today I can’t see myself writing literature in any 

language other than Maltese.

LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE

Maltese is the national language of the Maltese Islands. 

Maltese and English are the two official languages. 

When Malta became a member of the EU in 2004, 

Maltese became one of the official languages of the 

Union, the first one of Semitic, or more precisely Arabic, 

origin. 

Maltese started as a dialect of Arabic in 870AD when 

the Aglabids invaded Malta and slowly developed into a 

unique language by creating its own forms and allowing 

itself to be strongly influenced by Sicilian, Italian and 

English. Maltese is spoken by the vast majority of those 

who live on our two inhabited islands. However, 61% 

say that they prefer to read in English. This is a complex 

issue, and, amongst others, it is a choice dictated by the 

quality and availability of translations.

But most Maltese literature is written in Maltese. Many 

would not even accept the idea that a novel written 

in a different language by a Maltese person in Malta 

or elsewhere can be considered a work of Maltese lit-

erature. Despite the obvious limitations of readership 

and the added problem that only 45% of the Maltese 

choose to read at least one book a year for leisure, Malta 

has a small but healthy and thriving book-publishing 

industry. 

Living Life  
in a Language
Every language is the product of a unique historical experience, 
each is the carrier of a memory, a literary heritage, and is 
the legitimate basis of cultural identity. Languages are not 
interchangeable, none is dispensable, none is superfluous. 
Adrian Grima

WORDS AND THE FUTURE IN THE EUROPEAN UNION

Even though the new generation of writers is eager 

to distinguish the dynamics of writing literature, of 

re-describing the world by reconstructing language, 

from those of promoting the use of the Maltese lan-

guage and acting as guardians of its well-being, writing 

in Malta today is intimately tied to questions of lan-

guage. When Malta joined the EU in 2004, it opened 

up new possibilities for the consolidation and promo-

tion of its literature in Maltese. However, we have not 

yet come to terms with this new situation and taken 

full advantage of it. Inizjamed, the voluntary organi-

zation that I coordinate, has been active on the local, 

Mediterranean and European level, but there is still no 

national strategy or local infrastructure for the promo-

tion of Maltese literature.

In this both bleak and promising context, the propos-

als made by a group of intellectuals for intercultural 

dialogue, chaired by Amin Maalouf and set up at the 

initiative of the European Commission, make inter-

esting reading. The document, published in 2008, and 

rather unimaginatively called “A Rewarding Challenge. 

How the Multiplicity of Languages could Strengthen 

Europe” argues convincingly that “efficient manage-

ment of our linguistic, cultural and religious diversity 

would produce a reference model indispensable to a 

planet tragically afflicted by chaotic management of 

its own diversity.” The group believes that a common 

sense of belonging based on linguistic and cultural 

diversity “is a powerful antidote against the various 

types of fanaticism towards which all too often the 

assertion of identity has slipped in Europe and else-

where, in previous years as today.” 

At a time when populism and intellectual absolut-

ism are back with a vengeance, Niccolò Milanese 

(“Engagement and the Arts in Europe,” Europa, March 

2008) reminds us that Europe’s identity is neither a 

blank page nor a pre-written and pre-printed page. It 

is a page which is in the process of being written. It is 

“an endless process of self-creation,” the crucial word 

being “endless.” The EU document suggests two ways 

of anchoring linguistic diversity in a sustainable way 

in the lives of the people of Europe, its citizens, its peo-

ples and its institutions.

1. The bilateral relations between the peoples of the 

European Union should hinge by way of priority on 

the languages of the two peoples involved rather than 

on another language. This means that every European 

language should have, in each of the countries of the 

European Union, a substantial group of proficient and 

highly motivated speakers. 

2. The EU should advocate the idea of “personal adop-

tive language,” a kind of “second mother tongue.” 

Every European should be encouraged to freely choose 

a distinctive language, different from their language of 

identity and also different from their language of in-

ternational communication. Learning that language 

would go hand in hand with familiarity with the coun-

try or countries in which that language is used, along 

with the literature, culture, society and history linked 

with that language and its speakers.

In this way, every European language would have 

“a special place in the bilateral exchanges with all 

European partners; none would be condemned to 

disappearance, none would be reduced to the status 

of local dialect.” It is not difficult to see the great ad-

vantages of such an idea for small or lesser-known lan-

guages and literatures like Maltese and Estonian, or 

even Polish and Czech. The bilaterial relations would 

offer great scope not only for literary translation pro-

jects but also for the better promotion of the different 

cultures with their fascinating cultural baggage.

Ph
ot

o b
y J

am
es

 Cu
nn

ing
ha

m



May/June 2008

page 153

TENDING TO THE IMAGINATION

It is hoped that many Europeans would opt 

for languages from other continents as their 

personal adoptive language, and not only lan-

guages of the EU. Moreover, it is important for 

both recent and second-generation migrants to 

maintain knowledge of their own language of 

origin. We have to gradually get out of this one-

way relationship in which people from else-

where are getting better and better at learning 

European languages, while very few Europeans 

take the trouble to learn the languages of the 

immigrants. The latter need to feel that their 

languages, their literature, and their cultures 

are known and appreciated by the societies in 

which they live; the approach based on the « 

personal adoptive language» could help to dis-

pel this malaise.

Malta, like other EU countries, is receiving a 

progressively larger number and variety of 

non-European immigrants and is having dif-

ficulty dealing with this influx and making the 

best of it, both for the new arrivals and for the 

hosts. Maltese literature has a lot to gain, and 

in many ways, from this new phenomenon, 

and some Maltese writers are narrating stories 

that are shaping a new imaginary of our iden-

tity and of the world. But so much more can be 

done. “Europe should be open to others while 

not destroying their difference,” writes Niccolò 

Milanese. Those “who tend to the imagination,” 

like philosophers, writers and other artists, 

“have the responsibility for caring for the re-

sources which hold our communities together.” 

They must be careful not to do anything that 

might prompt or encourage us to define our-

selves “against” one another, to “foreclose dif-

ference too quickly.”

A respect for and engagement with linguistic di-

versity allows writers to constantly lose and find 

their place, for

 Every language is the product of a unique historical 

experience, each is the carrier of a memory, a literary 

heritage, a specific skill, and is the legitimate basis of 

cultural identity. Languages are not interchangeable, 

none is dispensable, none is superfluous. 

The document commissioned by the European 

Commission argues that to preserve all the lan-

guages of our heritage and encourage their de-

velopment in the rest of the continent “is insep-

arable from the very idea of a Europe of peace, 

culture, universality and prosperity.” It means 

that as writers, as human beings, we respect and 

seek to engage with those who live their life in 

each of these languages, with their cultures and 

their aspirations. It also means that we seek to 

share our words and our worlds with them.   

Cultural Congress Special

Artistic engagement is the struggle against  
the humiliation of the other.  

Hassan el Ouazzani 

On Aesthetics 
and Politics

I am one of the Moroccan poets of a par-

ticular generation, that of the 90s, which 

emerged at a particular moment in our his-

tory, which seemed to be a moment of decline: the 

revolutionary Marxists in Morocco had just got out 

of their cells, after long years of prison, and certain 

amongst them ended up reintegrating the new so-

ciety and changing the social classes; the leftist po-

litical parties had just abandoned their struggle to 

prepare themselves for integrating completely into 

the political system, waiting for access to power. 

The ideas of the 70s, those of change, of revolution, 

of engagement and of struggle were in the end in-

vaded by the increasingly prominent ideas of prag-

matism, of opportunism and of individualism.

We all found ourselves therefore as a generation 

without any political cause and we created, each 

in his own way, our own “causes”: those of belong-

ing to a world, of normalising all certitudes and all 

“grand” political ideas, of making the irregular tri-

umph and of striding along with the tiny details of 

our own daily lives.

2
I always find this question – of putting together two 

components, aesthetics and politics – to be ambig-

uous in several ways.

If engagement in literature or art is defined by the 

conscious awareness of the artist or writer of his or 

her belonging to a society - a conscious awareness 

that must manifest itself, incidentally, in putting 

creation into the service of a cause - it is neverthe-

less important to put this definition into perspec-

tive, for several reasons:

Firstly, what counts as a cause for one writer is not 

necessarily a cause for another. A national cause is 

not necessarily a universal cause.

Secondly, the different levels of engagement of 

a writer can be diverse even for the same writer: 

Sartre, as Gerard Garutti noted, celebrated Cuba 

for the Castro revolution, but denounced it as a 

tropical goulag, and he supported Israel in accept-

ing a doctorate in honoris causa from the univer-

sity of Jerusalem, and in refusing the assimilation 

of Zionism with racism by UNESCO, but at the 

same time he justified the armed struggle of the 

Palestinians.

Thirdly, the perception of engagement based on the 

strict correlation between literature and art and po-

litical combat risks to reduce literature to a purely 

militant practice and to subjugate it to propaganda.

3
These ambiguities do not negate, on the other 

hand, the enlightening aspect of engagement in 

art or in literature. Various literary experiences and 

human arts are evidence of this. The experience of 

Victor Jara, of Federica Garcia Lorca, of Mahmoud 

Darwish, and of all those who have been able to 

offer their peoples and all of humanity master-

pieces attest to an equitable balance in this correla-

tion between aesthetics and politics.

4
I myself have a particular memory. I was invited, in 

2000, to the huge festival of Medllin in Colombia, 

and I had to make a transfer in London. The po-

lice services at Heathrow had other ideas: that is, 

that I should be made to wait four hours in a small 

cell until they were sure that I was a poet and not 

a drug trafficker. The authorities at Heathrow have 

kept for the last eight years a photograph in which I 

am with other Moroccan poets, which they confis-

cated, thinking that it was perhaps a band of terror-

ists. Besides that, to be able to be with you all in this 

‘european dream’ I had to live through a nightmare 

with the visa services in Rabat.

I evoke this detail to say that our engagement as 

poets and writers and artists must consist above all 

in the consecration and in the triumph of the values 

of difference, and in the struggle against the humil-

iation of the other.  

Hassan el Ouazzani is a poet.

“Efficient management of 
our linguistic, cultural and 
religious diversity would 

produce a reference model 
indispensable to a planet 

tragically afflicted by 
chaotic management of its 

own diversity.
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The New Contempt of 
Culture is a Symptom  
of Contempt for Equality

Any potential European cultural movement must avoid  
the increasing phenomenon of contempt of culture and  
its pseudo-intellectual posturing. 
Leonardo Kovačević

T
o speak on the meaning of European cul-

ture and on the directions of its progress 

without any reservations concerning the 

word ‘culture’ is to do nothing more that to 

summon up the vagaries of contemporary 

cultural politics in Europe. This intentional in-distinc-

tion of two different domains often prompts critiques 

from both sides, political theory (criticising culture) 

and cultural theory (criticising politics). I would like 

to tackle the question of the phenomenon in relation 

to the first critique, the critique of culture from a po-

litical point of a view. Although my intention is not to 

provide any kind of an apotheosis of culture, I argue 

that culture has become the object of vehement cri-

tique transformed lately into contempt. In that what 

follows, I shall try to show what is behind this con-

tempt and what notion of culture is imposed on us by 

this contempt.

IS CULTURE GUILTY FOR EVERYTHING?

The manifestation of this contempt can be seen in the 

increasing tendency of the denunciation of culture as 

a reign of a petty-citizen ideology or as a sphere where 

public symbolic exchange intertwines its forces with 

capital. But the real target of the denunciations of this 

kind is not culture itself, but rather a certain kind of 

ideology that is taken to be a major cause of all so-

cial problems. The very indistinctivness of its notion 

makes culture apt to become the medium or even 

universal support of this cause. In this process, cul-

ture has obviously become guilty for all possible so-

cial diseases. But it has also become a solution deus ex 

machina when the search for hidden causes of these 

diseases has failed. Lately we are witnessing a rising 

contempt of culture, especially in the works of Alain 

Badiou, who in his latest book What is Sarkozy the 

name of? marks the notion of culture as completely 

opposed to art and thus as the realm of mediocre con-

sumerism in a market of various symbolical values.  

Since we also get used to hearing similar tones and 

sentences from Slavoj Žižek, I would like to begin my 

short analysis with one of his typical anecdotes con-

cerning the critique of a culture. In a few articles by 

him we can read his inversion of the famous sentence 

attributed to Goebbels: “When I hear the word ‘cul-

ture’, I reach for my gun”. This phrase was also used 

by Godard in his movie “Contempt” and it is put in 

the mouth of the producer who replies to Fritz Lang: 

“When I hear for the word ‘culture’, I reach for my 

cheque-book”. According to Žižek, the dogmatic opin-

ion of today’s leftist discourse would be the inversion 

of Goebbels’ phrase: “When I hear the word ‘gun’, I 

reach for my culture”. Žižek of course makes allusion 

to the idea of a culture as means of pacifying and rec-

onciling passions and aggressive drives. What lies be-

hind this cynical and dismissive relation toward cul-

ture is evidently an inversion of the Freudian idea of 

civilization and its discontents which presupposes 

that culture means nothing but a kind of general state 

of repressed desires finally sublimed in a cultural com-

modity. But Žižek’s critique of culture in a form of in-

version of Freud is still limited by the notion of culture 

that is conceived merely in terms of libido: as a kind 

of libidinal economy of value exchange. The first two 

slogans, pronounced by Goebbels and by the fictitious 

character of the producer in Godard’s movie, a pro-

ducer who is interested in making just another com-

modity of an entertainment industry, make two basic 

reproaches to culture that help our contemporary in-

tellectuals (like Žižek) to finally dismiss culture. The 

first reproach is proclaimed in the name of politics: 

more exactly in the name of some purity of politics, 

of a desire to establish a firm and homogenous social 

order. In that case, culture represents an obstacle to 

that kind of politics because it is always impure, it is 

a mixture of various intertwined values for which it is 

difficult to find out the real origin. It is a mixture of all 

too different knowledges and artistic experiences. 

The second reproach is mostly proclaimed by those 

people whose principal concern is a struggle against 

the free circulation of Capital, that is to say against 

the economical superdetermination of social life. 

From the historical viewpoint, it was marxism and 

especially the marxist critique of fetishism that was 

involved in this struggle. In the line of this tradition 

of critique, it was Adorno who constructed the most 

powerful critique of culture. He divided culture in two, 

into the low culture of the masses, a consumerism that 

is ruled just by the law of a market, and into the high 

culture of art. Supporters of the critique of fetishism 

caused this splitting of the idea of culture into, on the 

one hand, all that is pathological, fetishistic, and the 

on other all that is sublime, all that is the expression 

of the very heights of the human spirit. The first idea 

of culture is supposed to be inseparable from market 

dynamics and the other not so much. Let everybody 

conclude for himself if it is possible today to separate 

any culture and art from the market. So the argument 

of a complete determination of a culture by a market 

seems to be superfluous. 

CULTURE AS MANIFESTATION OF  
ANARCHICAL EQUALITY

But the supporters of both kinds of cultural criticism 

are more and more influential. I argue that this criti-

cism develops itself towards the contempt of culture. I 

suppose there are two main reasons for this. The first 

is less dangerous: sometimes we are just sick of cul-

ture, we are saturated with it and we feel weak vis-a-vis 

all the social problems, and all we have as a tool to deal 

with them is culture. In that case, we just reverse the 

problem and culture becomes guilty for everything.

The second reason is far more dangerous: it concerns 

the imposing of one’s intellectual mastery or superior-

ity by the denunciation of culture as a realm of com-

mon places or as not-real-thinking but mere chatter. 

This version of the contempt of culture always wants 

to impose some form of thinking – that is to say, some 

hierarchy. The bad news for these ‘intellectual author-

ities’ is that culture as symbolical exchange does not 

know any privileged places for thinking nor the right 

way to do it. The idea of culture always implies some 

anarchical equality, a battleground of free argumenta-

tion, without any given form. So it is not at all surpris-

ing that culture should have become equally a target 

for pretenders to intellectual mastery and for the State 

and its mechanisms of a power seeking to suppress 

this excess of egalitarian activities that permeates 

more and more all social domains.  

Leonardo Kovačević is a philosopher based at the Multimedia 

Institute, Zagreb

“Culture is always 
impure, it is a mixture  
of intertwined values”

Cultural Congress Special



May/June 2008

page 155

A 
few months ago somebody told me “We 

are making a film about the activists 

and activism in Bulgaria”, “What do you 

mean?” – I replied – “Well, you know, 

about things that happen in the public 

space and that are visible”. 

I want to start with this question – is activism and ac-

tivist art something that is necessarily visible, and visi-

ble in a way that it becomes widely known? Yes, when it 

concerns actions that are connected with popularizing 

a notion. But can activism be also not so visible, even 

almost invisible?

Of course first we have to define what we mean by ac-

tivism: in common usage, it probably means some-

thing like action, which has impact in the social space, 

striving to induce a change. This is a very general 

definition, but perhaps it will be functional for my  

purposes here.

But then the next question comes - what kind of activ-

ity? For example I have recently seen many examples 

of young people promoting 

Bulgarian “cultural specifi-

cities” – meaning traditional 

dances, rituals etc. They say that 

they fight to affirm our cultural 

uniqueness and identity (to in-

duce change in the national 

consciousness, that is suppos-

edly not sufficiently patriotic 

anymore) – but then it means 

that they are fighting to make 

the exotic cultural identity 

rigid. I take this as an aggressive 

act towards me. This so called 

“traditional Bulgarian culture” 

as invented in the 19th century, 

implies archaic cultural and po-

litical models, which are gen-

der discriminative, religiously 

imposing, patriarchal, machist 

etc. When we speak about ac-

tivism let’s keep in mind that 

activism isn’t valuable just in 

itself – it gets its value from  

its content. 

So, the question is: has an action to be visible, to be 

widely public (in order to induce a change, to have 

impact, let’s say)? If so, then we have always the same 

problem – when something becomes successful it is 

immediately appropriated by the market. The punk 

movement, for example, originally shouting against the 

social injustice, is now a trend, a mass fashion tendency 

of clothing and hair styles, which has nothing to do with 

the original punk movement, though its popularity has 

its foundation there. (This is so typical – the riot is ac-

cepted and welcomed by many people, and then the 

people who are themselves the targets of this riot man-

aged to use its power for their own financial gains.) 

The ecological movement in Bulgaria is another ex-

ample: it is so popular now that everybody is “ecol-

ogist”. You can see building companies with names 

“Greenbuild” or something like that - and they are not 

green at all. 

Most of the activist movements are in danger of becom-

ing mere trends. 

So a possible strategy is to try to be effective but keep 

a shape that cannot be appropriated. In resisting the 

principles of the neoliberal capitalist market we should 

aim at something I call fragile resistance. 

In general what I mean by fragile resistance is a resist-

ance that is opposing the principles of the neoliberal 

free market and it manages to remain fragile – a char-

acteristic that is usually lost in the process of resisting: 

a resistance to the free market which is not a re-appro-

priating of its means.

The market is aggressive, brutal, harassing, obliterating 

– and usually, in order to fight it, the strategies them-

selves become brutal, one-sided, violent (and there is 

the danger to become as rigid and undemocratic as the 

“capitalist” society itself). 

Sometimes those aggressive strategies work, some-

times they are the only way, but then what is lost is ex-

actly that which is the opposite of the “market” – the 

soft, the vague, the unclear, the subversive, the difficult 

… the fragile – can something survive without being 

transformed, neglected and excluded and yet remain 

fragile? I suggest that it could be done by creating and 

asserting spaces of fragile resistance, defending and  

multiplying them. 

The principles that this fragile resistance supposes are:

- being flexible – changing strategies, not allowing one-

self to be appropriated by the market, or by another 

manipulative system, that would use what is created 

for its own economy. 

- helping/giving a chance to those who are usually 

discarded by the market – those who are not easy to 

sell. If you are not part of the market and you are not 

under the patronage of a strong cultural institution you 

have almost no chances for surviving – that is why we 

have to strive to open the spaces for those who do not 

wish either to be sold to the open market nor to the  

big institutions.  

- searching for ways of occupying spaces and opening 

them, making them possible for fragility, for difficult-

ness. The free market has the possibility of unlimited 

occupation of spaces, so what this resistance has in-

evitably to do is to re-occupy spaces, to fill them with 

all their unclearness, difficultness and subversiveness. 

One of the ways of course is squatting (which is not very 

popular in Bulgaria). 

My city is occupied by the neoliberal free market, by 

concrete, by the destroying of the public space, by lack 

of air and green etc. by the big bright signs. 

It is occupied silently because there is no public re-

action against this – not in the media, not in “public 

opinion” (whatever that animal might be). So, one of 

the many possible strategies against that is to silently 

re-occupy the spaces to fill the space with presence, si-

lent but persistent, to multiply those presences, those 

places, open for possibility and for difficultness, those 

anti-market spaces. 

- being difficult – one of the principles of the free market 

is “take it easy” – be easily graspable, easily consumable 

etc. – so, if you want to resist, you should be difficult.

In conclusion, I would suggest that for fighting the prin-

ciples of the neoliberal free market that kills the possi-

bility for real creative force, we have to create and main-

tain spaces of fragile resistance. That would help us to 

remain as complicated, difficult, stubborn and unsale-

able as we are and as we want to persist in being   

Ana Vaseva is a Bulgarian video artist and photographer. 

Fragile Resistance
Most activist movements are in danger of becoming trends.  
Perhaps we need a new notion of activism to effectively resist:  
a fragile resistance. 
Ana Vaseva
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M
arkets are good at convening and dis-

tributing resources. Based on the model 

of the ancient bazaar, our non-compet-

itive market encouraged the co-pro-

duction and distribution of knowl-

edge. Critical Practice invited artists, anthropologists, 

economists and others to activate ‘stalls’ distributed 

throughout the grand banqueting hall. This enabled 

the congress audience to become a noisy milling crowd, 

animatedly transacting knowledge and experience. The 

Market of Ideas challenged the lazy institutionalised 

model of knowledge transfer - in which amplified ‘ex-

perts’ speak at a passive audience - and offered instead 

an engaged and distributed peer-to-peer exchange 

within the Festival of Europe.

The project has its theoretical roots in Bruno 

Latour’s approach to Actor-Network Theory. According 

to Latour, connectors are the vehicles that carry the 

‘truth condition’ of association. They are not external 

binding conditions, but composites of individual be-

haviour. From this point of view, we imagined econo-

mies and culture as connectors, and our market as a 

composite of composites.

Critical Practice reflected on economic and cul-

tural conditions as layers of association that inform our 

coming together. Each stall offered an opportunity to 

sample and interrogate a variety of models of transac-

tion and evaluation.

Mike Reddin’s lively Economies of consensus and 

information invited people to consider ethical ways in 

which we should, and could pay for things. Mike offered 

a choice of five ethical questions to explore, starting with 

a ‘medical dilemma’ designed to find out what value we 

bring to situations of resource-choice. Encouraging par-

ticipants to ask for further pieces of information, Mike 

tried to elicit the common ground which people bring 

to such decision making - or see if they could come to 

common decisions via very different routes.

In the Waste Proposal Unit, Mike Knowlden in-

vited participants to discuss their habits of food con-

sumption and draw up recipes based on their personal 

requirements. Mike’s stall addressed the notion of do-

mestic leftovers – food waste – as a void from which 

both economic and non-economic value might be re-

covered. In this practice, the recipes became a tool to 

chart this value, and one outcome of the stall as a means 

of returning content to the public domain.

Facilitated by Marsha Bradfield with the help of 

Mary Anne Francis, Kelly Large, Katrine Hjelde and 

Helena Capkova, the reFREsEments Café provided a 

place/space for delegates and marketers to sit and chat.  

Marsha Bradfield and Jem Mackay set out to provide a 

platform for what Donald Schön calls ‘reflection-in-ac-

tion.’ The Café was the focal point for Ecoes, a collabo-

rative video project that uses Actor-Network Theory to 

explore the Market of Ideas as a web of heterogeneous 

interests.  Project facilitators Jem Mackay and Marsha 

Bradfield circulated through the market, talking to mar-

keters, delegates and visitors about their experience of 

the event. 

For the Economy of Emotions stall, Cinzia 

Cremona (with the help of Davina Drummond) offered 

a thought experiment of sorts, which required investing 

in a momentary personal relationship. Asked to select 

their favourite TV advert, participants were invited to 

explore the emotions, feelings, needs, desires and ideas 

it evoked for them. The thought experiment consisted 

in ‘converting’ these emotions from needs waiting to be 

fulfilled (passive) into a form of capital for ‘you’ to invest 

into productive activities (active).

The Well-being stall was developed with New 

Economics Foundation – a think-do tank focused on 

changes in policy and attitudes. Their ‘Happy Planet 

Index Calculator’ provided the impetus to reflect on 

personal well-being and to speculate on what the world 

might look like if well-being was to become a standard 

of comparison between economies national and per-

sonal. Visitors were also invited to test their happiness 

using a short test devised by Ed Deiner. By extension in-

formation on Basic Income was used to introduce the 

issue of moral responsibility toward basic human need 

within developed societies. 

Katelyn Toth-Fejel took inspiration from the 

‘70s permaculture movement for her Permaculture, 

Permacouture stall. The permaculture movement was 

started in Australia to impart holistic systems thinking 

What is cultural about economics? 
A Market of Ideas
For the Festival of Europe, Critical Practice hosted the inaugural 
lecture by Bernard Stiegler, and, as part of the two day How to Make 
Europe Dream; a Cultural Congress, organised a Market of Ideas. 
Edited by Cinzia Cremona

into agriculture. Katelyn operated a mobile dyeing 

station using natural techniques and materials to alter 

available items.

Joe Balfour with economists Federico 

Campagna, Francesca Papa contributed the very lively 

Corporation.comm, The perverse pleasure of mixing 

community and business. The stall proposed to dis-

cuss the A B C of a new approach to social economics: 

the mix of Artists, Business, Communities. This meant 

connecting the Artists Placement Group’s assimilation 

of ‘socially engaged practice’ by art institutions, with 

®TMark and Netart’s tactical use of corporation tools 

enacted by bottom-up communities, and a new per-

spective in marketing - that a social community can 

act like an entrepreneur, as in the example of Parkour. 

The dialogue is continuing at www.corporationdot-

comm.blogspot.com.

Offering a more traditional interpretation of the 

link between commercial transaction and exchange of 

ideas, Robert Dingle invited a professional Barber, to 

engage customers in meaningful conversation as he 

shaved them and cut their hair.

Debt was a stall manned by anarchist and 

anthropologist David Graeber.  For the Market, 

David evolved a  draft ‘typology’ of some 24, mostly 

non-commercial social transactions. The typology 

was used to structure exchanges about the possibility 

of transactions without incurring debt.

Economics Through Imagery – An Associative 

Approach. Using pastels and black paper – a conver-

sation takes place. What is ‘an invisible hand’, a ‘na-

tional economy’ or a ‘market force’? Arthur Edwards 

worked with passers-by to explore perceptions of eco-

nomics derived from the imagery of graphs, words 

and mantras, and the values inculcated through their 

repetition. Transactions focused on how the present 

circumstances of participants can be translated and 

made visible through the logic of accounting. 

Reflecting back onto the Market of Ideas and 

its effects, the general feeling within Critical Practice 

is that there was a rough and interesting rub between 

the Congress and the Market: the Congress seemed 

to dream Europe via theoretical assertions about the 

other in the form of experts, panels and audience, 

whereas the Market embodied a generous, peer-to-

peer co-production. The Market was a successful 

form of practice and could be used for other projects. 

Confident in the potential of the non-competitive 

market format, Critical Practice aims to develop the 

idea further with more attention to the aesthetics of 

the stalls and more time to transact. 

CRITICAL PRACTICE
Critical Practice is a cluster of artists, researchers, academics 

and others, hosted by Chelsea College of Art & Design, London.

Our research and practice revolve around art, and issues of 

ethics and governance in relation to culture. We explore new 

models for creative practice, and look to engage those models in 

appropriate public forums, both nationally and internationally. 

We seek to avoid the passive reproduction of art and uncritical 

cultural production. Our research, projects, exhibitions, 

publications and funding, our very constitution and 

administration are legitimate subjects of critical enquiry.

All art is organised, so we are trying to be sensitive to issues 

of organisation. Governance emerges whenever there is a 

deliberate organisation of interactions between people. We are 

striving to be an open organization, and to make all decisions, 

processes and production accessible and public. We are 

always in the process of defining our aims and objectives and 

improving the transparency and accountability of our processes.

All aspects of Critical Practice can be accessed and modified 

through our wiki: www.criticalpracticechelsea.org

Im
ag

e b
y T

om
 D

ing
le



May/June 2008

page 156

Cultural Congress Special

I 
want to start by quibbling with Paul Valery. In 

‘The Crisis of the Spirit’, his text from which our 

discussion takes its cue, he presents Hamlet as a 

European addressing his Euro-ancestors (artists, 

philosophers, inventors and so on).  And this isn’t 

quite right. 

For a start, Hamlet’s a member of that Eurosceptic 

group the Danes. Secondly, of course, this is all short-

hand: as anyone who’s studied the play’s historical 

context knows, Shakespeare’s Denmark, riven by the 

fraught question of royal succession, this police state 

full of Polonius’s spies, in which all iterations have to 

be encrypted, all activity cloaked in ‘antic disposition’, 

is shorthand for England under Elizabeth and her 

Chief of Police Walsingham. One has only to look at 

Sidney’s Arcadia or Spenser’s The Faerie Queen to ap-

preciate the amount of ‘indirection’ and circumven-

tion that Elizabethan art demanded if its producers 

wanted to maintain their liberty and lives.

But it gets even more complex: the whole analogy al-

most implodes when we remember that Shakespeare, 

in a kind of in-joke, has Hamlet, in the famous grave-

digger scene to which Valery alludes, have just come 

back from England. He was sent there, as the clown 

gravedigger tells him 

because he was mad: he shall recover his wits
there; or, if he do not, it’s no great matter there.
[because]there the men
are as mad as he.

I want to home in on this notion of madness, of folly. 

We should recall that the only one of the graveyard’s 

skulls that Hamlet actually picks up belongs not to an 

intellectual, nor an artist or inventor, but rather to a 

fool, a jester. This in turn should remind us that the 

European Renaissance tradition of folly was firmly 

linked to England: Erasmus, after all, dedicated his In 

Praise of Folly to Sir Thomas Moore, even punning on 

his name in its title (it was originally published with 

the Greek title Morias Enkomion). This tradition runs 

from Skelton to Sterne, and on through Carroll (who, 

incidentally, in the blank map of The Hunting of the 

Snark invented white-on-white three decades before 

Malevich) – and, on the Anglo-Irish side, Swift and 

Joyce (whose Finnegans Wake is at once both a morass 

of nonsense and the high point of literary Modernism). 

And nor should we forget that Swift was imprisoned, 

and Joyce forced into European exile: to Paris, Trieste 

and Zurich.

I also want to home in on another area that, in Hamlet’s 

case, is closely tied in with folly, indeed commensurate 

with it: mourning. The largest part of Hamlet’s folly is 

his melancholia, which is takes a textbook Freudian 

form: a pathological refusal to let the lost object go 

– or, as Nicholas Abraham and Maria Torok would 

put it, a cryptic incorporation, an internal tomb. For 

all his modernity and violence, for all the destruc-

tion he wreaks against the status quo, and no matter 

how tempting, for me it’s impossible to see Hamlet 

as a Futurist, a kind of Marinetti sweeping away the 

past, because he’s so haunted by it. This makes him 

a perfect model for literary influence, which, I sug-

gest, should be conceived not along Harold Bloom-ish 

lines of Oedipal anxiety but rather along post-Freud-

ian ones of mourning and its pathological extension, 

melancholia.

This is where, for me, Hamlet has something to say 

about England’s relation to Europe and to a European 

past in literature. Despite the fact that many sem-

inal modernists made England their home (Eliot, 

James, Pound etc etc) or made English their language 

(Conrad), the avant-garde thrust of their work has al-

ways been rejected on these shores in favour of the 

endless nineteenth century to which the dire novels 

of Hardy and a sentimental attachment to Dickens 

and Austen have tied us – an era and an attachment 

that have culminated now in the middle-brow fiction 

which dominates the mainstream cultural and com-

mercial landscape.

Hamlet’s folly, his melancholia, makes him see a ghost. 

Gertrude, in the same room as him, is adamant that 

there’s no ghost present. They can’t both be right. By 

specifying in the stage directions that the role of the 

ghost be played out by an actor, Shakespeare sides 

with Hamlet: the ghost is there, and demands attend-

ing to. I would say that, now, the ghost is Modernism 

itself: mainstream British literary culture simply 

doesn’t want to see it. A perfect recent example of 

this wilful blindness is the recent dismissal of Alain 

Robbe-Grillet by British newspaper obituarists as a 

quirky experimenter whose writing had lead him into 

a dead-end – which is the cultural equivalent of say-

ing that Pele wasn’t really a significant footballer. But 

Modernism isn’t going to go away, any more than the 

ghost is. Let us remember the end of Hamlet: while all 

the main players die, only the ghost – or, more pre-

cisely, his demand – survives. 

Because He Was Mad

Paul Valery’s 
European Hamlet 
poses the question 
of the creator’s 
relation to the past. 
Do the skulls he finds 
in the graveyard of 
European culture  
still speak to him?  
© Tom McCarthy
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Art as Dissidence in 
Today’s Eastern Europe 

The first of a two-part essay exploring the meaning of dissidence in art 
and in the contemporary Polish and Eastern European panorama, with a 
specific reference to those who choose to live their sexuality otherwise 
Pawel Leszkowicz and Tomek Kitlinski 

W
e need ethically committed art. 

Aesthetics, erotics and ethics bind 

together in the rebellion of the 

European arts. Engaged art explores 

and enhances our common human-

ity - shared with refugees dying at the borders of the 

EU and with women, migrants-turned-slaves, Jews, 

Roma, the homeless, the unemployed, transgender 

and gays, and with more underprivileged in the con-

text of the world food price crisis.

Let us rebel against the indifference of Eastern Europe! 

Let us care for the excluded by art-as-thought-of-

dissidence! Since the Orphic and Pythagorean sis-

terhood, thought has dissuaded from murder and 

healed. As Jean-Paul Sartre argued in Qu’est-ce que la 

littérature ?, art reveals the images which society tries 

to conceal from itself. Simone de Beauvoir would not 

consider us free if others are unfree. Those without 

freedom, without rights, without papers in the EU 

and globally are the images which our society – we – 

hide from ourselves.

How to heal? ‘Art is a gesture of repair’, Hélène Cixous 

told us. Saving, reparation, generosity is cultivated in 

art. Hospitality joins in, as Cixous showed in Théâtre 

du Soleil’s spectacle Odysees about refugees. Inspired 

by the Hebrew Bible, Levinas and Derrida attempted 

to construct a place of meeting, thinking and shelter-

ing otherness in the idea of the cosmopolitan open 

city (ville franche) or refuge city (ville refuge). Simon 

Critchley and Richard Kearney define this city as space 

where ‘migrants may seek sanctuary from the pres-

sures of persecution, intimidation, and exile’.

Artists who cherish those who are unfree are the new 

dissidents. Art is altruism – the most other ethics of 

otherness. Hélène Cixous demonstrates it in her in-

terpretation of the work of the Jewish, Ukrainian, 

Brazilian writer Clarice Lispector: ‘One might say that 

the work of Clarice Lispector is an immense book of 

respect, a book of the right distance. And, as she tells 

us all the time, one can only attain this right distance 

through a relentless process of de-selfing, a relentless 

practice of de-egoization.’

Foregrounding others foregrounds ethics as primary 

philosophy, the Levinasian prote philosophia. This is 

also a conclusion drawn from an inspirational part of 

the Cultural Congress in London, the Bazaar of Critical 

Practice Group, a project of Neil Cummings and his 

collaborators at the Chelsea College of Art. It was an 

intervention which aimed at the cosmopolitan politics 

of responsibility. Discussions, debates, conversations 

were encouraged in this bazaar or, as we would call it, 

Socratic agora. 

In Poland transgender people face humiliation, har-

assment, social exclusion, high fees for surgery and for 

legal changes of documentation, violence. In the in-

dustrial city of Lodz a homeless transperson was mur-

dered by neo-Nazi skinheads on September 21, 2003. 

Suicide among the transgender people is rampant. 

Poland lacks sexual education at schools, condom ads 

in the media, and all in all, tolerance. Prejudiced per-

ceptions of the LGBT community dehumanize us. 

In the parliamentary election, the party of Premier 

Jaroslaw Kaczynski was defeated: it earned 32 per 

cent of the vote, while the Civic Platform won 41 per 

cent. The turnout was very high for Poland; it was 

the younger generation which turned the polls into a 

plebiscite against the government which used religion 

as political weapon. Fear and loathing of ‘otherness’ is 

structural to the rule of the identical twins, Lech and 

Jaroslaw Kaczynski, who became Poland’s President 

in 2005 and Prime Minister in 2006 respectively. 

President Lech Kaczynski remains in power until 2010. 

In Poland and abroad, the President said ‘with the pro-

motion of homosexuality, the humankind would die 

out’. As mayor of Warsaw, he banned gay pride twice. 

Phobias were fueled by the outgoing government. 

Just after it was sworn in, the government-controlled 

police in Poznan cordoned off feminist and gay ac-

tivists on November 17, 2005. The far-right All-Polish 

Youth swarmed around and shouted, ‘Fags to gas! 

We’ll do to you what Hitler did to Jews!’ The police 

didn’t mind the anti-Semitic and homophobic cat-

calls, but stormed and arrested sixty-five feminist and 

gay priders. Deputy PM and Minister of the Interior 

Ludwik Dorn expressed his recognition to the po-

lice. In October 2007 in Wroclaw far-right supporters 

threw butyric acid at participants of ‘Gays, Lesbians, 

and Friends’ Festival. 

The president’s twin brother and outgoing PM Jaroslaw 

Kaczynski called gay prides ‘abomination’, repeated 

that ‘Marriage is a union of a man and a woman’ and 

in the recent election campaign tried to scare voters 

into rejecting his pro-European opponents the Civic 

Platform that supports the European Union’s Charter 

of Fundamental Rights prohibiting discrimination 

based on sexual orientation and gender identity. In 

the major TV debate before the election Jaroslaw 

Kaczynski said the Charter would introduce to Poland 

‘homosexual marriages and euthanasia’.

Jaroslaw Kaczynski lost in the parliamentary elections 

- does this end the rule of prejudices in this coun-

try? The European Union’s Charter of Fundamental 

Rights with its principle of non-discrimination based 

on gender and sexual orientation will not be signed 

by Poland’s new government. The new PM Donald 

Tusk in November made no reference to the rights of 

women and sexual minorities. Abortion is still crimi-

nalized in this country.

The far-right League of Polish Families isn’t part of 

the new Polish Parliament, but it sits in the European 

Parliament. The League’s Eurodeputy Maciej Giertych 

eulogized Spain’s General Franco and railed 
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against homosexuality. His father Jedrzej was an 

anti-Semitic activist in the 1930s, author of a 1938 

pamphlet where he argued for the expulsion of Jews 

from Poland, whereas his son Roman is the current 

leader of the League and reactivated the All-Polish 

Youth which in the interwar period had beaten Jewish 

and Ukrainian students at Poland’s universities. Until 

recently Roman Giertych was minister for education; 

his pet aversion was each and every form of LGBT cul-

ture which he called ‘homosexual propaganda’. From 

the Polish school’s assigned readings he deleted the 

works of Polish gay writer, Witold Gombrowicz. 

Director of the film on the love of Verlaine and 

Rimbaud Total Eclipse, Agnieszka Holland said to the 

daily Gazeta Wyborcza, ‘Officially the stranger, Jew, 

the evil one has changed today into the homosexual. 

In the dominant language and in the language of Mr. 

and Mr Kaczynski and of Mr. Giertych, homosexuals 

play the part of the pre-war Jew. And in the manner in 

which anti-Semites decided who is Jewish, they now 

decide who is gay and who is not’. Agnieszka Holland 

was born into a Jewish family of intellectuals and made 

the movies Copying Beethoven and Secret Garden.

Archconservative rhetoric, introduced by Giertych, is 

used in education. Poland’s younger generation is in 

an ideological and economic crisis. One million Poles 

have migrated to Britain and Ireland. The young, in 

particular queer, massively flee Poland.

The League of Polish Families is anti-gay, anti-Se-

mitic, and anti-contemporary art. League members 

physically attacked one young woman artist, Dorota 

Nieznalska, and then the party brought charges 

against her for ‘offending religious feelings’. She was 

sentenced to community work and banned from leav-

ing the country or, as the judge phrased it, ‘half a year 

of the restriction of freedom’. Nieznalska and many 

queer artists participated in Love and Democracy exhi-

bitions in Gdansk and Poznan. As curator of the show, 

Pawel stressed that cultural history tells plural stories 

of gender, sexuality, and love. The exhibition Love and 

Democracy looked for this forgotten heritage in con-

temporary Polish art. There are many kinds of love 

which should have a place in democracy. The artworks 

in his exhibition portrayed love and life in relation-

ships between a woman and a woman, a man and a 

man, a woman and a man. 

From the social campaign Let Us Be Seen with Karolina 

Bregula’s portraits of lesbian and gay couples to rep-

resentations of intimate relations, the eroticism of 

the male nude, self-portrayal, the theatre of gender 

and club sub-culture - the exhibition presented the 

histories of loves and identities in an age of fluid sex-

uality and their role in the democratisation of Polish 

society and culture. Despite the dominating atmos-

phere of contemporariness, Love and Democracy 

turned towards the past, identifying with the 1960s, 

the period of moral revolution and anti-war protests 

in Western culture. 

In Poland there has never been a real moral and in-

tellectual revolt like the one experienced by the West 

in the 1960s. This is one of the reasons for the homo-

genisation of the society. When contesting the offi-

cial ‘Solidarity’ version of history, one must, how-

ever, do justice to alternative and marginal stories. In 

the People’s Republic of Poland, a sexual revolution 

progressed in a dispersed and hidden way. Counter-

culture constituted a great and still undervalued 

force in the breaking up of Communism from the 

inside by giving young people different models: the 

ideal of personal freedom, self-expression, non-con-

formism, musical ecstasy, artistic experiment and 

spiritual searching. 

An independent explosion of sexuality in the visual 

culture under Communism took place in the coun-

tercultural work of the Amateur Film Clubs (AKF), 

discovered by the Enthusiasts exhibition (Centre for 

Contemporary Art, Warsaw 2004) mounted by Marysia 

Lewandowska and Neil Cummings. As part of the 

Love and Democracy exhibition, Lewandowska and 

Cummings presented a film show entitled Enthusiasts-

Love? in a specially-arranged club film room. The films 

by the AKF artists (Ryszard Wawrynowicz, Krystyna 

and Jozef Czosek, Franciszek Dzida, Piotr Majdrowicz, 

Jan Bujak), which examined amorous and erotic sub-

jects, undermined the official party policy concerning 

gender, Communist sexophobia and prudishness. 

In the film Drown (1978), Jan Bujak, through his sur-

realist images, shows the compulsion of heterosexual 

sex endured by a boy who, in his imagination, escapes 

into the narcissistic homosexual fantasies which ex-

press his real nature – hence the role of landscape in 

the film. In the film Misunderstanding (1978), Piotr 

Majdrowicz’s camera depicts a desiring homosexual 

look at the body of another man. We see a young pho-

tographer in love with a sportsman whose photograph 

he takes. The traumatic love story is linked with the 

theme of the erotic presentation of the male body. We 

see sumptuous bodily scenes with the athlete while he 

is exercising or taking a shower. The photographer and 

his model look together at Classical and Renaissance 

sculpted male nudes, which serve as models for the 

photographed poses. It seems that the young men are 

together entering an alternative homosexual ‘matrix’ 

and its visuality. The hopes of the enamoured young 

man turn out to be a misunderstanding – the film ends 

with a scene showing the sportsman and his girlfriend 

and the tragically lonely protagonist standing watch-

ing from the side, just like the viewer. In the films of 

Bujak and Majdrowicz, compulsory heterosexuality is 

a barrier blocking homosexual fulfilment and as such 

it becomes a sign of the repressive and alienating sys-

tem. Both film-makers, avoiding censorship under the 

protective shield of the Amateur Film Clubs, show us 

alternative histories and images of masculinity, desire, 

looking and presenting.

The title of the collection created by Lewandowska 

and Cummings – Enthusiasts – is telling since it is 

precisely the rebellious enthusiasm and energy of 

the amateur film-makers that had enabled them to 

portray the hidden level of existence in the People’s 

Republic of Poland. They entered an area which the 

so-called official directors, subject to greater pres-

sure, could not enter because of censorship. That is 

why homosexuality is shown in these works altruis-

tically, as we would say - in a non-pathological and 

non-mocking way, in contrast to how it was portrayed 

in Communist cinema. 

The exhibition Love and Democracy depicted also 

transgender subjectivity in the self-portraits of a 

young artist Maciej Osika. Art plays a prominent part 

in Poland’s political debate as it is critical, opposed to 

anti-LGBT politicians and media.

A new dissidence of ethically committed art is being 

created. Queer artists are rebels – confronted with the 

fundamentalism in many parts of Eastern Europe. 

In April 2008 posters which called feminist and gay 

Marches for Toleration ‘barbarity’ were officially hung 

in the streets of Warsaw. In Latvia, which introduced 

a constitutional ban on same-sex marriage, LGBT 

marchers in Riga in 2006 were pelted with bags of ex-

crement. Contemporary art is suspect in Russia (the 

trial of conceptual artist Anna Alchuk) and gays are 

hurt at every pride in Moscow. 

In the sequel to this article we will look at the rebel-

lious work of artists in Lithuania, Svajone and Paulius 

Stanikas, who will feature in the Sacré exhibition in 

Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris. 

“Let us rebel against  
the indifference of  

Eastern Europe!
Let us care for the 

excluded by art-as-
thought-of dissidence!

Maciej Osika’s transgender self-portrait in Love and Democracy exhibition, curated by Pawel Leszkowicz.
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hen Odysseus de-

cided to subject him-

self to the singing 

of the Sirens, a fair 

bit was put at stake. 

His own life for one 

thing, and those of his sailors as well. All 

the same, his chances of coming through 

it were fairly strong since he was a king, 

and orders are orders, after all, and in trust 

is truth. He was able to trust his sailors, 

then, even though he had himself bound 

to the mast and gave the order that they 

were not to untie him, however hard he 

screamed and shouted, whereas the sail-

ors themselves must not immediately dig 

out the wax plugs from their ears and take 

wild flying dives into the waves, leaving 

their king high and dry, tied to the mast, 

effng and blinding while the Sirens’ song 

warbled much as in a video promotion 

clip.

Once upon a time that was how things 

were. A king was not chosen merely to 

rule, to lead his troops into battle and, 

preferably, lead them back home (in fact 

Odysseus failed on that score…), but a 

king was chosen in order to mediate cer-

tain experiences between his people and 

the divine world. To recount to them what 

the Sirens’ song was like, for instance. 

Alongside his roles as leader, judge and 

priest, on occasion he also assumed that 

of poet. Until the latter function was en-

trusted to poets.

Poetry is nothing more than telling the tale 

of the Sirens’ song. Someone listens to it 

and then attempts to pass it on to others. It 

is a huge undertaking and a hopeless one 

at that, because even the greatest poets are 

only capable of passing on but a faint echo 

of the Sirens’ song. Even so, it is a sacred 

duty.

Poetry—at least ever since it has been writ-

ten (that is, ever since the king entrusted it 

to poets)—is aristocratic in character.

Now, being an aristocrat does not simply 

imply toffee-nosed elitist arrogance; that 

is a mistake. Being an aristocrat stands for 

remembering what it was (which fief, for 

instance) the king entrusted to one. Being 

an aristocrat stands for being responsi-

ble for the fief that has been entrusted to 

one—what particular bit of the world, the 

beasts, mankind, the planet, and so forth. 

A poet is not an aristocrat at the very times 

he is accused of being one (ivory tower, 

elitism, etcetera); those are the times 

when he is not an aristocrat, just a cow-

ard and stuck-up: he is hiding from what 

is entrusted to him. Sándor Pet�fi, a born 

democrat if ever there was, lived like an 

aristocrat because, until the day he died, 

he was serious about his own gift, his mis-

sion, and what had been entrusted to him: 

the people, the Hungarian language, his 

poems, indeed poetry itself. His fief.

I feel there are irresolvable contradictions 

between the state of written poetry today, 

the general state of poetry today, and my 

current mental state. In plain language, 

written poetry is aristocratic by nature, yet 

it is customary (it behoves us) to call the 

world we live in ‘democratic’. On what au-

thority do I call myself an Odysseus, a king, 

a priest, a leader, and—well, yes—a poet? 

Nowadays everyone has the right to listen 

to the Sirens’ song. At least they do in prin-

ciple. In practice, however, that goes with 

a near-certainty the boat will strike the 

rocks, as is shown all too alarmingly by the 

ship of Western civilisation as it drifts aim-

lessly in its culture of round-the-clock en-

tertainment, partying and consumerism, 

but that does nothing to alter the uncom-

fortable, conscience-stricken sensation 

that if I were to start talking about my own 

poetry, that could only be presumptuous, 

purblind conceit on my part, nothing else, 

because as the years go by I am increas-

ingly assailed by doubts.

In an objective essay on the art of poetry—

or in its place—I feel it is only honest to 

admit to my own puzzlement. When I sit 

down to write a poem—that is, when I re-

solve to sit down, in spite of everything—

then for many years my first task has been 

to grapple with that puzzlement and even 

incredulity. That is an objective art of 

poetry.

I belong to the hapless generation that 

turned forty around the millennium. 

Around that age one gets to wondering 

what one has achieved in life. A forty-year-

old poet who has made no impression 

cuts a laughable figure. Hundreds upon 

hundreds of millions ready themselves for 

decades for centennial and millennial cel-

ebrations, so it is hardly surprising—being 

a self-fulfilling prophecy—that these reg-

ularly mark the beginning of some sort of 

new era. In an intellectual as well as a his-

torical sense. The crisis of the forty-year-

olds of my generation happens to have co-

incided with the turn of the century and 

the millennium. We are now starting to 

approach old age. If, therefore, I use this 

occasion to list my doubts, it may be that 

these are all just my own personal prob-

lems: perhaps they simply stem from my 

own ageing and weariness. Grousing and 

grumping. 

The way I see it, the kind of reading-pub-

lic that was still in evidence in Hungary 

when I was a young man is now, slowly 

but surely, dying out. For the generations 

that are succeeding them written poetry is 

no more important than, let’s say, the his-

tory of the twentieth century: i.e. hardly at 

all. For decades on end, people have been 

ringing the alarm bells that kids don’t read 

enough books. Willy-nilly, those kids and 

the kids’ kids are grown-ups now, and they 

constitute the fabric of society. It turns out 

that life is possible without reading.

I am no longer able to believe that if I write 

a fine verse couplet and I read it out in a 

suitable forum on a suitably festive occa-

sion to a suitably select (educated, cul-

tivated) audience, then that couplet will 

start working and, purely by force of grav-

ity, will trickle down (and I do mean down) 

the social hierarchy to exert an effect on 

the multitude, making the world a nicer 

place. (Yes indeed, nicer and not nas-

tier: I owe the multitude that much if I’m 

going to picture them being down below.) 

Literature, and written poetry above all, 

has withdrawn from the world; it has de-

constructed (destroyed) itself. The reign of 

written poetry is over.

In its place is sung poetry. (For the time 

being, that is.)

Why am I a poet when thousands can 

quote the words of singer-songwriters like 

Jenő Menyhár, András Lovasi or Tibi Kiss?

I ought to be hiding rather than strutting 

in public. Fair point, but all the same I do 

feel that I know something only few others 

know. I know that written poetry is one of 

human culture’s supreme achievements. I 

also know that this is not just one opinion 

among many. I love reading great poetry, 

and I love it when it gives my flesh goose 

bumps; I even love it when it makes me 

weep. It also seems to me that if I resign 

myself to the age of written poetry being 

at an end, I shall only be helping it to-

wards that end. And I also know that there 

is no person alive who does not carry his 

or her own potential poem. Maybe more 

than one, but they need to gain access to 

at least one.

When it comes to my own poems I am shy 

of using big words like creation, creative 

process, lyric poem, significant, major. It 

strikes me as a touch farcical. May I stress: 

that’s with my own poems, not those of 

others, because they are someone else’s. 

If someone else writes a poem from which 

I get goose bumps, I couldn’t care less 

what words they use in talking about their  

own poems.

Just two things interest me: rescuing writ-

ten poetry, and the goose bumps. Unless 

I can give a clear-cut response to these, I 

cannot move a step further forward.

One way that written poetry needs to be 

looked after, for example, is by arranging 

conferences about the craft of contem-

porary Hungarian poetry. That would en-

sure that at least there were a discussion 

about written poetry for one whole day 

at a serious academic institution. Or in 

other words, something had been done in 

the interest of written poetry—something 

official in nature, but never mind, that’s 

very much as it should be. Serious peo-

ple would be able to see that poetry has a 

place in a serious institution. What would 

be very important, though, is if the sub-

ject of such a conference were to be goose 

flesh.

I know nothing more objective to say about 

the art of poetry than that. No doubt I am 

not clever enough; I have no special the-

ory. For me the only things that exist are 

the practical nuts and bolts of writing po-

etry. The core is inspiration; the method—

perseverance; the goal—goose bumps.

As for methodology, however, so far I have 

said nothing, I have not lifted the veil sur-

rounding the secret of how I personally 

write poems. I have offered no example of 

my own. But then there is only one ques-

tion to which I could give an answer using 

an example of my own, and that is: How 

does a dopey poet work?

The Plucking of Poetry
– All the Way to the Goose Fleshdi Valerio Cruciani e Adri

By István Kemény, translated by Tim Wilkinson
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Let me tell you how I put this essay 

together. I put it together in the same 

way as I do a poem. I began with a highly 

emotional splurge, because I realised that 

I should have refused to take the job on. 

That was less than honourable on my 

part. That gets me worked up. So let me 

admit that. I admit it. A bit of Odyssey-

zing to begin, with grand, fervent words 

about poetry, aristocracy, hopelessness, 

and I see that bit is almost right: at least 

it has a spot of zing and candour about it. 

I ought to go on, but I can’t. I am unable 

to get a grip on what I am writing, what 

this essay is driving at. I am stubborn, and 

therefore I am angry with myself, and this 

text is driving me crazy. On top of which 

it is now evening. So, I switch off the 

computer with the intention of reading 

through, tomorrow morning, what I have 

written in the hope that some way of car-

rying on will occur to me. If it doesn’t, I’ll 

delete the whole lot.

I did switch off, and meanwhile it is now 

tomorrow and I’m sitting in front of the 

computer screen again. I haven’t deleted 

what I wrote yesterday; I’m carrying on. It 

occurs to me that I’m a dopey poet, and I 

ought to admit it; that’s what the logic of 

this big-mouthed talk, with its Odysseus 

and all the rest demands: that I have no 

mercy on myself. So, that’s that done and 

dusted. That is how the essay has taken 

shape. I’ve even written my own obituary, 

I haven’t evaded the task, I have plucked 

poetry down to its essentials; there was a 

dash of inspiration, perseverance too, and 

although there may have been no goose 

bumps, this is only a talk, not a poem. At 

least I have mentioned the goose bumps 

as a goal, and that in itself is something. 

Behold “my method”. And this is also 

how I write poems: for want of a better 

method, going stubbornly forward, head 

down and just hoping I hit no wall.

So what does the dopey poet feel while 

this is going on? Miffed, I can tell you.

We are sitting in the boat and approaching 

the Sirens’ rocky coast. If we do not start 

heading in another direction pronto, we 

shall hear their song and that will be the 

end of us. What should we do? Odysseus 

shrugs his shoulders: that’s for you to 

know, boys (and girls). You’d like to hear 

them, wouldn’t you? Well, I have a sugges-

tion: I’ll block my ears, bind all of you to 

the thwarts and hide the oars. Then hey 

presto! you can listen to the Sirens’ song. 

That will give you something to tell tales 

about.

In the meantime I’ll sit here with my ears 

nicely plugged with wax and make notes. 

So I won’t untie you, however hard you 

scream and shout at me to do so. I shall 

study how Homo sapiens behaves while 

listening to the Sirens, and from that 

I shall try and deduce what their song 

might be like. I shall become a poet not-

withstanding, and that is how.   

With thanks to the Hungarian Cultural Centre, 

London

Focus: Hungary and the Poetics of Revolution

* * *

Sorrow? A great ocean.  
Joy?  
A little pearl in the ocean. Perhaps,   
By the time I fish it up, I may break it.

(Translated by W.H. Auden)

A bánat? Egy nagy oceán  
S az öröm?  
Az oceán kis gyöngye. Talán,  
Mire fölhozom, össze is töröm. 

NATIONAL SONG 

Rise up, Magyar, the country calls!  
It’s ‘now or never’ what fate befalls...  
Shall we live as slaves or free men?  
That’s the question - choose your ‘Amen”!  
God of Hungarians, we swear unto Thee,  
We swear unto Thee - that slaves we shall no longer be! 
For up till now we lived like slaves,  
Damned lie our forefathers in their graves -   
They who lived and died in freedom  
Cannot rest in dusts of thraldom.  
God of Hungarians, we swear unto Thee,  
We swear unto Thee - that slaves we shall no longer be! 
A coward and a lowly bastard  
Is he, who dares not raise the standard -   
He whose wretched life is dearer  
Than the country’s sacred honor.  
God of Hungarians, we swear unto Thee,  
We swear unto Thee - that slaves we shall no longer be! 
Sabers outshine chaine and fetters,  
It’s the sword that one’s arm betters.  
Yet we wear grim chains and shackles.  
Swords, slash through damned manacles!  
God of Hungarians, we swear unto Thee,  
We swear unto Thee - that slaves we shall no longer be! 
Magyar’s name will tell the story  
Worthy of our erstwhile glory  
we must wash off - fiercely cleansing  
Centuries of shame and condensing.  
God of Hungarians, we swear unto Thee,  
We swear unto Thee - that slaves we shall no longer be! 
Where our grave-mounds bulge and huddle  
Our grandson will kneel and cuddle,  
While in grateful prayer they mention  
All our sainted names’ ascension.  
God of Hungarians, we swear unto Thee,  
We swear unto Thee - that slaves we shall no longer be! 
(March 13. 1848) 

Translated by Adam Makkai

Young people gather around the statue of Petofi during the 1956 Hungarian revolution

Sándor Petofi and the 
Hungarian Revolution of 1848
The Hungarian Revolution of 1848 began on March 15th with bloodless uprisings in Pest and Buda, followed by further 

protests throughout the country, demanding the independence of Hungary within the Habsburg Empire. Inspired by the 

uprisings in Paris and Vienna, the revolution was led by a small group of young intellectuals – the Márciusi Ifjak (‘youths 

of March’) – including amongst them the young poet Sándor Petőfi who recited his National Song from the steps of the 

National Museum to the amassing crowds.

Following the appeal of Franz Joseph to Tsar Nicholas 1 for military assistance, the revolution was suppressed through 

the summer of 1848 and into 1849. Petőfi himself joined the revolutionary resistance in the Transylvanian Army, and is 

thought to have died at the battle of Sighisoara in July 1949.

March 15th is one of three Hungarian National Holidays.

    Two poems by Sándor Petofi
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An interview with Danilo Zolo, Italian philosopher and  
co-editor of the important volume “Alternativa Mediterranea”. 

hat does the Mediter-

ranean represent in 

today’s global pan-

orama? How could 

it embody an “alter-

native”, as you have 

written, to the current geopolitical reality?

Danilo Zolo: The Mediterranean is today 

the epicentre of a conflict of large, perhaps 

planetary dimensions. I am thinking of the 

Palestinian question, which I consider the 

hub of world conflict. It is doubtless, in fact, 

that the terrible question of terrorism has 

seen its birth in the Palestinian area. The first 

terrorist acts have taken place in Lebanon, 

perhaps in part also in Iran, and then, of 

course, in Palestine. The Mediterranean – 

which could be, and this is the perhaps dar-

ing thesis of the book The Mediterranean 

Alternative, a crossroads of peace – is now 

the heart of a conflict that opposes the West, 

and particularly the Far West, that is to say 

the great American power, to the Islamic 

world, with extremely serious consequences 

for the stability of the Mediterranean space 

and for the international order. It is then 

doubtless that to speak of a “Mediterranean 

alternative” is to approach a theme of great 

ambition, which discusses the capacity 

of the countries of the two shores of the 

Mediterranean to succeed in developing 

a cooperation alternative to the Atlantic 

dimension. 

EA: In this regard, to what extent are we wit-

nessing the failure of that ambitious pro-

ject of a Euro-Mediterranean partnership 

going by the name of Barcelona process?  

What where the intrinsic limitations of this 

process?

DZ: The Barcelona process has been impor-

tant in some ways: it was the first time that 

Europe, after the end of the Second World 

War, established a relation that was not prin-

cipally colonial with the other shore of the 

Mediterranean and in particular with the 

Maghreb. So as an attempt, as a project, it is 

certainly something of great value, although 

today almost everyone considers it unsuc-

cessful. There were three main baskets to the 

project, concerning politics, economy, and 

cultural dialogue. For what concerns the 

political aspects, the failure of Barcelona is 

due in large part to the failure of solving the 

Palestinian conflict. Europe has done noth-

ing in this regard, unable or unwilling to put 

a halt to the American neo-colonial strat-

egies and the oppression of the Palestinian 

people on the part of Israel. Both Israel and 

the Palestinian authority were represented 

in the Barcelona process: it could have been 

an exceptional opportunity for dialogue 

between the two sides of the conflict, but 

nothing has been done in this regard. On the 

economic side there is an enormous orig-

inal sin, which is that the whole of Europe 

Searching for a Mediterranean Alternative

united – one of the greatest economic and 

commercial powers of the world – has es-

tablished relations of cooperation with in-

dividual countries of the Arabic-Islamic 

shore. It is easy to imagine how this totally 

asymmetrical relation has created entirely 

negative results for the Arabic countries, to 

the advantage, of course, of Europe, to such 

an extent that from 1995 until today the eco-

nomic inequality between the two shores 

has increased instead of diminishing. Lastly, 

cultural exchange has been extremely mod-

est and always conditioned by the European 

attempt to tie commercial activities and eco-

nomic aid to a blind adherence to all the po-

litical-juridical categories of the West and in 

particularly of Europe.  

And we can notice how the rhetoric of 

human rights is nothing more than rheto-

ric: the last example is the recent European 

Union – African Union summit, where 

Gaddafi essentially ran the show dictat-

ing his conditions to all participants, both 

European and African, and was received 

with all honours in Spain and France. But 

we know well the political and social condi-

tions of Libya, there are numerous and de-

tailed reports of Amnesty International and 

Human Rights Watch…

The situation is very complex. There 

is an American project of forced democ-

ratisation of the Islamic world, which I do 

not agree with. I obviously recognise that 

almost all the Arabic-Islamic countries are 

ruled by strongly authoritarian elites. I how-

ever do not believe that the task of Europe 

is that of imposing democracy according to 

western categories. Imposing means to work 

through the use of force, or anyway through 

the use of coercive judiciary instruments or 

economical threats. I do not believe we can 

obtain any meaningful results in this way, 

while I hope for a dialogue between the two 

sides, which, on the one hand, would allow 

for Europe to propose its way towards de-

mocracy and popular political participation, 

and, on the other, would manifest a large 

amount of “patience” towards the Islamic 

world. And the Islamic world itself, through 

important authors and movements such as 

that of Islamic feminism, is trying to recuper-

ate a number of values very similar to those 

of democratic Europe without renouncing 

its tradition or negating its great culture and 

civilisation, but rather finding them within 

this very culture. But I repeat that the fun-

damental question, for me, is that we must 

not exercise coercion, without of course un-

dervaluing the gravity of the situation. It is 

doubtless, for example, that Gaddafi has a 

relation with the phenomenon of migration 

that is a times totally criminal, but so do we.

Gaddafi’s criminal approach to mi-

gration seems to be strictly connected to 

European policies on this problem. Gaddafi 

has perhaps had the merit, at the Lisbon 

summit, to unveil the real instrumentali-

sation of this phenomenon, often used as 

a threat or as a bargaining tool. But then, 

what is the real significance of the migra-

tory phenomenon in the Mediterranean and 

the regulatory politics of Europe, especially 

the “sub-contracting” to Arab countries of 

techniques of control such as administrative 

detention?

I am naturally very attentive to the 

problem of migration, even though I am 

not a specialist, and I believe this is a fun-

damental step to finding peace again in the 

Mediterranean, especially as there is a ten-

dency in numerous European countries to 

draw an equation between migration and 

terrorism, which is a very dangerous con-

ception of security. I am a very strong critic 

of the migratory policies practices by Euro-

Mediterranean countries; I think that we 

will not be able to go towards solving this 

problem as long as we keep on missing a 

Mediterranean vision which would include 

the African countries where the migratory 

flow originates, engaging them not only in 

terms of policing, as if this were a proto-ter-

rorist phenomenon, but in terms of political, 

economic, and cultural cooperation. 

EA: In the introductory essay to the collec-

tion The Mediterranean Alternative Franco 

Cassano, co-editor of the volume, has val-

orised the “knowledge of the border” as a 

place “always ahead of any centre because 

it is always forced to look over onto the 

other”. At a time when the border of the 

Mediterranean seems to have become a 

place of death, of violence and fear, how can 

we return to consider the Mediterranean 

not only as a “trench”, as Serge Latouche 

writes in the book you have edited, but as a 

different understanding of the very notion 

of border? 

DZ: There are no obvious solutions. The fun-

damental thesis of the book is that there will 

not be peace in the Mediterranean if there 

will not be dialogue between the two shores, 

and this means that we should open our-

selves to Islamic culture and recognise that 

Europe ignores and refuses it, seeing it as 

a decayed culture: the Islamic world as the 

world that cannot keep the pace of develop-

ment and modernity, a world we must bear-

with but one that has nothing of interest 

to tell us. There is a radical negation of the 

Mediterranean roots of Europe and of the 

entire Western world, and a negation of the 

immense contribution that Islamic culture 

has given to the development of Western 

culture, science, and medicine. So the first 

objective is to demolish the wall of ignorance 

and refusal that separates the European 

from the Islamic world. This is an achieva-

ble objective. The other great theme is that 

of the capacity of Europe, of a Europe that 

would rediscover its Mediterranean roots, 

to give itself a stronger and more energetic 

identity and profile. Europe today is an enor-

mous economic power, the first commercial 

power in the world, but its political identity 

and its international subjectivity is close to 

zero. There will not be European autonomy, 

and there will hence not be a European civil 

society, for so long as Europe will not be able 

to emancipate itself from its often servile 

subordination to the Atlantic empire.  

“There will not be peace  
in the Mediterranean  
if there will not be  
dialogue between  
the two shores”

END OF SECTION
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In his work, artist Alfredo Jaar 

explores the relationship be-

tween the “First” and the “Third 

Worlds”, how the two are materi-

ally interdependent and the for-

mer implicated in maintaining 

the power dynamics of the rela-

tionship.

To mark a major retrospective 

of Jaar’s work taking place in 

Milan, and to celebrate an artist 

who prolifically continues to en-

gage his audience with the wider 

world, proposing possible new 

models of reality, Europa inter-

viewed Jaar during a recent visit 

of his to London. 

INTERVIEW WITH ALFREDO JAAR

(continued page 173)
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 O
urs are not sterile times.  

They are not times of 

political impossibility, nor 

of inevitable fate. They are 

not times  

when utopias cannot change.

They are times of disorientation, of other worldly 

skies and flowing fields of the sea.

Times where thought is forced to meander through 

corridors it has never navigated; rolling corridors in 

which noise reverberates, is distorted, and appears 

to the senses devoid of unity. And imagination 

plays the games of a child with a tempera 

unknown, it spreads its hands over colours it has 

never mixed, witnesses shapes it has never drawn.

But these are nothing if not sketches of possible 

histories, allegories of yet unimagined arcadias. 

Our future is a  

clearing for these dreams, and our times  

a flux where we will either mould our  

destinies, or abandon ourselves to them.

***

It is with these premonitions and presen timents 

that this journal and the organisation it represents 

have started a process of transnational encounters 

to discern a new  

and different world. Over the course of the next six 

months cultural, political, and philosophical voices 

will meet in six European cities to come back for a 

final Congress in London in the month of May. This 

journey, ChangeUtopia!, is a simple contribution to  

the wider navigation of all those unsatisfied with 

our present and engaged constructing our future.

(continued pages 164 & 165)
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FOR A GLOBAL CONSCIOUSNESS

O
ver the past decade 

we have witnessed 

the emergence of a 

complex web of political 

and philosophical 

suggestions demanding the construction 

of a world where global exploitation is no 

longer the norm. Born out of the global 

movement of the late nineties, many of 

these demands have found their way in 

the public political dialectic of today: 

calls for the governance of unrestrained 

multinational capital, an awareness 

of environmental sustainability, the 

recognition that the state of world poverty 

is a scandal. 

In the process many of these 

requests have been watered down, 

rendered palatable when not innocuous 

to the status quo. But their radical 

potential remains. It remains because the 

adjustments that have been offered have 

not worked, and have not worked in their 

very own moral terrain: the sustainability 

of the system. And it remains because 

what these demands heralded was 

nothing short of the emergence of a global 

consciousness. 

And what is most striking about the 

three demands presented above? It is that 

the object of these political positions is not 

one of our historical usual suspects. There 

is no direct reference to ‘class’, no direct 

reference to ‘state’. Instead an appeal, in 

what is essentially an ethical demand, to 

suffering, wherever it is to be found. An 

appeal on behalf of the disadvantaged of 

our societies, cutting through the north-

south economic divide and the east-west 

clash of civilisations.  

And the radicality of such a stance 

should not go unnoticed. In times when 

increasingly vociferous cries of localistic 

greed are to be heard across Europe, when 

privileged communities shut their gates 

to the foreign and combat even merely 

national redistribution, what a stance to 

make of man beyond nations the subject 

of our attention!  

This is where the European Union 

presents a positive side. Its role, albeit  

still too limited, as a redistributive power. 

Its attempt, albeit still embryonic, to  

create solidarity between peoples and 

across nations.  

But the radicality of this cry is also 

to be found in its dangerous nature, in 

the threat it poses to our very conceptual 

scheme and the repartition of moral 

responsibility. And here it speaks to 

Westerners and Europeans, and to the 

privileged of privileged nations, first of all. 

To all those who, out of a global system 

where the rule of the jungle prevails, 

where force rules, where injustice and 

exploitation are tolerated, to all those 

who from such a system stand to gain. To 

gain perhaps an ephemeral gain, but one 

that seems to govern uncontested; to gain 

materially. 

For a certain arrangement of the trade 

system, a certain structure of clientele 

amongst weaker nations, a certain free 

hand given to our enterprises abroad— 

enrich us. If we forced our multinationals 

to respect more stringent labour rights 

in the delocalised factories of the global 

South the price of consumer goods would 

increase; if, as a sign of our historical debt 

to the world’s environment, we followed 

the requests of the emerging economies 

of devoting a percentage of our GDP to 

promote emissions-saving projects in 

poorer countries, the cost would be dear. 

But is the time not ripe to finally 

reach democratic maturity and take 

responsibility for injustice being 

perpetuated in our name by the 

governments that represent us? 

The discourse on migration serves 

as an excellent example of our current 

state of irresponsibility. We act as if 

migrants were being driven towards our 

lands by baffling gravitational forces; our 

states view themselves as neutral actors 

having nothing to do with migration, to 

which they can respond either brutally 

or with sympathy, with charity, through a 

more or less strict regulation on asylum 

seeking procedures, relaxation of internal 

controls, concession of partial rights, etc.

But this hides the connection 

between the phenomenon of migration 

and the economic and military actions of 

the “receiving” countries or their prime 

economic actors. It misses the crucial 

awareness of the un-foreign nature of 

the causes that make of a foreigner an 

immigrant, it forgets the logics of global 

exploitation that depart from our own 

capital cities. 

And so, can we believe in a politics 

that would go against our interests? Can 

we imagine a politics that would see in the 

other the object of its action? 

But who is the ‘us’ of those interests? 

The ‘us’ of the nation, an ‘us’ that is itself 

a lie, concealing unequal distribution, 

poverty and alienation in our own 

societies. And it is from here that we 

must start again; from an awareness 

of inequality, from a rejection of the 

dominance of profit, from a recognition 

of the unsustainable imbalance of the 

current system. And from a refusal of 

the association between our interests 

and those of the economic elite. And 

we will perhaps find that the greatest 

contradiction of our age is not that 

between rich and poor countries. But, 

more simply, that between rich and poor.

EUROPA is the journal of European 
Alternatives, a transnational civilsociety 
organsiation promoting intellectual and 
artistic engagement withthe idea and future 
of Europe, and actively promoting the 
emergence ofa positive transnationalism in 
the cultural and political sphere.

European Alternatives organises events and 
discussions throughout
Europe, along with the flagship London 
Festival of Europe each Spring.

You can find more information about us on 

www.euroalter.com
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THE MYTH OF EUROPA

UTOPIA!
BEYOND HOMO ECONOMICUS

T
he present global economic cri-

sis, whatever its final place in 

the historical ranking of most 

dramatic economic crises that 

many seem fixated on trying 

to predict, has already brought about un-

precedented coordinated international 

economic intervention and has put yet 

more serious question-marks over both the 

“Washington-Consensus” as a model for 

development, and more generally the prin-

ciples underlying the current functioning 

of the global economy. What is much more 

important, however, and what is presently 

undecided, is whether it will provide the 

opportunity for political innovation beyond 

mere technical fixes to the status quo.

The immediate causes of what was 

first the financial crisis, and then became 

a more general economic crisis - irre-

sponsible mortgage lending, unregulated 

speculation and borrowing, opaque finan-

cial products etc. - are increasingly well 

identified and analysed, and the technical 

debates about regulatory reform as well 

as discussions of the best ways to restart 

the system are well under way. What is 

startlingly and alarmingly lacking from the 

enormous amount of discussion surround-

ing the crisis however, are any serious 

political assessments of the way of life 

both presupposed and promoted by the 

economic system we are in. What is more, 

many of those who have been long-term 

critics of elements or the entirety of the 

“Western way of life” have expressed their 

feeling of unpreparedness, of the accelera-

tion of history, of urgency. It is worth asking 

where this feeling of unpreparedness might 

come from before suggesting some rea-

sons for thinking that the current economic 

crisis opens the possibility for alternatives 

to be articulated.

There have been two apparently fertile 

subjects for promoting public discussion of 

alternative ways of life in recent years: the 

environment and third-world poverty. The 

environment as a political cause, although 

having the potential to radically question 

the relationship and priority between hu-

mans and the earth, has a tendency to 

focus on the second of these terms, and 

derive proposed changes to our way of life 

from the demands of the planet or environ-

ment. Third world poverty in its very formu-

lation also has a tendency to be thought 

of as an external problem: one that calls 

for charity, or aid, rather than directly for 

a change in behaviour. What both of these 

political causes lack is a direct considera-

tion of the status of man himself: of what 

is important and what is not. This seems to 

be the question that is harder and harder 

to pose in a direct fashion. 

A further phenomenon is perhaps the 

underlying cause of this problem: the in-

creasing crisis of the state as an effective 

institution of governance. The international 

or transnational character of the most 

pressing political issues of our time is well 

known under the rubric of ‘globalisation’, 

and the inadequacy of the state as a po-

litical construction for dealing with these 

problems is increasingly evident: be it the 

financial crisis, the environment or terror-

ist threat. The dominance of multinational 

corporations over the nation-state is also 

well-known. What is perhaps less high-

lighted is that with the losing of relevance 

of the state and the lack of immediate 

successors, the context in which we pose 

the political question of “our” way of life is 

increasingly lost or complicated. This has 

perhaps most dramatically been the case 

for the Marxist left which no longer has the 

State to kick against, but all critics of our 

contemporary way of life are equally posed 

with the difficult problem of the level at 

which to situate the critique. The deliberate 

frustration of the possibility of critique is 

perhaps the numbing core of what is often 

named ‘neoliberalism’, and effectiveness of 

its dissolution of all alternative platforms 

the cause of the present feeling of vertigi-

nous urgency.

The global recession that we are en-

tering at once makes the stakes higher 

and might create conditions in which the 

question of what is really important can 

once again be posed profoundly. The 

International Labour Organisation recently 

predicted that an additional 20 million peo-

ple are likely to be unemployed by the end 

of 2009, and the number of people living 

in extreme poverty will increase by up to 

40 million. The hardest hit will certainly be 

economically underdeveloped countries, 

but one obvious consequence of the global 

recession is that the social question will 

again be high up the agenda in large parts 

of Europe and Northern America, where 

poverty will be much more visible on our 

streets, amongst people like us. That will 

either provoke a reflex turning-inwards and 

a new protectionism, or a turning-outwards 

and a profound re-appreciation of the so-

cial implications on a global scale of the 

way of life we presently buy into and aspire 

towards. There is nothing that makes the 

first of these outcomes inevitable and un-

avoidable, but it is the most likely result if 

we leave the currently dominant ideology 

unchallenged. The second outcome will 

only be realised by the urgent transnational 

engagement of activists, thinkers, artists 

and citizens to make it possible.

Although the task of dealing with the 

social implications of a global recession 

looks likely to remain largely the compe-

tence of the nation-state, the reflection on 

the implications of our way of life must nec-

essarily take place at a transnational level 

if it is to have genuinely political conse-

quence. The financial crisis has given a new 

impetus to the consideration of reform of 

the World Bank and IMF, the G4 has grown 

to a G20. Each of these provides a newly 

active political level in which the status quo 

will either be tacitly reaffirmed or can be 

challenged. Amongst relevant international 

institutions, the European Union, despite 

all appearances, has a particular impor-

tance for challenging the status quo. That it 

is the largest trading bloc in the world and 

also the largest donor of humanitarian aid 

gives the EU a global significance which it 

has yet to learn to fully assert, but what is 

crucially important is that the EU is unique 

amongst international bodies in having a 

certain claim of democratic representation 

of its peoples. It thus potentially provides a 

unique political horizon in which the status 

quo can effectively be called into question 

by the people themselves.

It is with these considerations in mind, 

amongst others, that European Alternatives 

launches its ChangeUtopia! series of events 

throughout Europe, starting with the ques-

tion of poverty in a global world. We must 

make sure the economic crisis does not 

presage an imaginative crisis which would 

be more catastrophic because more termi-

nal, for it would nullify our capacity to find 

alternative ways of carrying on.
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A PUPPET AND HIS EMPIRE

Despite the possibility 
for a popular election, 
it looks likely there 
will only be one 
candidate for the post 
of President in the new 
European Commission 
named next year –the 
incumbent Barroso. 
Why? The answer is a 
mix of spinelessness 
and myth.

BY NICCOLÒ MILANESE

W
hen pressed 

on the polit-

ical form of 

the European 

Union in 

June last year, the President of the 

Commission - Jose Manuel Barroso 

– after much flustering around and 

reference to ‘unidentified political 

objects’, made the comparison with 

empire. Previous empires, he said, 

‘were usually made through force, 

with a centre that imposed a will 

on the others.’ The EU, on the other 

hand, is unique in being the ‘first 

non-imperial empire’: 27 states 

which have freely chosen to pool 

sovereignty. ‘We should be proud 

of it, at least, we in the Commission 

are proud of it’, he concluded some-

what childishly. 

The European Union Empire 

will have its largest ever elections 

in June next year for the European 

Parliament, and in November 2009 

a new Commission takes office. 

Yet at this moment it looks likely 

the only candidate for the new 

President of the Commission will 

be none other than Jose Manuel 

Barroso. The same Jose Manuel 

Barroso who has presided over 

three negative referendum re-

sults, has done nothing to resolve 

Europe’s identity crisis, and most 

recently had his Financial Stimulus 

Plan slapped down unceremoni-

ously by national finance ministers. 

The same Barroso who is unpopu-

lar with most European political 

parties.

Then is the EU Empire undem-

ocratic, like historical empires? Not 

according to its formal rules, at least 

with regard to choosing a President 

of the Commission.  Although the 

President of the Commission is 

chosen by the heads of the 27 na-

tion-states acting as the European 

Council, they present their choice 

to the new Parliament for approval. 

Furthermore, the Lisbon Treaty 

which 25 nation states have rati-

fied adds that the Council should 

make their choice ‘in light of the 

results of the European elections’, 

thus opening the possibility for 

European political parties to go 

into the elections with a candidate 

for Commission President. 

So if most political parties are 

unhappy with Barroso, how come 

he is the only candidate? The an-

swer is in part manipulation on 

the part of some heads of state and 

naivety on the part of others, but is 

ultimately the result of spineless-

ness on the part of many European 

politicians. 

Most of Europe is controlled 

by conservative governments, and 

this is unlikely to change before the 

next Commission is selected. The 

majority of heads of state have al-

ready expressed their support for 

Barroso. This is utterly undemo-

cratic manipulation, against the 

spirit of giving more democratic 

importance to the European elec-

tions that the majority of them 

have signed up to in the Lisbon 

Treaty. In addition to conservative 

heads of state, the heads of state 

of three countries governed by 

Socialists have also given him their 

support: those of the UK, Spain 

and Portugal.  According to the 

European socialist Enrique Baron 

Crespo, Zapatero gave his backing 

to Barroso out of “wanting to be po-

lite”. If this is true, it is utterly naive. 

But in itself all this decides nothing: 

the parliament must approve the 

candidate. 

Nevertheless the European 

Socialists seem to have already 

decided it is a lost cause, and no 

high-profile Socialist is willing to 

risk their reputation in running 

against Barroso. Thus the European 

Socialists did not nominate any 

candidate at their congress, which 

is a little like the Labour Party not 

nominating a candidate for Prime 

Minister in the British elections be-

cause the polls are against them.  

The socialists are not alone: the 

European Liberal Party also de-

cided not to put forward a candi-

date; the Green Party is even run-

ning an anti-Barroso campaign, 

but it is not offering an alternative 

candidate because it does not think 

there is any chance of winning.

Some members of the con-

servative European People’s Party, 

to which Barroso belongs, have 

expressed dissatisfaction with his 

Presidency, but it seems entirely 

unlikely that the party will nomi-

nate anyone else, or even that an-

yone from the party will dare chal-

lenge him, at their congress in the 

New Year.

Such spinelessness from the 

political parties and their members 

is completely irresponsible. The 

most basic demand made of them 

is to provide a political choice, 

and the present legislation of the 

European Union actively encour-

ages them to provide this choice. 

Whatever the naivety or machina-

tions of heads of state, the parlia-

ment has a duty to assert its own 

importance and it has the powers 

already to do this. Under the Lisbon 

Treaty the Parliament would get 

more co-decision making powers 

with the Council, but its member 

parties must lose their spirit of def-

erence if those powers are to have 

any significance.

The European Commission is 

one of the most powerful execu-

tive organisations in the world and 

controls the most powerful trading 

block in the world at a time of global 

economic crisis. Even though it 

is not the legislative power of the 

Union, the presenting of only one 

candidate for the post of President 

of the European Commission re-

inforces the hegemonic idea that 

“The European Socialists did 

not nominate any candidate 

at their congress, which is 

a little like the Labour Party 

not nominating a candidate 

for Prime Minister in the 

British elections because 

the polls are against them.”

DEMOCRACY BEY
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DANIELE ARCHIBUGI: 
THE GLOBAL COMMONWEALTH

OND THE NATION

Archibugi has recently 
advocated a new 
cosmopolitan politics. 
He lays out the key 
features of his project.

E
uropa: The idea of a 

global government is 

an old idea with a long 

history. What aspects 

of the contemporary 

situation do you think make it 

more realisable or important?

Daniele Archibugi: You are per-

fectly right that the idea is very old. 

Before the 16th century the idea of 

cosmopolitan citizenship was more 

associated with the individual and 

less associated with the sociological 

conditions of a global citizenship, 

but starting from that point the idea 

starts to be related to political devel-

opments, and to a new condition 

which we might call a kind of glo-

balisation. This poses the question of 

the connection between the new so-

cial conditions and new institutional 

devices. It is very difficult to think 

today of an action that does not 

have some important overlaps with 

other communities, and everything 

apart from political institutions has 

been globalised: the economy, the 

financial markets. One of the chal-

lenges of our age is to bridge the so-

cial, economic and cultural dimen-

sions of globalisation with a political 

dimension. 

Europa: Your book makes frequent 

mention of democracy. Do you 

share the concerns of those who 

discern a democratic regression, 

from reduction in social rights (la-

bour protection, etc.), to the emer-

gence of a new kind of right wing 

populism?

DA: Democracy is always in a 

bad state, and this is somehow its 

strength. You are quite right that 

some social and political rights seem 

to be in decline. But this is not the 

only story; we have seen an increase 

in civil rights, racism for example is 

taken much more seriously. What 

worries me most is the growing ine-

qualities of income. Regarding pop-

ulism and racism, I think that this 

a typical case where we see that a 

democratic society, even where it 

is very internally coherent, might 

have some irrational components, 

precisely because it does not man-

age to integrate the others. This 

phenomenon typically happens in 

periods of crisis, in periods of un-

certainty, in which values are ques-

tioned. This shows that democracy 

is not itself necessarily a desirable 

system unless it is tamed with some-

thing else, which is cosmopolitan-

ism. Cosmopolitanism is a school 

of thought, or we might even say 

a school of practice, which helps 

democratic societies to learn to deal 

with the other. The other can be the 

immigrant, the refugee, the gypsy; 

even when they are living within our 

own societies. This is the challenge 

of our age. 

Europa: Would you agree with 

Balibar’s formulation of the state 

of affairs as a kind of European 

Apartheid?

DA: Yes, I agree with Balibar on that. 

Balibar stresses the political compo-

nent, I would like to also stress the 

normative side. One problem is to 

provide a decent standard of living 

for the so-called “28th European na-

tion”, ie. the immigrants in Europe. 

But then we also need to man-

age the problem of migrations. 

Migrations are one of the most un-

fair problems occurring at the mo-

ment, not just for the European 

societies, but also for the societies 

of developing countries. It is gener-

ally the more entrepreneurial sec-

tors from developing countries that 

come to Europe. There are two ways 

you can address the issue. The first 

is to say ex post ‘I provide to these 

people equal rights once they get to 

Europe’. I think this should be done. 

But the second solution is to find 

some management of the problem, 

contributing on the one hand to the 

development of the societies from 

which migrants come, and on the 

other regulating the migration flows 

to make them fairer. 

Europa: You argue that to move to 

a commonwealth of global citizens 

we have to go through a paradigm 

shift comparable to the shift to rep-

resentative democracy. One of the 

most commented aspects of that 

shift was the birth of ideologies. 

The moment you have political 

parties with their different pro-

grams, you have different interpre-

tations of the past, of the present 

and different programs for the fu-

ture. How do you analyse the loss of 

ideology in contemporary politics, 

and the modifications of ideology 

when moved to a global level?

DA: There are two different aspects 

to be taken into account. The first 

is the substance of politics. This re-

quires the willingness of citizens 

in taking part in political activity. 

Citizens are willing to do so when 

they see there is a point. If they 

don’t see it, because the traditional 

channels of representation have 

dried up, then they don’t participate. 

Alternative channels of representa-

tion have not been provided. It was 

wrong to expect that these chan-

nels would be provided through a 

top-down process – that has never 

happened in history – rather these 

channels are created from the bot-

tom up, when the people ask for 

something more. Now, the cosmo-

politan democracy I advocate al-

lows a variety of different ideological 

components; you can imagine that 

there would be two major ideolog-

ical visions. One would be the so-

cialist vision, which says we should 

combine cosmopolitanism with re-

distribution, with providing more 

public goods in areas such as the 

environment, security and so on. 

And another, equally cosmopolitan 

vision, would be closer to the tradi-

tional liberal position. What worries 

me is that the liberals do not ad-

vocate the creation of global insti-

tutions in the same way as the left 

does. That is contradictory, because 

they are very much in favour of, for 

example, free market, but they do 

not advocate global institutions to 

match them. They try to create a 

global society without global demo-

cratic players.

Europa: Do you think the contem-

porary economic crisis suggests 

any possibilities for the appear-

ance of global governance?

DA: It has already happened in a very 

limited way. The way the financial 

crisis was managed was true global 

governance. All countries knew very 

well that they couldn’t sort out the 

financial crisis alone, and they co-

ordinated between themselves very, 

very quickly. It is telling that when 

key economic interests are con-

cerned, the G2, G4, G7, G20 man-

ages to be effective. When we have 

to deal with other equally important 

issues such as the environment, 

genocide in Congo, or a tsunami, 

the resources available are lower, the 

response is slower and much less ef-

fective. Maybe these countries have 

the wrong priorities. I assume that 

global institutions in which citizens 

would have their voices heard might 

go towards changing that. 

Daniele Archibugi’s latest book is The 

Commonwealth of Citizens, Towards 

Cosmopolitan Democracy

“we need global 

institutions open to the 

participation of citizens”

there is no choice available over 

what policies to adopt in the face of 

this crisis. Judging by their actions, 

this is a situation ours heads of state 

seem entirely content with. It is also, 

we can only imagine, a situation that 

the thousands of corporate lobbyists 

who stalk the corridors of Brussels 

are rather happy to live with. 

It is the myth of the inevitabil-

ity of the direction of the European 

Union that must be broken. There 

is nothing inevitable about Barroso 

being the only candidate for 

President of the Commission, just 

as there is nothing inevitable about 

the direction or failures of European 

policy. The appearance of inevita-

bility is a montage created when 

political machination meets politi-

cal cowardice, a political cowardice 

that seems presently endemic in 

Europe. If we persist with the anal-

ogy of an Empire, it is nonsense to 

place Barroso or anyone else in the 

position of Emperor. Rather the en-

tire construction seems to be under 

the hypnotic influence of a myth of 

its own autonomous logic. In the 

non-imperial empire, as it turns 

out, it is not force that imposes an 

emperor, but fear which makes the 

“empire” itself into a puppet.  
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TOWARDS A COSMOPOLITAN ALLIANCE
JOURNALISM
Beyond tribal 
journalism, for a 
polyphony of minds.
BY LORENZO MARSILI

T
oday a magazine can 

only be international in 

its composition and cos-

mopolitan in its emo-

tion and desire. What 

must arise is a wayfarer, an eter-

nal vagabond, running the world 

after a scattered tribe of minds. The 

magazine must be let to fluctuate 

between the seas. But this fluctua-

tion is not a ‘visit’; the journal does 

not ‘land’ in a country to speak of 

what it sees. It is no longer the time 

for the simple presentation of cul-

ture and politics beyond nations. 

No, the magazine lands to refuel 

on ideas, be they ideas of the im-

mediately near, of the distant, or 

of that which does not set foot on 

any ground. It is not a transnational 

presentation that is at stake, not a 

global survey that is sought after. 

But a cosmopolitan alliance. 

But perhaps this is an impos-

sible stance. After years of integra-

tion, despite investments and calls 

for its creation, even a European 

public sphere has not yet emerged. 

And to think just our distance from 

a cosmopolitan paradigm – how 

many European magazines still 

have most of their board from a 

single European nation! But the 

public sphere today has stale air. 

It is weighted by its hubris of unity, 

its tentacular reach, its closure. (An 

example of that closure – and of its 

beauties – comes from the last sur-

viving artistic product on Italian 

television: Blob. Blob cuts a selec-

tion of brief television sketches 

and edits them into gems of irony 

and insight. Irony and insight that 

can only be drawn out from within, 

when the whole concatenation 

makes sense to us, when the faces 

are familiar, the stories known.) 

But it is not necessary that a 

sphere of publicity be entirely fa-

miliar to every visitor. On the con-

trary; this space can contain un-

seen perspectives, can dislocate 

and disrupt; presenting alterity, 

it becomes the factory of an un-

known. What does this mean? It 

means that we must forego the 

conception of a public sphere as an 

enclosed cluster of assumptions, as 

a place where everyone feels intel-

lectually at home, where the vocab-

ulary employed, the themes raised, 

the reasoning followed—all strike 

one as familiar, as daily bread, as 

the halo of maternal society. And 

what in its place? A field of overlap-

ping commitments. A field of over-

lapping interests, of overlapping 

languages. Of overlapping, strug-

gling ideas.  

But perhaps this is a politically 

suspicious stance . For in such an 

open space of possibility, amidst 

the cacophony of one thousand 

languages, how can the oppor-

tunity for engagement arise? Do 

we not edge dangerously close to 

an elitist cultural production, one 

that juggles a plurality of thoughts, 

browsing through a market of ideas 

where nothing is ever bought? (But 

first—the role played by localised 

publications is invaluable, and in 

no way replaceable; loci of discus-

sions that focus on particular strug-

gles, be they for the precarity of la-

bour or for the plights of the envi-

ronment, or perhaps on the schol-

ars of wisdom or those of letters, are 

and remain the necessary meeting 

point of all those pursuing a com-

mon effort.) And so, how can a cos-

mopolitan magazine be political? 

But must an answer to this 

question really come from some-

where else, must it be created, or is 

it not perhaps already amongst us? 

Let us ask it again: For in such an 

open space of possibility, amidst 

the cacophony of one thousand 

languages, how can the oppor-

tunity for engagement arise? But 

have we not seen just the attempt 

to practically forge such a political 

space in the past ten years? What 

was the movement for an alterna-

tive globalisation if not a space of 

global polyphony? These are not 

the most popular times to chant its 

praises. But what is the lesson that  

it has taught, and that most likely it pa
ge
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EUROPEAN MEDIA
We need courageous 
investment and less 
arrogance.
BY CHRISTIAN MIHR

I
n December 1998 the 

European daily The 

European died a media 

death. The European was 

founded by the legend-

ary (and notorious) British media 

magnate Robert Maxwell amid the 

euphoria that accompanied the 

tearing down of the Iron Curtain 

in a bid to realise his dream of 

a European daily newspaper. In 

business terms the project was a 

flop from the start. Launched in 

1990 with a print run of a quarter of 

a million, this innovative newspa-

per project was originally intended 

to have multi-lingual sections for 

sales on the European Continent. 

But that never happened.

Media colonisation 
Today real transnational European 

journalism is still a phenomenon 

for elites. Yet for most people in 

Europe everyday life has already 

had a European dimension for 

some time – they just haven’t al-

ways noticed. Many different na-

tional discourses exist in a state 

of “simultaneity of the non-si-

multaneous” (Gleichzeitigkeit der 

Ungleichzeitigkeit), to quote the 

philosopher Ernst Bloch, even if 

the big media concerns colonised 

Eastern Europe in the early 1990s, 

long before any East European 

country became a member of 

the EU: the Swiss Ringier group 

is already doing good business 

in Hungary, Romania, the Czech 

Republic and Slovakia; likewise the 

German WAZ group in the Balkans. 

In many cases they serve to foster 

national resentments: the newspa-

pers of the German Springer con-

cern in Poland and Germany, for 

example, are engaged in stirring up 

negative emotions against these 

countries’ respective neighbours; 

while the biggest Bulgarian news-

paper 24 Tschassa, also owned 

by the German WAZ concern, in 

2007 conducted a smear campaign 

(known as the Batak affair) together 

with other Bulgarian media against 

the art historian Martina Baleva. 

In an exhibition catalogue Baleva 

had explored Islamic stereotypes 

in Bulgaria. Nationalists saw this 

as calling into question some facts 

concerning the Battle of Batak 

between the Ottomans and the 

Bulgarians – an important event 

of Bulgarian national history – and 

even sent Baleva death threats. 

The case of the former Latvian 

foreign minister, Sandra Kalniete 

also showed that the Western pub-

lic sphere is still having a hard time 

adjusting its picture of an Eastern 

Europe marked by Soviet-style 

communism to today’s more com-

plex reality, and that a pan-Eu-

ropean public sphere is still illu-

sory. In 2004 – just as the EU was 

expanding eastwards – Kalniete 

compared the Stalinist regime to 

the Hitler regime and stated at the 

Leipzig book fair that fifty years of 

European history had been writ-

ten without paying any attention to 

the experiences of Eastern Europe. 

Many Western politicians put her 

in her place, saying that only the 

Holocaust, not the Gulag should 

be cited as a negative experience 

in the founding myth of a unified 

Europe. 

English as a lingua franca 
Whether one likes it or not, English 

remains the European lingua 

franca, and there is no real mul-

ti-lingual European journalism. 

Viewer and readership figures for 

European media lag behind polit-

ical integration. At the same time, 

the way people use the media is 

changing world-wide, with the be-

haviour of users rather than con-

tent increasingly determining the 

character of the media. With the 

exception of the Financial Times 

there is not a single European 

newspaper that can claim to re-

port from Europe for Europe. On 

the magazine market the only 

publications that can be said to be 

aimed at a European public are the 

monthlies Le Monde Diplomatique 

and Lettre International. And in 

the field of television euronews and 

eurosport together with arte and 

3sat are the only bi- or multi-lin-

gual channels of any significance. 

But even these do not represent 

any real competition for national 

public television stations or for the 

news outlets of CNN, the BBC and 

Deutsche Welle.

Internet projects
On the Internet, by contrast, there 

are a number of projects trying, via 

journalism, to create a European 

public sphere and at the same 

time to build bridges between old 

and new media and between East 

and West. Often these overcome 

language barriers, offering their 

products in several languages. Of 

particular importance here are 

www.eurotopics.net, www.n-ost.

de, www.euranet.eu, www.eu-

rozine.com, www.signandsight.

com, www.tol.cz and www.cafe-

babel.com. Especially promising 

are press review projects like eu-

rotopics.net, which allow imme-

diate feedback to national news-

papers: everyday, eurotopics.net 

records the debates conducted 

in the newspapers, magazines 

and blogs of all the EU countries 

plus Switzerland and appears in 

four languages – English, French, 

German and Spanish (and will 

shortly be translated into Polish as 

well). None of the projects men-

tioned has so far proved to be 

commercially viable, however. All 

of them are funded either out of 

public money or by foundations. 

Structural problems of the 
European public sphere
It is not sufficient simply to teach 

journalists about European issues, 

for the European public sphere 

also suffers from a structural prob-

lem. In practice the emergence of 

a European public sphere is ham-

pered on a daily basis by language 

barriers, national publics and as 

a consequence national news or-

ganizations. We need media or-

ganizations that have the courage 

to invest in the (admittedly ex-

pensive) translation of the con-

tent of foreign media and to jus-

tify the exchange of information 

on European issues and between 

journalists not only on the grounds 

of saving costs. 

For the transnational European 

public sphere being constituted in 

the Internet, alliances between 

classical journalism and participa-

tory media projects like blogs and 

platforms of the type offered by 

www.cafebabel.com are important 

too. It is time that both sides aban-

doned their arrogant attitudes, for 

if they were to do so, we could ben-

efit both from the specialist knowl-

edge that the numerous bloggers 

(who are also consumers of news) 

hold on local events and special 

subjects and from the professional 

abilities of conventional journal-

ists who by way of research, evalu-

ation of sources and analyses nav-

igate their way through the sea of 

information.  

Christian Mihr is a journalist, working 

for the NGO “Network for Reporting on 

Eastern Europe n-ost” and there as a 

Senior Editor of eurotopics.net.  

The opinions expressed here are not 

necessarily those of eurotopics. 

“Many different national 

discourses exist in a state 

of “simultaneity of the non-

simultaneous” 

will continue to teach in the 

years to come? That global partic-

ipation can be stimulated around 

local struggles; that a tribalistic 

understanding of commitment – 

commitment to what touches me – 

can be left behind. And at the same 

time that the plurality of local strug-

gles can come together, producing 

a critical mass that demands noth-

ing short of another world. And 

what are the latter two statements 

if not the clearest definition of the 

political task of a cosmopolitan 

publication? To stimulate a com-

passionate response, which means 

to move, regardless of geographi-

cal distance. And to articulate the 

emergence of a world to come from 

no privileged vantage point, from 

no urban centre, but through shift-

ing geographies of thought. 

And there is more. A cosmo-

politan magazine becomes po-

litical the moment it ceases to be 

alone. The moment its concert of 

voices enters in direct relation with 

– and in this relation, dialectically, 

it also finds itself – with others. 

Exchanges of activisms. Exchanges 

– and here is a further, crucial po-

litical dimension, - that enable to 

surpass one’s own constituency, 

one’s own group of the converted, 

and that open a vision to and for 

society. And these can only be ex-

changes that stretch into public 

space, that occupy, with drums and 

trumpets, the sphere of publicity. 

Exchanges that both found and 

represent a political consciousness 

beyond borders. An example? The 

joint transnational publication 

and dissemination of statements, 

invectives, positions, pamphlets, 

or announcements, that appear si-

multaneously in the streets, cafés, 

galleries, universities, work places 

of cities across nations. 

For the crucial task of maga-

zines is to advance a political-cul-

tural project. A project must not 

mean a blind adherence to a single 

position, membership of a single 

party. But creation and reformu-

lation of the categories that gov-

ern our society. A project that is as 

broad and open and polyphonic as 

the transnational project sketched. 

And then—to allow for that pro-

ject to emerge and be articulated, 

to grow and evolve and assume the 

shapes of history.  

The hands of editors must be 

black of ink and commitment.  

TRANSNATIONAL
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S
ince 2004, the Euro-

pean Commission 

has launched various 

initiatives to pro-

mote the notion that 

European citizenship only can 

develop through means of cul-

tural action. This idea however is 

not new.

In earlier years, citizenship, 

as a product of the implementa-

tion of human rights, came to the 

forefront of political cooperation 

between the two political blocs; 

the so called West and the so-

cialist arena including the Sovi-

et-Union. This finally resulted in 

the Helsinki agreements and the 

instalment of the Conference on 

Security and Cooperation in Eu-

rope (CSCE). This development - 

nowadays known as The Helsinki 

Process - was a caesura in post-

war times.

It had taken some time: the 

idea of a European security con-

ference was already introduced 

in the 1950s by the Soviet govern-

ment.   

NATO agreed on further talks 

no earlier than the late 1960s. 

NATO insisted on bringing in 

humanitarian questions such 

as the free movement of people 

and information throughout the 

Eastern Bloc. By that time gener-

al human rights were not explic-

itly taken into account. Their role 

started to grow with the course of 

the actual process after 1973.  

In the Blue Book, the final 

recommendation of the Helsinki 

consultations of June 1973, it was 

suggested to organise the three 

main subjects in the so-called 

Baskets for Security, Economy 

and Humanitarian Questions. 

The equality of the baskets of the 

Helsinki Final Act presented cul-

ture as an actual means to over-

come political barriers. Culture 

was slowly allowed to descend 

Europe has reached a 
stage where its cultural 
dimension can no 
longer be ignored.

CULTURE AND THE EUROPEAN UNIFICATION PROCESS

BY STEVE AUSTEN 
AND KAROLINA NOWACKI

from an ideological platform 

and became a more practicable 

notion. 

The power of the symbolic to 

instigate reality enabled the wid-

ening civic movement to secure 

civil and human rights by inter-

vening with the actual political 

process as well as supporting its 

achievements from bottom-up. 

Artists and intellectuals took 

the initiative to take the Final 

Act as a guarantee of their civil, 

human and cultural rights and 

measured their current condi-

tion against the background of 

these agreed rights. Hence the 

follow-up process was dominat-

ed by efforts of securing these 

rights both from political as well 

as from civil perspective. Eventu-

ally, both efforts blended in and 

served the improvement of the 

whole situation on both levels.  

Two aspects became more 

and more important: firstly, the 

need for a confident citizenship, 

and secondly, the importance 

of culture for a peaceful unifi-

cation process that on the one 

hand tries to bind individuals, 

not only countries, together and 

in doing so achieves the most 

valuable results.  

In 1985 the Organisation for 

Security and Cooperation in Eu-

rope held a cultural forum in Bu-

dapest that was meant to guide 

the efforts of the third basket 

and find solutions to improve 

contacts and exchange between 

the European peoples. It can be 

seen as a turning point in regard 

“The power of the symbolic 

to instigate reality enabled 

the widening civic 

movement to secure civil 

and human rights.”

to the significance of culture for 

politics.  

As spokesperson of the del-

egation of the Federal Republic 

of Germany at the official forum, 

Günter Grass, presented his 

proposal to open up “the actual 

borders in the minds of people” 

by installing a pan-European 

cultural foundation. At the same 

time his fellow writers and intel-

lectuals were discussing similar 

issues with invited artists and 

intellectuals from Hungary at an 

informal gathering, called the 

Unofficial Writers Symposium, 

in a local pub. Of course there 

was a fruitful and permanent ex-

change of ideas between the two 

gatherings.

Finally Grass had to accept 

that the official congress refused 

his proposal, thanks to the vetoes 

from the USA and Romania. 

This situation showed clear-

ly to all artists and politicians 

involved that the exchange of 

ideas is one thing, the imple-

mentation of practical and in-

novative proposals another. This 

notion however did not stop the 

involved artists continuing their 

endeavours, but more and more 

without involving the political 

decision-makers. The idea be-

came common that artists, intel-

lectuals and cultural institutions 

can do a lot to enhance civil soci-

ety even without the consent and 

approval of the political class. 

One of the very first attempts 

to prove this approach was the 

European Artists Forum in Am-

sterdam in 1987. Günter Grass 

accepted the invitation to discuss 

his Budapest proposal again, this 

time with artists and intellectu-

als from all over Europe, without 

politicians. With 28 artists and 

intellectuals from 20 European 

countries it could be seen as a 

major platform for the voice of 

the cultural world. This platform 

was called “Gulliver” and was a 

first attempt to develop a Europe-

an, non-governmental, informal 

and independent working group 

as a platform for the exchange of 

ideas between individual Euro
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WHY A BOMBING OF POEMS? 
Some notes for the 
continuation of a poetic 
intervention
BY CRISTÓBAL BIANCHI

B
ombing of Poems 

is a performance 

in which cities that 

have experience 

aerial bombing in 

the past are now bombed with 

poems. The performance consists 

of dropping one hundred thousand 

poems printed in bookmarks from 

an aircraft over cities raided during 

military confrontations. The book-

marks are released at night and, as 

in the case of a real bombing, with-

out previous warning. The poems 

are printed in two languages and 

they are by both Chilean authors 

and poets native to the bombed 

city1. 

Until now, the performance has 

been carried out in three differ-

ent places: the government palace 

of Chile, La Moneda, bombed by 

Pinochet on 11 September 1973; 

the city of Dubrovnik (Croatia), 

shelled on 6 December 1991 by 

Serbian and Montenegrin forces; 

the city of Guernica (Basque 

Country, Spain), which suffered the 

first Nazi air-bombardment on 26 

April 1937. In the next few years we 

expect to carry out this poetic event 

in the cities of Berlin and Dresden 

(Germany), Warsaw (Poland), 

Belgrade (Serbia) and Nagasaki 

(Japan).  

Five Notes to Bomb 
Cities with Poems

1. The Ambivalence of the 
Poetic Event.
The nature of the poetic event 

that is triggered by the Bombing 

of Poems is double and ambiva-

lent: the recall of the horror of the 

historical event – the real bombing 

of the city – is interrupted by the 

opening up of another moment 

which makes possible unpredicta-

ble effects. This openness is neces-

sary to give room to an alternative 

response to the relation between 

poetry and war and the destruc-

tion of cities during warfare. This 

openness is a potentiality to cre-

ate relations rather than set up a 

discourse about them. This takes 

place not only in the public realm, 

but also in what Rancière calls “the 

capacity of the anonym”, an opera-

tion based on a principle of equal-

ity that “makes anybody equal to 

everybody”. As well as revisiting a 

traumatic historical event, all po-

tential spectators create their own 

stories as witnesses.

2. Artist as Pacifist 
Perpetrator? 
Exchanging bombs with poems 

using a military machine and mil-

itary strategy (the air bombing), 

the poet becomes a soldier (a pilot 

of the aircraft) using a weapon of 

another type: five hundred kilos 

of printed poems. Even though 

the audience is free to pick up 

the poems (and to read and share 

them), this act of affirmation oper-

ates as an ‘imposition’ by the mil-

itary dispositive: when the sky is 

used to launch unusual objects, the 

poetical intervention becomes an 

act of supremacy and the options 

to avoid its potential effects are 

narrowed. Therefore, as the histor-

ical aerial bombardments were ur-

gent acts within warfare, this new 

urgency of cultural affirmation re-

alized by the artist recalls an activ-

ism where cultural production is a 

form of non-violent resistance.

3.  The Importance to  
affirm Poetry after Plato and 
Adorno. 
Plato expelled the poem and the 

poet to organize the republic, 

Adorno advocated the silence of 

the poem in front of the horror of 

destruction. In a way, both have il-

lustrated the necessity of drawing 

a frontier and evict the work of art 

from the most significant issues, 

namely politics and barbarism. 

However, the demand for silence 

as an aesthetic response became 

a requirement for response itself. 

Thus, the affirmation of poetry 

re-situated the written word as a 

practice able to create symbolic in-

terruption and an exchange of pas-

sions. When the poem uses a mili-

tary machine as an allegorical tool, 

this is usurped from the political 

and military class to create an op-

posite effect. Rather than produce 

rubbles and injuries, the operation 

seeks to activate and multiply the 

forces embodied in poetry. The ‘de-

velopment of an exclamation’, as 

Valery says. 

4. Being Naïve as a Tactic to 
Confront the Hypocrisy of 
the Political Class. 
It has been said that the Bombing 

of Poems is ‘politically correct’ and 

‘naïve’. Some reports have said that 

their authors endure a sort of ‘meg-

alomania’. I maintain that to run a 

work of this type is vitally neces-

sary to deal with the diverse range 

of layers that constitute cultural 

FOOTNOTE

1. The authors of this performance 
are a group of artists that work under 
the collective name ‘CasaGrande’: an 
active platform that has developed 
a series of publishing projects and 
art actions related to poetry and 
the intervention into public spaces. 
CasaGrande has worked on three 
main projects since 1996 including 
the publication of a magazine that 
changes its format every issue: giant 
posters installed in underground 
stations throughout Santiago (Chile), 
the sending of a DVD to the library of 
the International Space Station, and 
public performances including the 
series Bombing of Poems.  
More information: 
http://revistacasagrande.blogspot.com/   
e-mail: cristobianchi@gmail.com   

CULTURE 
pean artists and intellectuals 

on essential issues for the future 

of European culture.  

Over the years, Gulliver slow-

ly transformed into a more ad-

vanced instrument of interna-

tional co-operation, exchange 

and mobility by being integrated 

in a huge cultural network that 

not only links the distinct Gulli-

ver members to each other but 

also to their birth place in Am-

sterdam as a permanent activity 

of The Felix Meritis Foundation 

(since 1988). This NGO grew 

with the years and outlasted the 

actual Gulliver body that subtly 

merged into this overwhelming 

entity formulating the foun-

dation of a far bigger context 

than anyone could practically 

strive for: a real European civil  

society.  

The latest attempt to foster 

the ideas of Helsinki is the civil 

initiative “A Soul for Europe” that 

started its activity in 2004. This 

time the initiative came from a 

politician: former president of 

the Federal republic of Germa-

ny: Richard von Weizsäcker. The 

Soul for Europe Initiators define 

the European process as a cul-

tural process. The notion of citi-

zenship must be the leading one. 

Facing the dull reality that the EU 

so far has not been very success-

ful in promoting citizenship and 

culture as the key-element in the 

unification process, they strive 

(in the spirit of the Helsinki Final 

Act) to link cultural bottom-up 

movements with policy making 

top-down processes. 

In only a few years, intellectu-

als, cultural operators, scientists, 

artists, pupils and students, as 

well as politicians, local, national 

as well as European, have joined 

the Berlin process to stimulate 

the upcoming generation of Eu-

ropeans to take our future in 

their hands. At the same time it 

promotes the idea that civil so-

ciety has to be fostered to shape 

and influence the political deci-

sion-making process to make Eu-

rope a place which will develop 

from a union of member states 

into a union of member states 

and citizens. To place the own-

ership of Europe in the hands of 

the citizens themselves, cultural 

organisations and artists again 

have to take the lead.   

and political institutions. Because 

of the ambivalent nature of the 

poetic event, each participant per-

ceives a different meaning shaped 

according to his interests and con-

cerns. A clear dislocation between 

words, actions and motives op-

erates in the process. The poten-

tiality of the poetic event cannot 

be reduced and controlled by the 

hypocrisy that circulates amongst 

the actors and the artists involved. 

5. Assume the Potentiality 
Grounded in the Non-Event.
At a recent conference a German 

student in the audience urged me 

to consider that “Germany doesn’t 

need such a performance right 

now”. Given the evident contro-

versies existing between a city 

and its historical destruction, it is 

pivotal to consider that a possible 

Bombing of Poems may become a 

non-event. The outcomes of such 

a refusal are varied; the first one is 

to recognize that a city and its citi-

zens may not be ready for a poetic 

event like the Bombing of Poems; 

this means that the gesture of 

launching poems is too brief and 

impressive, considering the sen-

sibilities and amount of discourse 

still in the process of being articu-

lated. In this sense, to assume the 

non-event is to enter in a waiting 

process. The role of patience in 

public art is crucial. And this wait-

ing process could be accompanied 

by the following thought: these 

cities were able to prevent being 

bombed for a second time. 
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Eva Oddo: What do you think of 
the European Union and how do 
you see its future?
Alfredo Jaar: I have always seen 

the EU as a potential model that 

has never been fully realized. It is 

a utopia that became a quasi-re-

ality. I have always felt the poten-

tial was enormous, as a model of 

community. In fact the EU is the 

largest donor of humanitarian 

assistance in the world. Some sig-

nificant progress has been made 

in certain areas, for example re-

garding the common currency, 

the euro, it has been interesting 

to see how we finally have a coun-

terweight to the US dollar and its 

hegemony. But when you realize 

that the EU generates more than 

30% share of the world’s gross do-

mestic product, you ask yourself 

why is it such a minor, ridiculous 

influence in world affairs? The 

incapacity of the EU to articulate 

and promote a common foreign 

policy, to have a voice in world 

affairs of a certain weight is tru-

ly frustrating. The EU has never 

fulfilled its responsibilities ac-

cording to its relative geopolitical 

weight in the world. This is real-

ly a domain that the Americans 

dominate fully, and until now no 

one has been able to challenge 

INTERVIEW WITH ALFREDO JAAR

them. The world would be in 

such a different state if the EU 

had a voice. On the other hand, 

it is undeniable that we have 

freedom of movement of peo-

ple, goods, services and capital 

but at the same time, how many 

doors have been closed? Visit It-

aly to look at how the immigra-

tion issue is being played out, or 

ask an African businessman try-

ing to penetrate the EU market 

and you will hear a catalogue of  

frustrations. 

EO: Moving on to the artist: do 
you think the artist has any re-
sponsibilities? 
AJ: Absolutely. Artists are human 

beings, and every human being 

has responsibilities. Artists are an 

integral part of society, and with-

in society we are very privileged 

because artists have been blessed 

with time and resources to think, 

to speculate, to dream about dif-

ferent worlds, better worlds. This 

privilege comes with a respon-

sibility, to respond to what sur-

rounds us, and to suggest mod-

els of thinking about society and 

about the world, and that’s what 

the best art does. The best works 

of art take you to places you have 

never been - I’m referring to men-

tal places -places where we create 

new models of thinking, and new 

possible ways of seeing the world. 

And that’s a tremendous respon-

sibility. 

EO: While I’ve read your art 
described as ‘political’ art, I 
think I’ve read that you de-
scribe it as ‘moral’, or ‘morally- 
engaged’ art.
AJ: No, I do not accept any of 

these labels. All art is political. It 

is impossible to do anything in 

this world that does not have a 

political reading. It is impossible 

to make a gesture that does not 

at the same time incorporate aes-

thetics and ethics. I always quote 

Jean-Luc Godard, a filmmaker 

that I admire, when I am asked 

this question, when he said that 

“it may be true that one has to 

choose between ethics and aes-

thetics, but it is no less true that, 

whichever one chooses, one will 

always find the other at the end 

of the road.” This is the reality that 

we face as artists and as cultural 

producers: we are always con-

fronted with the issue of ethics 

and aesthetics at the same time, 

and they have to be incorporated 

not only in the way we do things, 

but also in the final articulation of 

our ideas in the works. When art 

does not do this, it is just deco-

ration, it is part of another world, 

the world of decoration and de-

sign, which has other, different 

objectives. You have decoration 

on one side, and you have art 

on the other side, and art for me 

has always been about critical 

thinking. But that doesn’t mean 

we must leave out poetry. Poetry 

is an essential element of art. We 

could even say that there is no art 

without poetry, and there is no art 

without politics.

EO: Do you think art has changed 
the world, and if so how? And in 
the future do you see art chang-
ing the world, and how?
AJ: Well, can you imagine a world 

without art? In the answer to this 

question you will find the answer 

to your question. What would the 

world be without art, without cul-

ture? As Nietzsche said, “Life with-

out music would be a mistake.” 

And you could paraphrase him 

and say: Life without art would 

be a mistake. Just take a look at 

around us, look around the city, 

look around the world – what 

would it be if there was no art and 

culture around us? Art and culture 

are essential elements of contem-

porary life, of life. Life is unthink-

able without it. Art does greatly 

change the world, and as an artist 

I have always said, even with the 

risk of sounding naïve, that I want 

to change the world. I became an 

artist because I was unhappy with 

the state of the world, I am un-

happy with the way it is now, and 

I want to change it. Now, I change 

it one person at a time – it is a very 

slow process, it’s a very modest 

change, but we can touch people, 

we can inform them, and we can 

move them to action. In that sense 

I am Gramscian. Gramsci was an 

extraordinary intellectual of the 

20th century, and an inspiration. 

He really believed in culture’s ca-

pacity to affect change, and it is 

difficult, sometimes it seems fu-

tile, but culture and art have defi-

nitely changed the world, and as 

the world becomes even more 

complex and difficult, the more 

art’s potentiality will be realized, 

culture’s potentiality can be real-

ized. The spaces of art and culture 

are the last remaining spaces of 

freedom.

EO: And how do you see the state 
of the contemporary art world?
AJ: The world of contemporary 

art has an image problem, which 

is of course ironic. The image cir-

culated by the media with vicious 

vulgarity and spectacle, and it is a 

circus image of a few so-called art 

stars and a lot of money. 

Honestly, this has nothing to do 

with the world of contemporary 

art. The world of contemporary 

art is not monolithic; it is a net-

work of systems. In one of these 

systems you have thousands of 

artists looking for meaning in life, 

in society, working with commu-

nities, trying to creatively expand 

their horizons. In another system 

you will find thinkers and intel-

lectuals and dreamers discuss-

ing issues that affect society and 

the world, and producing papers 

and documents and publications 

and participating in lectures and 

debates, and expanding models 

of thinking. Contemporary art 

is film, theatre, music, poetry, 

dance, visual arts, which makes 

you think, makes you cry, makes 

you feel, and makes you act in the 

world. Where is that image of con-

temporary art in the media today? 

It just doesn’t exist. The media 

makes a spectacle out of it, and it 

is quite sad.

EO: Do you think part of the art-
ist’s role is public intervention? 
For visual artists, for example, it 
is not staying within the confines 
of the exhibition space, but go-
ing out onto the street?
AJ: Personally I have felt the 

need to get out, and that is why 

I have divided my work in three 

main areas; only one third of my 

time is spent working in the so-

called art world, in museums, 

galleries and foundations. Be-

cause this art world is so insu-

lar, I have tried to reach out to a 

larger audience, and that is why 

I have created more than fifty 

public interventions around the 

world, outside of the confines of 

the art world. In these projects I 

work with different communi-

ties, removed from the art world, 

and I confront myself to real life 

problems, from real life peo-

ple, and these confrontations, 

IT IS DIFFICULT
Spazio Oberdan, Milano
3.10.2008 – 25.01.2009

Muxima, 2005
Digital video, color, sound
Duration: 36 minutes
© Galerie Lelong, New York

INTERVIEW BY EVA ODDO

 (continued from front page)

“All art is political. It is 

impossible to do anything 

in this world that does not 

have a political reading..” 
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these exercises in reality, keep 

me real, keep me grounded, and 

inform my practice as an artist 

within the art world. The third 

part of what I do is teaching. I 

direct seminars and workshops 

around the world where I ex-

change ideas with the younger 

generations, I share my expe-

riences and I learn from their 

own experiences, and their own 

dreams. I would say that teach-

ing is probably the most political 

of all three. But they are all three 

very important, and all these 

practices inform me as a pro-

fessional and as a human being 

and make me complete. 

EO: Have you seen the recent 
Cildo Meireles exhibition (at 
the Tate Modern, in London, 
until January 11th, 2009)? I re-
cently read a quote of his, which 
said: “In some way you become 
political when you don’t have a 
chance to be poetic. I think hu-
man beings would much prefer 
to be poetic.” Would you like to 
comment on this?
AJ: Yes, I have seen the exhibi-

tion. Cildo has managed to look 

at the world poetically, and to 

create poetic assemblages, po-

etic environments, poetic instal-

lations and poetic objects. And 

they all have a political content 

– it is unavoidable – but the po-

etry of his constructions is over-

whelming, and joyful. In con-

trast, I feel that my works have 

tilted more towards the political. 

Of course, they have a poetic 

element, always, but in that dif-

ficult balance between the poet-

ical and the political, my works 

have been more political, I think. 

It has been more difficult for me, 

I am afraid, to contain my rage. 

In the works, for example, deal-

ing with the Rwandan genocide 

I could not contain my rage, and 

so the political overwhelms the 

poetical. Cildo has been able to 

contain himself, or perhaps has 

confronted situations of less ur-

gency than mine, and has been 

able to create explosions of po-

etry. It is an admirable exhibi-

tion from an admirable artist.

EO: Given the result of the most 
recent US presidential elec-
tions how do you view your 
1989 work The Fire Next Time?
AJ: When I created that piece, I 

was living in New York and I felt 

race relations in the city were in-

credibly fragile, and it was a way 

for me to express that, and to 

express my shock, and sadness 

about the state of race relations 

in the country. When I moved 

to the United States in 1982 I 

expected to find a racially har-

monious country where the civil 

rights movement had accom-

plished everything that was sup-

posed to be accomplished, but 

I was shocked to discover that 

the reality was different. Almost 

20 years later we have come a 

very long way. The results of 

the US election are an extraor-

dinary sign of progress on that 

level, but a lot more needs to 

be done. What you see at the 

political level is not happen-

ing at the street level, and defi-

nitely not happening in wealth 

distribution, access to capital, 

access to education. But I think 

it is an extraordinary event that 

has the potential to change the 

United States – it has already 

changed it – it has the potential 

to change it greatly, from in-

side, and its image in the world, 

IT IS DIFFICULT
Hangar Bicocca, Milano
3.10.2008 – 11.01.2009

(above)
Untitled (Water), 1990
Six double-sided lightboxes with twelve 
color transparencies, thirty framed 
mirrors
Lightboxes: 102cm x 102cm x 20cm each, 
mirrors: 30cm x 30cm x 5cm each 
Overall dimensions: Variable
© The artist, New York, and Galleria Lia 
Rumma, Milano

(below)
Geography = War, 1991
Five lightboxes with color 
transparencies, 100 metal barrels, 
water 
Lightboxes: 102cm x 102cm x 13cm 
each, barrels: 91cm high, 61cm 
diameter
Overall dimensions: Variable
© The artist, New York, and Galleria 
Lia Rumma, Milano

its relationship to the rest of  

the world. 

EO: What is your impression of 
the direction of contemporary 
politics?
AJ: I am always amazed at the 

simultaneous presence of con-

tradictory winds in the world. 

On one hand you have what just 

happened in the United States, 

with its extraordinary potential, 

in a progressive direction, and 

then you have the phenome-

non of Berlusconi in a country 

like Italy, where you can actually 

observe some fascist winds all 

over the country, and you won-

der: how is that possible? How, 

why do societies, communities, 

move to the left or to the right 

simultaneously? What is it in hu-

man nature that make us behave 

in so contradictory ways, and if 

you look at Europe you will see 

some fascist spots on the map, 

and some progressive spots 

on the map, and they struggle 

against each other. And we, as 

citizens, are confronted with 

these realities, and we have to 

decide our path, and we will de-

cide our path based on the edu-

cation we have received, on the 

influence of our parents, on the 

influence of the milieu in which 

we live and grow, and on our 

personal convictions. But I am 

always amazed at this, all these 

possible paths, contradictions 

that we face in our daily lives, 

and that is why I always quote 

Emile Cioran, a Romanian poet 

and writer that I admire deep-

ly, who wrote about his normal 

state of mind, as always being 

“simultaneously happy and un-

happy, exalted and depressed, 

overcome by both pleasure and 

despair in the most contradicto-

ry harmonies”, that is how I feel 

today, when I look at the world, 

when I read the papers, and I am 

always hoping that the balance 

will shift one day towards social 

justice.  

“I became an artist 

because I was unhappy 

with the state of the world.  

I am unhappy with the way 

it is now, and I want to 

change it.” 
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ALFREDO JAAR’S COSMOPOLITAN CHALLENGE 
TO INSTITUTIONALISED INDIFFERENCE
North and South, 
overdeveloped, 
developing and 
developmentally 
arrested worlds must 
be made part of the 
same present. 

E
urope’s modernity 

was made and main-

tained by violence. Its 

initial energy came 

from the conquest 

of people pronounced alien and 

inferior. Its dynamism would be 

sustained by the consolidation of 

colonies and empires. Gradually, 

Capital ordered that divided and 

precarious arrangement into a 

system of national states and 

trans-national markets. Today, 

it is neither polite nor fashion-

able to point out that the idea of 

race was a fundamental factor in 

making those arbitrary divisions 

appear natural and historical as 

well as scientific and inevitable. 

Now, the circuitry of power 

is shifting away from the Atlan-

tic. We all face environmental 

and political catastrophes that 

do not respect national borders. 

Those changes place us under 

new obligations. We have to 

find new ways of understanding 

our predicament as a planetary 

phenomenon. We must assem-

ble the social and ethical tools 

which we will need if we are to 

dwell peacefully with each other 

in a sustainable manner that rec-

ognizes global interdependence 

and admits the force of our com-

mon claims upon the imperiled 

earth. Our humanity is at stake.

The suffering born from that 

destructive and exploitative sys-

tem has been given a voice and 

a face not by government but 

in cultural creativity. An urgent 

conversation about the future of 

our world is being led by artists 

rather than by politicians, jour-

nalists and academics. Everyday 

cultural spaces—by no means 

only powerful museums and 

galleries-are places where new 

imaginative habits are being 

BY PAUL GILROY

acquired, affirmed and refined. 

The pleasures of being exposed 

to difference can be discovered 

in art’s precious, convivial co-

rona. That contact with alterity 

need not mean loss and jeopardy 

even in circumstances where se-

curity is imagined to derive from 

absolute sameness. Freed from 

the pressure to encounter eth-

nic and racialised difference as 

exotica, we can face up to the 

ordinariness of plurality. Hope-

fully, that emancipatory contact 

will help to cultivate the cosmo-

politan virtues of attentiveness, 

perspective and proportionality.

After the Nazi genocide was 

acknowledged as an epochal 

event, artists began to ask what 

varieties of creative practice 

would comprise an appropri-

ate response to the scale and 

character of its horrors. They 

struggled to answer the ethical 

demands that were imposed by 

a commitment to preventing the 

recurrence of mass murder and 

related crimes against humanity. 

Those problems-and the vari-

ous mid-twentieth century an-

swers offered to them-redefined 

the imaginative boundaries of 

European culture which was in 

need of repair. The ethical and 

aesthetic dilemmas involved 

generated a battle of ideas which 

was swiftly recognized as part of 

a larger political, philosophical 

and moral problem. They were 

connected to debates over theo-

dicy, over the complicity of Euro-

pean civilisation with racism and 

fascism, over the role of technol-

ogy and debased, instrumental 

reason, over the timeliness of lyr-

ic poetry, indeed over the validity 

and shifting character of western 

culture. In the shadow of ca-

tastrophe and trauma, survivor 

testimony and contested mem-

ory, art had to be salvaged and 

made anew. In novel, perhaps 

in redemptive forms, it would 

contribute to a revised definition 

of what Europe was and what it 

would become in the future. Art 

alone could reacquaint Europe 

with the humanity from which it 

had been estranged.

The post-1945 reaction 

against fascism fostered the 

emergence of a new moral lan-

guage centered on the idea of 

universal human rights. These 

innovations combined to ensure 

that the legacy of humanism and 

the category of the human were 

pending in Europe’s reflections. 

However, the bloody history of 

colonial rule and of the bitter 

wars of decolonization that fol-

lowed it were never registered in 

the same deep manner. Mid-cen-

tury Europe’s reflexive exercises 

were certainly well-intentioned 

but they stopped a long way 

short of a properly cosmopolitan 

commitment to understanding 

the history of the Nazi period in 

the context of earlier encounters 

with the peoples that Europe had 

conquered, sold, exploited and 

sometimes sought to eradicate. 

The historical continuity be-

tween those histories of suffer-

ing was ignored and dismissed. 

Similarly, the broad, human 

significance of the awful events 

proved difficult to grasp. But the 

continuity between those two 

extended phases of terror, one 

temperately European, the oth-

er torridly colonial, has become 

fundamental in our postcoloni-

al time. Perhaps Europe cannot 

remember its imperial and co-

lonial history without learning 

too many painful and uncom-

fortable things about itself and 

about the uneven development 

of its civilisation. The prosecu-

tion of colonial wars allowed no 

distinction between civilian and 

soldier. The Geneva conventions 

did not apply and weapons of 

mass destruction could be used 

upon primitive people without 

any great objection. 

Western culture remains 

disoriented by troubling news 

of the comprehensive manner 

in which its civilisational claims 

were compromised. To make 

matters worse, postcolonial 

peoples began to appear inside 

Europe’s fortifications. Their 

presence revealed that Europe 

was unable--just as Aimé Césaire 

had prophesied long ago--to re-

solve the two great, interrelated 

difficulties to which its modern 

history had given rise: the colo-

nial problem and the problem 

of class hierarchy. Post-colonial 

settlers who came to clean up 

and reinvigorate Europe after 

the anti-Nazi war have gradual-

ly had their rights of citizenship 

circumscribed and withdrawn. 

Refugees, asylum-seekers, un-

documented and unwanted 

denizens now comprise a new-

er caste of infra-human beings 

who have found the conspicu-

ous benefits of loudly-trumpet-

ed human rights hard to access. 

Those people are certainly here, 

mostly because Europe was once 

where they came from, but the 

door to recognition and belong-

ing is being firmly blocked off. 

They experience not just racism 

and xenophobia but a mode of 

simultaneous exclusion and in-

clusion which confines them to a 

twilight life of rightslessness. 

Cosmopolitan, contempo-

rary art like Jaar’s has offered a 

welcome therapeutic response. 

Firstly, this oppositional art says 

that the idea that European de-

velopment bears a precious and 

unique telos cannot be sustained 

any longer. Secondly, it suggests 

that the old view in which Africa 

was outside of history and devoid 

of historicality, has crumpled be-

fore the postcolonial challenges 

of simultaneity and accounta-

bility. Thirdly, it says that those 

who dwell inside the grimy cit-

adels of overdevelopment must 

acknowledge the way their fates 

are connected to the lives of peo-

ple in the global South whose 

misery and insecurity condi-

tions post-scarcity plenitude 

and security. This focus on the 

inter-relational does not gener-

ate another Manichaean script. 

Pockets of that desperate South 

are now lodged inside the North 

and vice versa. This is no longer a 

black and white world.

Somehow, North and South, 

overdeveloped, developing and 

developmentally arrested worlds 

must be made part of the same 

present. Living sustainably and 

with minimal conflict, means 

being prepared to be accounta-

ble to one another. Jaar rises to 

this challenge and his interven-

tions exemplify what might be 

called a responsible worldliness. 

They are tacitly premised upon 

a critique of the indifference to 

the suffering of others which 

has been institutionalized in 

the overdeveloped countries. 

He does not approach that suf-

fering as if it were the exclusive 

cultural or experiential prop-

erty of its victims. He boldly 

takes the responsibility to ac-

knowledge these wrongs on to 

his own shoulders and invites 

us to do likewise. His hostility 

to institutionalized indifference 

is profound enough to invite a 

daring return to the disreputable 

problem of common human-

ity. This is no rerun of the old 

cosmopolitanism based upon 

extending hospitality. National 

states are hemorrhaging. They 

leak people, ideas, technology 

and resources into each other. A 

“Jaar’s interventions 

exemplify what might 

be called a responsible 

worldliness.” 
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restorative re-engagement 

with the notion of common hu-

manity may help to stabilize this 

situation. However, it can only 

succeed if is conducted in ex-

plicit opposition to racial hierar-

chies, civilisationist conceits and 

neo-imperial exploitation. 

For some time now, Jaar’s 

tricontinental projects have en-

deavoured provocatively to place 

Asia, Africa and Europe’s first col-

ony, Latin America in the official 

world picture. It is not only that 

he has indicted the malign une-

venness of official media cover-

age and challenged its implicit 

geography. He has moved be-

yond the basic problems of omis-

sion and restorative inclusion 

and towards a different kind of 

inquiry altogether. This aspect of 

his work is aimed at the forms of 

power that flow from the control 

of images and from their event-

ful, contested reception by anx-

ious viewers who want to know 

how to respond to the terrible 

things they can see, but do not 

know how, or what to do. They 

are not assisted in their quest for 

ethical probity by a media cul-

ture and a consumer mood that 

promote collusion and dignify a 

culture of indifference which is 

fatal both for its abject objects 

and its disoriented receivers. 

Jaar’s pieces return to these 

fundamental themes of con-

trolling images and responding 

honestly to disturbing and de-

manding information in im-

possible situations. He has in-

tegrated an oblique but bitter 

commentary on these features 

of post- and neo-colonial pow-

er with a series of blunt enquir-

ies into the responsibilities of 

artists as well as the plight of 

willfully innocent gatherers and 

transmitters of information. He 

promotes reexamining the rules 

and codes that govern the recog-

nition and representation of the 

Others whose presence secures 

the border around us. Their ap-

pearance in our news-scapes, on 

our screens should not boil down 

to a choice between trivializa-

tion and betrayal. The artist’s ef-

forts to assimilate and humanize 

these mutes might, he suggests, 

become both honest and au-

thentic. That difficult prospect 

involves breaking up the dyad 

of victim and perpetrator and 

supplementing those narrow 

roles with a spectrum of other 

possibilities: denier, bystander, 

witness and perhaps in certain 

limited circumstances even sav-

iour. This imaginative expansion 

requires ethical effort and it does 

not remain the artist’s singular 

responsibility for long. In Jaar’s 

hands, it opens slowly into a nec-

essarily painful consideration of 

where witnesses, spectators and 

audiences stand in relation to the 

traumatic and depressing events 

that now compose the agenda 

of global news as it tracks our 

planet’s commercial and political 

upheavals. The Rwandan tragedy 

which has occupied him so con-

sistently, dropped out of that du-

bious programme for a number 

of the reasons outlined above. 

The clouds passing over a place 

of memory become a transient 

marker not only of the space of 

death but of the ambivalent co-

nundrum of honest shock and 

human shame.

The growing inequality be-

tween the overdeveloped world 

and the rest threatens to com-

promise the ground on which a 

resurgent understanding of com-

mon humanity will eventually 

have to be erected. Other deeply 

uncomfortable words like “ac-

countability” and “responsibili-

ty” help to specify Jaar’s humble 

engagement with the humanity 

of the other people who have 

been locked out of the promises 

and pathologies of overdevelop-

ment. He offers compelling el-

ements of a countermedia that 

might connect their everyday life 

to ours. 

Filtered pseudo-news flows 

ceaselessly from the frontlines. 

The media is saturated by the 

strategic outpourings of a bur-

geoning PR machinery. In the 

process, politics and public cul-

ture have acquired an unrelent-

ing tempo which is not conducive 

to any open engagement with 

suffering, immediate or remote. 

Jaar applies the same humanis-

ing tactics wherever he is. They 

start from a refusal of complicity 

with existing patterns of seeing 

and being seen. He will show you 

neither the homeless of Mon-

treal nor the charnel houses of 

Rwanda. Yet the presence of both 

is publicly marked, announced 

in other more demanding ways 

that break the polarity between 

those who chose to communi-

cate horror and suffering in ways 

that will never be sufficient and 

those who refuse that task, opt-

ing instead to shock and to inter-

rupt. That modernist dilemma is 

re-staged repeatedly but it is now 

accompanied by a distinctive 

commitment to working through 

the constraints of the colonial 

past. It is that resolution which 

breaks the melancholic spell cast 

all over Europe by the desire for 

a return to the greatness that 

vanished with departed imperial 

prestige. It is there too that Jaar 

extends Fanon’s famous invita-

tion to the sometime beneficiar-

ies of colonial domination “wake 

up, put on (your) thinking caps 

and stop playing the irrespon-

sible game of sleeping beauty.” 

There is no kiss bestowed here. 

The flashes of light and flame are 

his inducements to that belated 

awakening. 

This article is an edited extract 

of an essay in SCARDI, Gabi and 

PIETROMARCHI, Bartolomeo (eds) 

(2008) Alfredo Jaar: It Is Difficult, Vol. 2, 

Mantua, Italy: Edizioni Corraini

With thanks to the publisher and Paul 

Gilroy, © Paul Gilroy

“An urgent conversation 

about the future of our 

world is being led by artists 

rather than by politicians, 

journalists and academics.” 

Carlos Vergara
Cacique de Ramos, Carnival Series, 
1972/76

(left)
Rio Branco, Carnival Series, 1972/76

for both:
Fuji photograph paper in silicon metacrilat 
over dibond, printed in 2008
100cm x 150cm
Edition of 7

www.carlosvergara.art.br
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E
uropa: In many European coun-

tries the policy towards immi-

gration is getting tougher, and 

the financial crisis is already 

being used as a powerful justi-

fication for these policies. European legisla-

tion is also getting tougher, especially with 

regards to extra-European immigration. 

How do you see these developments?

Mezzadra: Although I am not at all exclud-

ing the importance of other factors (political, 

cultural, etc) I do think that the current crisis 

plays a key role in the toughening of European 

migration policies and in the increasing hos-

tility towards extra-European migrants. Even 

one of the most “progressive” European gov-

ernments, the Zapatero government in Spain, 

proposed repatriation programs for migrants 

as soon as the first signs of the crisis became 

apparent in the construction sector, which 

had employed thousands of migrants in re-

cent years. The point is that the current cri-

sis is not a mere “financial” crisis, it is a deep, 

global crisis of the whole economic system. 

And in such cases, the consequences for mi-

grants tend to be negative: just think of the 

early 1930s in the US, when the start of the 

“New Deal” was accompanied by the depor-

tation of half a million Mexican immigrants, 

together with many of their US-born sons and 

daughters. Or think of the Anwerbestopp (the 

end of recruitment of foreign “guestworkers”) 

and of the attempt to repatriate many immi-

grants in Western Germany after the crisis of 

1973…

On the other hand, the economic system 

and the labour market work in contempo-

rary Europe in a fundamentally different way 

than in the heyday of the so-called “Fordism”. 

“Labour shortages” and in general the de-

mand of migrant labour are much more flex-

ible, punctual and elusive than they used to 

be. It is therefore reasonable to think that each 

attempt to seal the borders will be accompa-

nied by a series of exceptions (for carework-

ers, seasonal workers in agriculture and other 

sectors, etc.). And that the migration regime 

in Europe will evolve toward the adoption 

of ever more sophisticated and complicated 

systems of filtering and selection. Current de-

velopments and discussions in the UK on the 

new points-based system are symptomatic in 

this sense.

Migrants are here to stay, and their number 

SANDRO MEZZADRA INTERVIEWED
Migrants are here to stay, 
and their number is bound to 
increase in the next years: 
their practices and their 
struggles will play a key role 
in any attempt to imagine and 
build a “positive notion of 
European citizenship”.

is bound to increase in the next years: their 

practices and their struggles will play a key 

role in any attempt to imagine and build a 

“positive notion of European citizenship”.

Europa: Do you think that the increas-

ingly cosmopolitan composition of many 

European towns and cities (particularly in 

the west of Europe) lends itself to the con-

struction of a new form of emancipatory 

politics, one that goes beyond issue-spe-

cific concerns and has a transnational 

dimension?

Mezzadra: No European metropolis could 

exist, produce, or even be “competitive” on 

the world market without the “hybrid” and 

cosmopolitan composition of its population, 

of its culture, of its styles of life, and of course 

of its labour market. This is a crucial point in 

my opinion, and everybody is aware of this in 

Europe: even current configurations of rac-

ism do not aim at assigning different popu-

lations to different territories, they rather aim 

to regulate, to “manage” as European rhetoric 

would have it, the intersection of their bodies 

within a single territory.

To put it in a rather schematic way: the het-

erogeneity of European population corre-

sponds to the proliferation of heterogeneous 

devices of control, domination and exploita-

tion, which are continuously disarticulating 

and re-assembling the very shape of citizen-

ship in Europe. It is a question of political 

agency to transform European citizenship 

into a space of heterogeneous practices of 

freedom and equality.

Europa: You have recently questioned the 

idea (with reference to Mouffe and Laclau) 

that genuinely new political movements can 

be constructed on the basis of an equiva-

lence between different particular demands 

and have suggested that we might need in-

stead to think of a relation more akin to 

translation between different heterogene-

ous groups and their struggles. If we adopt 

this approach, how do we avoid colluding 

with the dispersion and disintegration tech-

niques employed by the organs of power – 

which have an interest in keeping political 

demands heterogeneous and contradictory 

– and generate a sufficiently cohesive alter-

native idiom of resistance?

Mezzadra: It is an important question, which 

directly relates with what I was just saying on 

the heterogeneity of practices of freedom and 

equality. Let me say, first of all, that while I 

have been critical towards Mouffe and Laclau 

in some of my recent writings, I do acknowl-

edge the importance of their contributions to 

the rethinking of a critical theory of emanci-

patory politics in the last two decades.

The problem with the concept of equivalence 

is that it tends to reproduce existing political 

forms – first of all the state – as the center and 

unsurpassable horizon of politics. To summa-

rize and simplify what should be a long and 

complicated discourse: the subject of articu-

lation between different particular claims ac-

cording to the logic of equivalence is structur-

ally a kind of “transcendent” subject (be it the 

party, be it the state). It is not internal to the 

movements that produce the claims. In my 

work I try to explore the productivity of the 

reference to the concept of translation to im-

agine a new kind of political subjectivity and 

political action. I am trying to take more se-

riously the issue of “difference” and to frame 

the construction of the common through a 

continuous and never ending process of in-

vention of a new political language, as well 

as of new forms of organization and even 

institutions. This is a process that traverses 

the heterogeneity of social struggles without 

sacrificing their specific claims to the logic 

of equivalence but at the same time without 

confining them to their specificity and to the 

logic of identity politics.

Europa: Etienne Balibar, with whom you 

have entered into considerable dialogue, has 

repeatedly stressed the importance of devel-

oping variable geometries for the European 

Union. How do you assess European neigh-

bourhood policy in this regard, and in par-

ticular the use of offering a road to member-

ship of the EU as bait? Does the recent re-

launch of the idea of a Mediterranean Union 

present any new paradigms for Europe’s 

soft-power approach?

Mezzadra: I do agree with Etienne Balibar 

about the importance of developing varia-

ble geometries for the European process. But 

I think that these variable geometries must 

be first of all variable geometries of struggle, 

of active involvement of heterogeneous sub-

jects, actors and movements. The variable ge-

ometries of the European Union tend to build 

different degrees of internality and external-

ity to the European space to which precise re-

lations of power correspond.

Migration has been key to the whole pro-

cess of the Eastward Enlargement of the 

European Union. Candidates had to adapt 

their legislation and their migratory poli-

tics to the “European standards”, what did 

not mean in the first place “human rights” 

but the building of detention facilities 

R
eflecting on the notion of move-

ment, which strategically crops up 

every time the multitude needs a 

definition, for instance when the concept of 

multitude needs to be detached from the 

false alternative between sovereignty and 

anarchy calls for its definition. Leaving it un-

defined, Agamben claims, risks compromising 

our choices and strategies. He argues that the 

primacy of the notion of movement lies in the 

becoming unpolitical of the people. The move-

ment becomes the decisive political concept 

when the democratic concept of the people, as 

a political body, is in demise. Democracy ends 

when movements emerge. Furthermore, if by 

democracy we mean what traditionally regards 

the people as the political body constitutive of 

democracy, no democratic movements exist.  

But then why do we keep using the con-

cept of movement? if it signals a threshold of 

politicisation of the unpolitical, can there be a 

movement that is different from civil war? or 

in what direction can we rethink the concept 

of movement and its relation to bio-politics? 

BY NADJA STAMSELBERG

Potential answers can be found in Mezzadra’s 

proposal to name migration as a social move-

ment. The movement can find its own politi-

cality only by assigning to the unpolitical body 

of the people an internal caesura that allow 

for its politicisation. For Schmitt, this caesura 

consists in the identity of species, i.e. racism. 

Analogously, the internal caesura, which al-

lows for politicisation of the social movement 

of migration, is the practices of exclusion the 

migrant and the refugee are subjected to. The 

appellation of migration as a social movement 

can be found throughout Mezzadra’s body of 

work.  In his call to re-address migration, one 

is invited to move away from the manner in 

which immigrants have been confronted in re-

cent years. Despite referring to the immigrant 

situation in Italy, which resulted in a critique 

“We need variable geometries of 

struggle, of active involvement of 

heterogeneous subjects, actors 

and movements.” 
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politics of migration
of the Bossi-Fini Law, the relevance of his 

observations transcends not only the Italian, 

but also the European sphere. Perceived as 

a weak subject, hollowed out by hunger and 

misery and in urgent need of care and help, 

the immigrant as Mezzadra describes him/

her is an easy prey for a paternalistic logic that 

ascribes him/her to an inferior position, thus 

denying him/her any possibility of becoming 

a subject. The obverse face of this perception 

of the migrant is the emphasis of the right to 

difference, which characterises the multicul-

tural understanding shared by most of the po-

litical and social Left. In view of this view of the 

Left, which depicts migrants as simple objects, 

dragged along and overwhelmed by the global 

mobilisation of capital, and in view of the nat-

uralistic metaphors of the dominant public dis-

course, the need to revise the migration rheto-

ric becomes imperative. Through the prism of 

semantic appropriation, the migrant becomes 

as hazardous and in some cases deadly as 

the occurrences that initiated his/her exodus. 

Having escaped the objective causes, the mi-

grants are subsequently objectified. As they 

become objects themselves, divorced from 

any subjective and personal dimension of 

being, they are subjected to a crude general-

isation, numbering and classification implicit 

in the mainstream treatment of migratory pro-

cesses. Ascribing these views to a lack of focus 

on the subjectivity of migrants, Mezzadra pro-

poses to utilise the concept of what he aptly 

terms right to escape. Emphasising the subjec-

tive dimension of migration, Mezzadra claims, 

does not mean assuming the Anglo-Saxon po-

sition of considering a migrant as a rootless, 

nomadic post-modern subject freely crossing 

the boundaries between cultures and identi-

ties. For him, what constitutes the paradig-

matic status of the migrant’s condition lies in 

instances of transformation that regard not 

only migrants.

However, practices of exclusion, which 

correspond to objectivisation of migration, 

politicise migration as a movement, inevi-

tably raise the question of whether subjec-

tivisation of migration thus depoliticises it. 

Should we indeed read this trajectory as de-

politisation, or as an invitation to interpret 

differently the concept of the political and 

the concept of democracy, and to try and ar-

ticulate both concepts via the notions of gift 

and singularity?  

and the cooperation in the European re-

gime of border control and deportation. 

And you cannot talk about the project of a 

Mediterranean Union without taking into 

account and closely analyzing the whole 

process of “externalization” of the European 

border and migration regime. As for instance 

Ali Bensaâd has recently written, the attempt 

to involve ever more neighbouring and even 

distant countries in the management of mi-

gration towards Europe corresponds to an 

attempt to “delocalize” Europe’s tensions 

outside its borders. And this really works as 

a kind of “bait”, since the cooperation in the 

field of migration and border control is be-

coming one of the fundamental conditions 

for any kind of further cooperation.

All this said, I remain convinced that these 

processes (European enlargement, neigh-

bourhood policies, Mediterranean Union) 

open up fields of potential political experi-

mentation well beyond the actual shape they 

take. But the condition for a positive and 

productive experimentation is the deepen-

ing of networking and exchange processes 

between movements and struggles. Many 

experiences are developing in this direction: 

although they are still small and limited, I 

do think that they are crucial in showing the 

vital necessity of new kinds of transnational 

and transborder emancipatory politics.

Europa: In your article The Right to Escape, 

published in 2004, you write that the sub-

jectivity of a migrant must be placed at the 

centre of attention. In your opinion has this 

become more common practice since you 

wrote the article?

Mezzadra: It is difficult to generalize on such 

a point. “Public discourses” are diverse and 

profoundly heterogeneous in Europe: it’s 

hard to compare Sweden and Italy when you 

look at the way in which migrants are rep-

resented in the dominant public discourse.

Nevertheless I would tend to say that com-

mon characteristics have emerged within 

what we can very roughly call “European 

public discourse” in the last years. The 

increasing securitization of the public 

discourse has been for instance one of 

these characteristics, along with the rise 

of a certain “Anti-Islamism”, particularly 

after September 11, and the bombings in 

London and Madrid. We could go on for 

a long time mentioning “negative” char-

acteristics… But at the same time, even 

in a country like Italy, there have been, 

paradoxically as it can seem, contrasting 

developments, pointing in the direction 

of an increasing acknowledgement of the 

legitimacy and structural character of 

migrants’ presence: attention is given to 

forms and practices of “vernacular multi-

culturalism”, as well as to the subjectivity 

of the “second generation”, which is a rel-

atively new phenomenon in this country. 

After all, the “public discourse” is itself a 

battlefield, and one must not be exclu-

sively pessimistic when looking at recent 

developments in the field: but the battle 

has to be fought everyday. And it is worth 

doing it!  
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T
he Rotterdam Imam El Moumni, 

whose preaching so shocked Pim 

Fortuyn, uses a language that 

would not seem out of place in 

an American Evangelist Church 

to make a moral appeal which would equally 

seem at home on the Christian right: homo-

sexuals are sick and in need of treatment. 

Both Church and Mosque alike feel that they 

are among a small number of true believers 

in Godless societies. 

Yet, despite this seeming proximity, the 

same Imam claims that it is these Churches 

that are part of the Crusader’s imperialist 

project – equally, Christian Evangelists group 

Muslims and the multicultural (secular) left 

together when they diagnose society’s ills. 

If there seem to be strange bedfellows 

today, it is because we still do not have any 

real idea of what the bed is, and correspond-

ingly who is lying in it; over four years after 

the Madrid bombings, there is still no con-

sensus about how to understand Islamism in 

ISLAMISM IS THE NEW RED?

Four years after the Madrid 
bombings, there is still 
no consensus on how to 
understand Political Islam  
in Europe. 

Europe.

This uncertainty is made manifest by the 

terms we use: political Islamism, political 

Islam, Islamo-fascism, or just plain old Islam. 

Each term refers to a different object, and yet 

we tend to lump them together, or hope that 

our definitions will somehow be adequate to 

the situation in which we find ourselves.

A European Islamism?
In the aftermath of Madrid, and the re-

gime-change that was seemingly affected, 

a popular line of argument linked these at-

tacks to the situation in the Middle East. In 

such an argument, violent attacks in Europe 

become the extension of a strange foreign 

policy acted out in the name of those op-

pressed by American (and often by extension, 

European) imperialism. It was, indeed, the 

explicit motivation of the Madrid bombers 

to protest Spanish troop deployment in Iraq 

and Afghanistan.

One approach to understanding 

European Islamism would be to take the 

claims of the Islamists themselves seriously; 

to share a vision of the world in which the dar 

al-Islam (land of Islam) is fragmented by mi-

gration, globalisation and military interven-

tions, and in which actions in Europe act to 

support a deterritoralised Islam.

According to Olivier Roy, one of the most 

prominent analysts of Islam, what such 

an approach would miss is the specifically 

European aspect of Islamism. If we look to 

European history, what we will see is that:

“The far left in Europe today has aban-

doned zones of social exclusion.... a 30-year 

old, in France, who would have joined the 

proletarian left, the Maoists or Action Directe, 

who, in Italy, would have joined the Brigate 

Rosse, who, in Germany, would have joined 

the Rote Armee Fraktion, this young person 

no longer has the opportunity to join left-

wing movements, and if he or she wants 

to fight the system, and use violence, he or 

she has only one role model: and that is bin 

Laden, or the local Islamist networks, or his 

or her friend.” 

The inheritance of failure
There is much to suggest such a viewpoint 

has some merit.

We are in Egypt. It is 1952. Following 

the coup d’état that brings Nasser to power, 

Sayyid Qutb, one of the most influential 

Islamist thinkers of the last hundred years, 

is made the “tribune of the revolution”. Over 

the next six years Qutb made a series of radio 

broadcasts in which he sets out a vision of the 

revolution as the first in a series that will lead 

to the unity of all the Muslim nations. 

The eventual separation between the so-

cialism of Nasser and the radicalism of Qutb 

- which was soon followed by the collapse of 

socialism and the rise of Islamism – should 

not obscure the links between Islamism 

and socialism as political ideologies. 

Theoretically, both Qutb and Mawdudi – the 

influential Pakistani thinker – took the notion 

of the vanguard from Marxist language.

If the vanguard for Lenin is the party – 

that force that will ensure the movement 

from an existent political world in which the 

proletariat do not recognise the situation of 

oppression in which they find themselves - 

then, for Mawdudi and Qutb, the vanguard 

is used to ensure the movement between a 

world in which politics and religion are com

BY JOSHUA CRAZE

Edge of Arabia

E
dge of Arabia is a pioneering attempt to expose new currents in Saudi Arabian 

visual arts to an international audience, and is the first major exhibition of con-

temporary Saudi art in London. It presents the work of 17 artists from across the 

country, both male and female, who address a range of global political issues as well 

as their relationship to the Islamic faith, issues surrounding self-image, and the his-

tory of their regions of Saudi Arabia. Saudi Arabia is often presented in Europe as a 

homogenous country of highly traditional cultural practices. What emerges is a highly 

diverse set of cultural subjectivities which all have a startlingly modern sensibility which 

in some places even displays irony. The exhibition will be regarded as a landmark be-

ginning for international understanding of the complex relation between modernity and 

religious custom in what is often a very private kingdom.

Brunei Gallery SOAS, London, closed 13th December
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pletely separated, and the world to 

come, where religious virtue and political 

power will be inseparable.

Political Islamism failed, and what we 

see today in Europe, according to Olivier 

Roy, is structurally different. Among the vid-

eotapes and internet articles of those who 

argue for violent attacks on Europe, there is 

no thought, unlike for Sayyid Qutb, of taking 

state power. There is instead an insistence 

on the duty to perform individual actions, 

without thought for the practical political 

consequences. It is most of all this emphasis 

that means trying to understand Islamism 

in Middle Eastern terms is flawed.

The links that Roy sees between the radi-

cal left and Islamism go past ideology. There 

is also a similarity of situation: both move-

ments emerge after a failed attempt to en-

sure passage to a virtuous state (the GIA in 

Algeria, Communism in Russia), both em-

phasize individual actions, both act in an 

international space constituted by a deter-

ritorialised community, and, whether this 

community is the ummah or the global pro-

letariat, the space is conveyed, paradigmati-

cally, by the media. 

But there are problems with Olivier Roy’s 

account. The argument is narrowly func-

tionalist: it assumes that there is a need for 

revolt in society, and that now merely the 

names have changed. 

As an account of the far left, this account 

fails. The Rote Armee Fraktion was largely 

composed of the alienated bourgeois, and 

did not ever enter zones of social exclusion 

in order to abandon them. More impor-

tantly, the comparison misses the differing 

ways people understand the violence that 

they use. Why Islamism? The question is al-

most nonsensical to the framework Olivier 

Roy creates: what he sees is history repeated. 

If we look to the justifications that are 

given, the personal videos made, the con-

stant invocations of duty, the sudden ap-

pearance of violence outside of formal po-

litical parties, then it is clear we cannot un-

derstand them in terms of politics. If we can 

understand them at all, then it would seem 

to be as an ethical duty, something one takes 

upon oneself as an individual, outside of any 

political or religious structure. In a space 

outside of politics, we are left with a particu-

larly deadly form of ethics.  

O
ver the first sixth months of 2009 

European Alternatives will be work-

ing in partnership with a wide range 

of Saudi Arabian and UK organisations on a 

joint project to promote the building of long-

standing civil society relations between the 

two countries, to promote cultural exchange. 

This project, which will be launched in Jeddah 

and Riyadh in January, will be presented 

at the London Festival of Europe in May 

2009, and again in Saudi over the summer. 

European Alternatives  
launches Saudi Arabia 
project 

EUROPA is the journal of European Alternatives, a transnational civil 
society organsiation promoting intellectual and artistic engagement with 
the idea and future of Europe, and actively promoting the emergence of  
a positive transnationalism in the cultural and political sphere.

European Alternatives organises events and discussions throughout 
Europe, along with the flagship London Festival of Europe each Spring.
 

EUROPA will be following particularly closely the ChangeUtopia! series 
of events taking place in London, Berlin, Madrid, Paris, Warsaw and 
Rome over the coming months. These events aim to give a new impetus 
to imagining alternative collective futures, and will culminate at a large 
congress at the London Festival of Europe 2009.

You can find more information about us on www.euroalter.com

SUBSCRIBE TO EUROPA FOR £10! 
£10 subscription: 6 issues of Europa straight to your door

TO SUBSCRIBE:

> Fill out the form below and send with a cheque payable to ‘European Alternatives’ to:

European Alternatives
82-102 Hanbury Street
London E1 5JL
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ADDRESS: ......................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................

POSTCODE: .....................................................................................................................
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EMAIL: ..........................................................................................................................
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erformance art emerges in 

the second half of the twenti-

eth century, a period charac-

terised by a strong disrespect 

for artistic boundaries. The 

artists of the vanguardist movements of 

the fifties and sixties erase 

the distinction between 

high and low culture and 

move beyond traditional 

divisions between artistic 

forms, creating an essen-

tially interdisciplinary art 

form. They defend the in-

separability of art and life, 

an heritage of Dadaism that 

gains in strength over this 

period. The opposition be-

tween creating subject and 

created object becomes 

ambiguous, the relation be-

tween creator and specta-

tor is turned upside down. 

From another angle, the 

growing mercantilisation of 

art is strongly questioned. 

The work of art, previously 

considered as the unique  

fruit of the imagination, is now compared 

to mass production. Contemplation, the 

traditional gate of access to art, is iden-

tified with the fetishised gaze in front of 

a shop window. All this pushed artists to 

disarticulate the traditional manner of 

understanding art, developing alternative 

methods of production and distribution. 

New means of presenting the works were 

sought: artists left the concert hall, the the-

atre, the gallery, the museum, and all the 

other places usually assigned to the aes-

thetic experience, in search of a new space. 

A return to Duchamp favours a self-reflex-

ive art, where an idea takes the place of an 

object. The process of conceptualisation 

PERFORMACE ART IN LATIN AMERICA: 
TANIA BRUGUERA AND LORENA WOLFFER
Women artists in Latin 
American have been at the 
forefront in promoting an art 
that is at once introspective 
and socially engaged.

and creation gains primacy, culminating in 

a de-materialisation of the artistic process. 

With the abolishment of ‘the work of 

art’, preoccupations for style, quality and 

permanence – traditionally all essential el-

ements of art – are erased. The artist, says 

Joseph Kosuth, must first and foremost be 

judged according to his method and ca-

pacity to question the nature of art itself; 

art, able to address the spiritual interests 

of man, can be conceived to replace phi-

losophy and religion. 

Performance art has a number of pre-

decessors, and it is impossible to establish 

a vertical structure to illustrate the point 

of origin of this artistic form. Its origins 

are many and interlaced, extending in a 

rhyzomic1 horizontality. The germs that 

gave birth to performance art lived in the 

spirit of the age, so that we find its mani-

festations in Japan as much as in Brazil, in 

the United States as in Vienna, in Mexico 

as in Spain. In a nutshell, it could be said 

that performance art embraces a com-

plex and heterogeneous range of live art, 

crossing artistic and disciplinary fron-

tiers in search of new vocabularies, new 

spaces and new materials to create ex-

periences that emphasise the process of 

creation and conceptualisation instead of 

the product, making of the artist’s body its  

raw material. 

TANIA BRUGUERA (Cuba)
A cardinal point in Latin American per-

formance art is the ritual component. The 

recuperation of indigenous traditions, a 

reference to religious ceremonies or sha-

manic acts, are all commonly found as-

pects of this art; the question of identity is 

often approached in relation to ethno-cul-

tural roots. Many artists retrieve an an-

cestral imaginary and cosmology, where 

the body is presented in its relation to the 

supernatural; this is particularly the case 

in the performances of artists from Cuba, 

Brazil, Mexico and Venezuela, who main-

tain a strong link to their past. These art-

ists summon a sacred space in which to in-

corporate elements of mystic significance, 

such as blood, earth, water, flowers, can-

dles or copal [a type of resin]. In Cuba, for 

example, “the presence of African culture, 

through the different ethnicities intro-

duced over almost four centuries of slav-

ery, has profoundly affected religious prac-

tice, dance, musical expression, as well as 

popular culture and plastic arts2”. 

Within the field of art inspired by 

ritual, Tania Bruguera stands out for the 

force of her work, which recuperates rit-

uality through her intimate and personal 

experience while relating it very subtly to 

the political context. Born in La Habana, 

Cuba, in 1968, Tania 

has held numer-

ous exhibitions and 

performances since 

1986. International 

recognition arrives 

with the series of per-

formances Rostros 

Corporales [“cor-

poreal faces”, 1982-

1993], conceived 

as a homage to the 

mythical Cuban-

American artist Ana 

Mendieta. Bruguera 

here departs from 

the name of a per-

formance realised 

by Ana Mendieta in 

1982, and carries out 

a reflection on migra-

tion, identity, and the 

sense of belonging.

In an interview re-

alised in 1990 by Valia 

Garzón, Tania recalled that “what began as 

a simple homage took on other connota-

tions when... towards the end of eighties a 

massive emigration of Cuban artists and 

friends took place. They all began to disap-

pear. All the energy was leaving Cuba. Ana 

Mendieta was looking for the Cuba she had 

lost; I was looking for all that Cuba was los-

ing”. For Tania art represents the possibil-

ity of reflection, an attempt to bring an in-

timate and personal experience to the col-

lective space. 3

In 1997, Tania Bruguera began one of 

the most well-known and polemical of 

her series: El peso de la culpa [the weight 

of guilt]. The first piece of this series was 

realised in her house, in La Habana Vieja, 

as her work was not included in the 6th 

Habana Biennial. Her house faced the 

road, and she left the door open; the in-

ternational public mixed with her neigh-

bours and people from the crowded bar 

opposite the house. Dressed in a white 

dress and barefoot, Bruguera stood in 

front of the Cuban flag, which she had 

weaved herself using human hair. From 

her body hung a beheaded ram, covering 

her chest as a shield. In the flat there was a 

pot of earth and a bowl full of water. Tania 

placed some  earth in her hand, mixed it 

with water and slowly ate it. Over the en-

tire duration of the performance, around 

an hour, Bruguera was eating the earth in 

an attitude of resignation and resistance, 

with calm and rituality4. 

Tania declared that this gesture was 

BY JOSEFINA ALCÁZAR

“Bruguera explores her social 

and cultural context, she analyses 

the problems of power, migration, 

memory, or guilt, converting  

them in the central theme of  

her works. She turns art into 

critical reflection”

“The transgression of a hypocritical 

and regressive morality has 

been a fundamental theme for 

performance art.”
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related to the sui-

cide ritual of the indige-

nous populations of the 

island faced with the 

pressure of the Spanish 

invasion. Doubtlessly, 

the symbolism of the 

performance allows for 

several readings. For 

the critic José Ramón 

Alonso the gigantic 

flag confined the ac-

tion in Cuba. The ram 

is a symbol of sacrifice, 

but it also expresses in-

nocence, submission, 

indulgency, compas-

sion. It is a subdued, 

docile body, represent-

ing the body of the art-

ist or perhaps that of 

society. From another 

angle, “eating earth” 

is a Cuban expression 

meaning absence of 

economic prosperity, 

and here the interpre-

tation seems straight-

forward. Others spoke of the purifica-

tion rites associated to the imaginary of 

local religious syncretism, or of a way of 

digesting reality, or again of a way of de-

nouncing the predatory behaviour of  

dominant societies5. 

Tania realises her performances over 

time; “the prolongation of the perfor-

mance, always painful for the degree of 

intensity required on the artist for its re-

alisation, transforms performance art into 

sacrifice... A primitive ritual that brings to 

light hidden cultural memories and their 

structure of meaning. Human behaviour 

becomes the means to access a truth about 

society6.

Bruguera explores her social and cul-

tural context, she analyses the problems of 

power, migration, memory, or guilt, con-

verting them in the central theme of her 

works. She makes a social act out of her 

personal tribunal. She turns art into criti-

cal reflection. 

LORENA WOLFFER (Mexico)
Another artist who uses her body as a 

source of metaphorical imagination and 

as a field of resistance is Lorena Wolffer, 

born in Mexico City in 1971. One of her 

first performances, realised in 1992, at age 

21, is Báñate [wash yourself ]. In this work, 

Lorena Wolffer appears naked, sitting to 

the side of jars filled with blood, which she 

begins to spread over her body with slow 

and gentle movements. 

Blood, in its enigmatic symbolism, is 

a recurrent element in many of Lorena’s 

performances. In Judeo-Christian cul-

ture blood receives a symbolic value and 

is converted in the Eucharist. The French 

historian

Jean-Paul Roux points out that “blood 

is intimately linked to images of death, 

but even more to those of a life that ulti-

mately always triumphs;  blood has been 

considered at the same time dangerous 

and promising, fortunate and unfortunate, 

pure and impure. If it has never stopped to 

reject and attract it is because, as all that is 

sacred, it is essentially ambiguous7.”

In this work, Lorena slowly covers her 

chest, her arms, her legs and finally her 

entire body in blood, reclaiming its power 

as a vital element. It is well known that all 

bodily secretions bother and upset. Tears, 

which Saint Augustine calls the blood 

of the soul, are generally related to sad-

ness; pus is related to pain and infection; 

sweat with fear, exhaustion or excitement. 

But of all of these the most frightening is 

blood. And it is precisely menstrual blood 

which has the strongest resonance in the 

human psyche; its unsettling charac-

ter is further increased by it origin in the 

genitals of woman. In her performance, 

faced with the ambiguity of this element, 

Lorena seems to be telling us that blood  

cleans, purifies. 

In 1997, Lorena Wolffer presented a 

performance called Territorio Mexicano 

[Mexican Territory]. She was naked, tied 

up hands and feet to a chirurgical bed, 

while every second, and uninterrupt-

edly over six interminable hours, a drop 

of blood dripped on her belly from a sus-

pended transfusion bag. 

Her body, transformed into a meta-

phor of the Mexican territory, was a com-

ment on the passivity and defenceless 

of the majority of people faced with the 

pangs of the economic and social cri-

sis of the country. By the entrance to the 

museum hall, converted for the occasion 

into an operating theatre, one could hear 

the speech of a North American senator 

discussing the role of Mexico in the fight 

against drug trafficking. Upon entering 

the room a thick white cloud made the air 

of the room unbreathable; at the centre 

was the tense body of Lorena resignedly 

bearing her suffering, while a voice-off in-

terminably repeated “danger, danger, you 

are nearing Mexican territory”. 

Lorena makes use of blood in this per-

formance, but in this occasion through 

its tragic aspect, its sense of suffering, of 

death. The blood, constantly dripping 

over her belly button for six hours, ended 

up spreading over her stomach and legs. 

Approaching it the spectator suddenly 

faced the subdued and subjugated body 

of a woman. 

Lorena Wolffer brings the spectator to 

be the voyeur of a tortured female body, 

while hearing a tape which reconfigures 

the scene and converts it into a political 

denunciation. The senses of the spectator 

are pulled in opposite directions, his per-

ception shaken. 

CONCLUSION
Performance art has been a means to ex-

plore the physical dimension of the body; 

it is through the body that one can express 

sentiments of reject and of acceptance, 

that one can stipulate an engagement 

with society. We could call performance 

art one of the artistic forms where the 

“I” of the artist is most involved, and it is 

from this fact that comes the power of the 

performance.

The body becomes space of transfor-

mation and of experience, of resistance 

and of expression. In their exploration of 

the body some artists look for the exalta-

tion of the senses; they bring the body to 

the its physical as well as psychological 

limits. and awaken them anew to life. A 

rite of passage, an initiation to a new state 

of consciousness.

“Lorena Wolffer brings the 

spectator to be the voyeur of a 

tortured female body, while a 

voice in play back reconfigures 

the scene and converts it into a 

political denunciation.”

(from left to right)
Tania Bruguera, “El peso de la culpa” 
La Habana, Cuba, 1997
Tania Bruguera, “El peso de la culpa” 
La Habana, Cuba, 1997
Lorena Wolffer, “Báñate”
México, D.F. 1992
Lorena Wolffer,”Territorio Mexicano”
México D.F. 1997.
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In societies where even desires are re-

pressed it has been very important to pres-

ent themes considered taboo. The trans-

gression of a hypocritical and regressive 

morality has been a fundamental theme 

for performance art. The body extends its 

meaning, it becomes metaphor and mate-

rial, word and canvas. The exploration of 

the body and the search for a liberated re-

lation to sexuality are approached through 

feminism, the gay struggle, the question-

ing of religion and the analysis of public 

and private behaviour, all fundamental 

themes of an autobiographical and inti-

mate art of performance. 



F
emale trouble is the beginning of the title 

of an exhibition staged this summer at 

the Pinakothek der Moderne in Munich. 

Such a statement written in large font on 

top of the ticket desks of a large contem-

porary art museum immediately raises many ques-

tions in the mind of the traveller, maybe even more 

so if the traveller is a feminist herself:

Are females trouble? And if so – who are they trou-

ble for? Are they trouble for men or for themselves?  Or 

analysed differently, the title can have another mean-

ing:  Are women troubled? And if yes, what is causing 

them trouble?  Are they more troubled than men or 

are they simply troubled in another way?  

The exhibition Female Trouble: The camera as 

mirror and stage of female projection assumes that a 

specifically feminine trouble or one predominantly 

explored in artworks produced by women artists is 

the trouble – or the troubles – with self image and 

identity. Therefore, in their art, female artists more 

often play with their own images and use trans-

gressed representations of female bodies, often their 

own body. 

Too often, “feminism” is used as a label for any 

artwork produced by females in the 70’s and 80’s or 

simply by females in general. This was for instance 

the major weakness of the WACK! exhibition pre-

sented last spring at the MoMa in New York. 

Inka Graeve Ingelmann, the curator of Female 

Trouble, has taken a more modest and more fo-

cused approach. And this was for the best. The ex-

hibition focused on artists who have explored iden-

tity as a central theme.  It included both artworks 

dating back from the 19th and early 20th century 

when “women discovered photography as a means 

of (self-) projection and enquiry” and works of con-

temporary artists “who, with the aid of photogra-

phy and video art, examine the female image, de-

construct and redefine it”. 

The interview below presents Inka’s approach. 

It starts with more explanation on this interestingly 

ambivalent title and continues with a reflection on 

feminist arts and political claims today. 

SP: Why did you choose this title? Was it your inten-

tion to play with its double meaning? 

Inka Graeve Ingelmann: In fact, the title Female 

Trouble has a double origin. First, it is the title of 

a movie produced by John Waters in 1974. This 

movie challenged the conventional and bourgeois 

representations of women and gender roles. It ap-

proached this issue in a very ironic and satirical way. 

This was maybe the first time it was done in such a 

way in a movie. Gender Trouble is also the title of a 

book by Judith Butler. Using this title links the exhi-

bition to a specific body of previous works. However, 

the exhibition is not about gender but it is about is-

sues around the feminine identity and how this was 

a source of inspiration for artists. 

SP: Do you consider that the theme of identity is 

more present in artworks created by women? 

IGI : First of all, one should remember that the input 

of women artists to visual arts is relatively recent: 

about 150 years. Before the beginning of the 20th 

century women were not allowed in the Academies 

of Fine Arts. Their access to recognition was almost 

inexistent. This was the case in Germany but proba-

bly anywhere else in Europe I suppose. 

Until they used the cameras themselves, rep-

resentations of women in the arts - and therefore 

of feminity - were those created by men. From the 

1900s on, in photography, women artists reacted 

to this. They started to investigate and play with 

these traditional images of women. In that respect, 

female artists often used their bodies as objects 

to picture feminity differently, to force the explo-

FEMALE TROUBLE?
REVIEW BY SÉGOLÈNE PRUVOT

The camera as mirror and stage of female projection

(clockwise from below)
Nan Goldin, NY Drag Queen  
Comtesse di Castiglione, c.1863/66   
Cindy Sherman, Untitled #216, 1989  
Wanda Wulz, Io + gatto, 1932

sion of traditional images. They used transgres-

sion to challenge, unlock and explore the issue of 

what being a woman – having a female identity and  

body - means. 

This can be found in the works of artists such as 

Countess Castiglione (see pictures).  

In the 70s, representations of gender roles and 

of sexuality started to change. Women had already 

acquired their say in the social and political arenas. 

However the issue of identity continued to be rele-

vant to women artists. This is partly because women 

have a different experience of the way the others 

look at them and at their actions. This is a way that is 

specific to their sexual identity. As John Berger said, 

‘Men act, women appear’. It means that men are 

judged on what they do and on how they act, women 

are judged on how they look. This judgment is oper-

ated indifferently by men and by women. The need 

to challenge representations of feminity remains.  
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H
ippocrates used the word crisis 

to refer to the turning point in a 

disease. A crisis is a crossroads; it 

is the moment one knows what is 

gone, but not yet what will arrive.

One of the benefits of the present global malaise 

is to have legitimated the belief in the urgency of 

a civilisational change, and to have opened an 

opportunity for the emergence of a comprehensive 

political alternative. The present disease is a crisis 

of global climate change and possible ecological 

catastrophe; it is a crisis of rising winds of war and 

the violence they unleash; it is a crisis of depletion of 

natural resources; it is a crisis of exponential rise in 

social inequality both globally and locally.

There is no financial crisis. What we face is 

rather a complex web of political, cultural and 

economic crises that call for a paradigm shift in 

the organisation of our societies. What this shift 

will be, whether it will bring a world where justice 

and freedom will be pronounced without blush, or 

whether it will bring a gloomy, dreadful return to the 

madness humans are all too capable of, is in large 

part dependent on us. On whether we will seize this 

opportunity, or whether it will seize us. It is under 

the belief that an adequate declination of this shift 

will only be transnational that this journal operates, 

militating for the definition of a world to come from 

no privileged vintage point, from no urban centre, 

but through shifting geographies of thought.

 It is with a conviction in the necessary ambition 

and breath of this shift that we use the word 

Utopia, and with the certainty that the arts have 

a prime responsibility in opening up the horizon 

of the imaginable, of the possible, that we call for 

a strong social engagement on the part of artists, 

writers, and intellectuals. It is finally with the hope 

of contributing to the positive articulation of this 

shift that in this issue we feature two articles both 

pointing to what lies beyond the present crises.

See dossier, with Stefan Collignon (p.190)  

and Samir Amin (pp 192)

R
asheed Araeen is an artist, writ-

er and the founder of Third Text. 

He began working as an artist 

while studying civil engineering in Kara-

chi; he left for London in 1964, where he 

pioneered minimalist sculpture in Brit-

ain. He has been active in various groups 

supporting liberation struggles, democ-

racy and human rights. In his interview 

with Europa he talks about the new ge-

ographies art and the subversive power  

of creation. 

IN THIS ISSUE



pa
ge

 18
4

MARCH 09THE MYTH OF EUROPA

NOW IS NOT THE TIME TO FORGET THE IDEAL OF PEACE

E
urope is no longer a continent to 

make bombastic statements about 

itself. Someone who now proclaimed 

‘the hour of Europe has come’ as the 

European diplomatic envoy arrived in 

a crisis area would be ridiculed even quicker than 

was the hapless Luxembourgian foreign minister 

who uttered these words on arriving in Sarajevo in 

1992. The European people, and certainly the rest 

of the world, have known too many self-proclaimed 

European Caesars and saviours to allow for even the 

slightest pretension. This is all to the best. But this 

justified movement towards humility should not be 

confused with disengagement from the world, and 

even less should it result in the abandoning of the 

heady philosophers’ ideal of universal peace, which 

at least in part inspired the European unification 

project. For it is by the measure of this ideal that 

Europe’s lack of foreign policy coordination is 

woefully shortcoming. This shortcoming is all the 

more unacceptable because contemporary Europe 

itself is still the preeminent example for the world of 

successful national reconciliation after war: its ‘soft 

power’ depends on how genuine it appears about 

helping to extend this peace to the rest of the world.

 There are plenty of recent reasons to be 

extremely frustrated with Europe’s foreign policy 

shortcomings: chief amongst them the Gaza crisis 

and the war in Congo. The lack of coordination 

between European nations in responding to Israel’s 

most recent military assaults on Gaza was almost 

farcical – with both an ‘official’ European delegation 

headed by the Czechs, and the delegation of Nicolas 

Sarkozy, from whom the Czechs have just taken over 

the European Presidency. As many commentators 

have pointed out, the Gaza offensive was contrary to 

everything the European Union claims to stand for, 

and yet the best it could manage was a rather meek 

statement calling for a ceasefire that was simply 

ignored, and a further loss of legitimacy in the Muslim 

world as a potential mediator. The European foreign 

ministers also squabbled amongst themselves over 

responding to the UN request for an EU peace-

keeping force to go to the Congo.

Thus at a time when the American presidency 

was quiet, when the world was impatiently 

anticipating a paradigm shift from Bush-era 

militarism, the European Union and European nation 

states seemed too busy trying not to step on each 

others’ toes to show themselves to be relevant actors 

for peace.

These foreign policy failures are nothing new 

for the European Union or for its member states, 

and it is difficult to see how they can be resolved 

without some of the institutional changes to the 

way the EU works (notably an end to the debilitating 

6-month rotating presidency of the European Union, 

and a high representative for foreign affairs with a 

real mandate and ministry backing him). In both the 

rejected Constitution for Europe and in the Lisbon 

reform treaty awaiting ratification from Ireland, 

the role of the European Union in promoting peace 

is thankfully underlined (however much these 

documents might be regarded as hypocritical with 

regards to this goal in other ways). But the longer 

the endless institutional stalemate continues around 

these documents, the more there seems to grow a 

disquieting trend amongst Europe’s elites to start 

to underplay the importance of the ideal of peace 

as a continuing objective for contemporary Europe 

at all. Their thinking seems to go like this: Europe 

is in need of a new narrative. The old mission was 

one of reconciling France and Germany after the 

second world war, but now that mission has been 

accomplished, and no longer appeals to a new 

European generation which does not have first-

hand memories of the war. In its worst formulation, 

this line of thinking reasons that the only way of 

‘making Europe relevant’ to the post-war generations 

is to appeal to their own material self-interest. 

This philistine tendency is gathering adherents 

particularly as the economic crisis bites. It finds an 

especially clear and unapologetic expression in the 

manifesto of  

the European People’s Party for the forthcoming 

elections, in which the closest concern with peace is a 

neo-conservative emphasis  

on ‘security’: 

“In the past, the need for peace brought the peoples 

of Europe together. Nowadays, a number of problems 

require both close cooperation on European level 

and a strong Europe in the world: The current crisis 

on the financial markets and a severe worldwide 

recession, the fight against climate change, our 

ageing societies, as well as terrorism and organized 

crime. Only a strong Europe will  

be able to defend and protect our interests  

in the world.”  

Although the manifestos of other, non-

conservative, European political parties are not quite 

so solipsistic in their formulation, reasoning that is 

not at all dissimilar from that of the EPP can be heard 

regularly from many party leaders at European level.

A move from the ‘idealism’ of talking of 

peace to the ‘realism’ of talking of material self-

interest might be thought to be ‘only natural’ in 

times of an economic recession. It is none the 

less objectionable for that. Europe as a political 

project cannot be justified on the basis of self-

interest alone: the first few glancing appearances of 

nationalist protectionism and populism in response 

to the crisis have already shown how corrosive this 

logic is. Europe is an idealistic project or it is no 

political project at all. If all political projects that are 

committed to peace and international cooperation 

are called ‘idealistic’, then we might go further 

and say that no political project in the 21st century 

has any justification at all unless it is idealistic. In 

these ‘hard times’, just as in any other times, it is 

an obligation on the people themselves to insist on 

these ideals, particularly where they have benefitted 

from them so profitably in the past.

EUROPA is the journal of European Alternatives,
a transnational civil society organsiation 
advocating the emergence of a positive 
transnationalism in the cultural and political 
sphere, and promoting intellectual and artistic 
engagement with the idea and future of Europe.

European Alternatives organises events and
discussions internationally, along with the 
flagship London Festival of Europe each Spring.

You can find more information about us on 

www.euroalter.com
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UTOPIA!
THE WORLD SOCIAL FORUM REMINDS US ANOTHER WORLD IS POSSIBLE

T
he political and cultural hegemony of the 

current economic reality seems to work on 

a double-track; on one level it tells us that 

the world is ‘too well made’, too coherent 

for the introduction of any genuine novelty 

(there is no alternative and only one rational end, 

so that all the means of social change become de-

politicised; juridical, technocratic, as we see only too 

well in Europe today); on another level it tells us that 

the world is too fragmented, that the multiplication of 

subjectivities (and the respect these call for – in what 

is often an uncanny alliance between neoliberalism 

and multiculturalism’s stress on individual identities) 

no longer allows for the articulation of a universally or 

holistically alternative project. Any alternative paradigm 

is deemed immature, unrealistic, and accused of 

utopianism.

And what is utopianism? Utopian is the belief in 

an unrealisable project that, in spite of and through its 

very impossibility, stimulates action and produces a 

force for change. Utopian is the neoliberal inevitability, 

with its impossible denial of any alternative to itself; 

and utopian is the alternative, with its radical assertion 

that another world is possible.

What defines an achieved hegemony is its 

capacity to hide – and eventually erase – any narrative 

alternative to its own. An hegemony blocs the 

articulation of political alternatives by masking the fact 

of their very existence.

The recent public and mediatic silence over 

the celebration of the Sixth World Social Forum in 

Belem, which coincided with and provided an obvious 

counterpoint to the Davos Economic Forum, is a telling 

example of the ideological censorship of the collective 

imagination exercised in our present system.

With a transnational participation of over 100,000 

people and five heads of state including Lula of Brail, 

the guiding questions of the Forum have included 

the search for a new global financial architecture, 

the definition of an environmental New Deal, the 

construction of a just peace process in the epicentres of 

the “infinite war” (Iraq, Afghanistan, Palestine…), and 

the organisation of independent/alternative press and 

information.

The World Social Forum began in 2001, providing a 

concrete structure and a regular calendar to the ‘global’ 

protest movement that began to raise its head towards 

the end of the nineties.  The process embodied by the 

World Social Forum is nothing short of the attempt to 

globally articulate an alternative political, economic, 

and cultural future for humanity. What is more, it is 

an attempt that rests on the commitment of a global 

constellation of individual subjectivities, bringing 

together citizens, civil-society organisations, political 

parties, NGOs, and self-organised groups from the five 

continents. The demand is as much one for utopia as 

for a world where utopia is possible.

The most fundamental single question raised by 

the World Social Forum is this: Is there an alternative to 

our current economic system? Is there an alternative to 

a status quo where the 500 richest individuals own as 

much wealth as the poorest 416 million human beings? 

Is there an alternative to the crisis of climate change 

that is not more capital, that is not a risible ‘financial’ 

architecture of carbon-credits? Is there an alternative to 

the exploitation of local and delocalised labour?

These – dangerous questions – are questions that 

political forces in Europe have given up on asking. 

Pronouncing them, is the first ring of a counter-

hegemonic wake-up call.  Over and beyond the specific 

answers that the Forum as such may or may not be able 

to give to these questions, their mere articulation – and 

the testament to the possibility of their articulation 

– represent a breaking, a forcing of the consensual 

paradigm of economic inevitability.

And indeed, the Forum as a site of dialogue 

consciously rejects to embody an ‘alternative’ in the 

singular, preferring to remain open to alternative 

alternatives, to an archipelago of alternatives, militating 

for no particular, closed conception of the world to 

come.

This is clearly laid out in its Charter of Principles, 

which prohibits the Forum from taking a public political 

position under its own name. This has not hindered 

the Forum form playing the politically crucial role of 

linking together geographically separate struggles, 

underscoring the necessity of a globally coordinated 

grassroots political response. But if the aim of such 

diffidence towards position-taking is to guarantee 

the openness and representativity of the Forum, and 

to avoid its ‘partialisation’ under a single sectarian as 

much as totalising banner, many have critiqued the 

limitations of such an approach, which deprives the 

Forum from the potential to become a synthesising, 

politically propositive force over and above the 

individual or even shared positions of its component 

parts. Whether this should change, is a discussion 

currently open inside of the Forum.

Nonetheless, the contributions of the World Social 

Forum to contemporary political praxis are numerous. 

With its heterogeneity, it has advanced a new and 

positive conception of diversity, something that has 

gradually found its way into mainstream discourse; at 

the same time, by weaving that heterogeneity together 

it contributes to an awareness that single-issue 

movements are not enough, that an effective political 

response must be polyphonically coordinated;  and 

that coordination must be global, which is the scale at 

which the World Forum operates; but that ‘globality’, 

however, must not be forgetful or conducted in spite 

of the ‘local’, and indeed the Forum contributes an 

understanding of cosmopolitanism not as a top-down, 

centralised political ideology, but as a process of 

organic coming-together of different localities, with 

their prerogatives and struggles.

The political articulation of such an understanding 

of cosmopolitanism is the greatest contribution and 

ongoing mission of the World Social Forum. A project 

we would do well not to underestimate. 

JOIN US
European Alternatives is dedicated to creating 
a community of activists. The organisation is 
run on a non-profit basis, aiming to spread 
an intellectually and aesthetically committed 
understanding of the meaning of a transnational 
project and the potentials of the European 
construction to as wide a public  
as possible.

Please join our organisation by becoming  
a member, and receive each copy of Europa 
straight to your doorsteps, free entrance to all 
our events, and complimentary copies of our 
perfect-bound journal.

VISIT: WWW.EUROALTER.COM
TO BECOME A MEMBER

Marc Riboud,
Bal celebrating the 
Independance of Nigeria, 
Nigeria, 1960
© Marc Riboud / Courtesy 
www.hackelbury.co.uk
www.marcriboud.com
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THOUGHTS ON A TRANSNATIONAL LEFT
A coherent European 
left must move beyond 
three false dilemmas 
and propose a positive 
alternative.
BY MICHAŁ SUTOWSKI 
AND KRYTYKA POLITYCZNA

T
he European left has been 

in a state of crisis for at 

least three decades. Many 

factors, economic and so-

cio-cultural, give rise to 

that; Post-Fordism and the transition 

into a “fluid” phase of capitalism; the 

functionalisation of the emancipation 

ideals of the 1968 revolution through a 

system based on hedonism and indi-

vidual consumption; the Postmodern 

ideology; deconstruction of the welfare 

state; and finally, the collapse of real 

socialism in the Eastern Block. In my 

opinion, at least three fundamental 

political dilemmas – basic oppositions 

which determined the framework of 

the left-wing thought at the beginning 

of the 21st century - are wrongly de-

fined, constituting the main source of 

the problem. 

The first dilemma is one of the scale 

of action, the dilemma between cos-

mopolitanism and nationalism. The 

opponents of the current globalization 

model can be divided into two groups. 

On the one hand, there are the “sov-

ereigntists” or anti-globalists, whose 

strategy is based on defending societies, 

economies and communities from the 

destructive influence of capital flow, by 

means of strengthening the nation state 

and protectionism. As regards Europe, 

they are often against the development 

of European integration. On the oth-

er hand, we have the supporters of a 

cosmopolitan global government that 

would coordinate successive levels of 

management and regulate economic 

flow, thereby constituting that great 

community called Humankind. Both 

solutions are dead ends. The first does 

not acknowledge the asymmetry of 

forces between big corporations and 

national governments. Furthermore, it 

does not recognize the phenomenon 

of Standortkonkurrenz [competition be-

tween different localities] which is con-

ducive to capital outflow to countries 

whose governments allow for lower 

taxes and social standards. The second 

solution would require structures and 

institutions of unimaginable size (just 

how many envoys would a genuinely 

democratic world parliament amount 

to?); but most of all it is based on uni-

versalist, highly Eurocentric assump-

tions, particularly applicable to those 

philosophical principles of law which 

would be valid in “the global republic,” 

but also required by such a community 

of political cultures. It is not easy to dis-

miss the accusation that such a solution 

would simply become a new model of 

Western political and cultural colonial-

ism, difficult for the rest of the world to 

accept.

Another prevailing opposition con-

cerns the attitude towards the broadly 

understood “system”: between sup-

porters of the swing to the centre and 

access to the mainstream (i.e. Gid-

dens’/Blair’s/Schröder’s Third Way), 

and the radical resistance and disman-

tling of the system from “the outside.” 

The first side of that conflict finds its 

justification in Fukuyama’s “historical 

necessity acknowledgement,” which 

leads directly to the acceptance of neo-

liberalism. At the same time it supports 

the right-wing concept of transferring 

the basic political conflict from econo-

my to culture. The Left may be permit-

ted to fight for the rights of gays (wom-

en, children, immigrants, etc.) with the 

Right, but the released capital revels in 

the background undisturbed. The fight 

for acknowledgement replaces (instead 

of complementing) the fight for redis-

tribution, whilst the lack of a left-wing 

alternative for the socially excluded 

pushes them into the arms of conserv-

ative populists (Haider, Le Pen). On 

the other side, anti-system radicalism 

allows the rebels to retain their ideo-

logical virtue untainted by contact with 

the mainstream media, current politics 

or political institutions.  However, as 

Slavoj Žižek rightly points out, the cap-

italist system constitutes its own “Out-

side”, into which its critics are readily 

appropriated. The followers of the rad-

ical split, passing an alleged judgment 

from “the outside”, perfectly sustain 

and legitimize the status quo. They do 

so in various ways: as another econom-

ic niche (labeled “radical revolt”), in the 

recognition of pluralism (“hey, look at 

our freedom of speech, even for freaks 

such as these!”), or, in the extreme case, 

by constructing an Other-enemy exiled 

from the social and symbolic structure 

of liberal community (“enemy combat-

ant” in Guantanamo). 

The third dilemma concerns the 

subject of change – who are “the Wretch-

ed of the Earth?” Either there is “an ob-

jective collective interest” of some class, 

subclass or proletariat, whether con-

scious or not, or there are only separate 

groups of interest – the handicapped, 

for example, or subjects of discrimina-

tion. One side of the dilemma says that 

they can lead their own “micro-fights” 

(separately gays, feminists, workers in 

junk-jobs) but they will not make up 

one political movement. The other side 

of the dilemma thinks it possible that 

the multitudes created by fluid capital-

ism and propelled by some “invisible 

hand” could overthrow the system har-

moniously and without any intentional 

coordination. But both solutions would 

lead us astray. The systems of hierarchy, 

exploitation, domination and discrimi-

nation are much more complex than a 

simple class division. Contrary to what 

was the case in the 19th century, there 

are now very narrow elites, a broad-

er middle-class (if threatened with 

pauperization), and a “superfluous” 

subclass, along with many unsolved 

identity issues. Individual and group in-

terests are not “objectively” concurrent, 

whilst their sources of oppression are 

not necessarily identical. Separate “mi-

cro-fights” will prove ineffective, as par-

ticular tactics are often contradictory. 

Many wealthy Polish gays, for example, 

voted for the conservative-liberal party 

because lower taxes would allow them 

to move out to a more secure neighbor-

hood. Their erotic pursuits, meanwhile, 

can then be conducted in nightclubs 

customarily avoided by the conserva-

tive population.

Criticism has always been a strong 

point of the Left, but rarely has it taken a 

positive standpoint. One should ask not 

what is wrong, but, as Tchernischevsky 

said (and Lenin followed him), “What 

Is to Be Done?” In looking back at the 

first of the aforementioned dilemmas, 

perhaps the only trustworthy solution 

is for democratic regional block con-

struction. Of course, I do not mean 

NAFTA, but rather the South-American 

MERCOSUR and the European Union. 

Obviously, their current drawbacks and 

deficiencies are evident (lack of politi-

cal coherence, tax and social policy de-

termined at state level, and in particular 

the huge democracy deficit). Still, these 

are the strong regional structures which 

would stand a chance of organizing 

the world on a large scale, whereby the 

position of peripheral territories would 

be strengthened, whilst modernization 

would not have to mean Westerniza-

tion. For example, a network variant of 

the welfare state (similar to the Finnish) 

could perhaps be adapted at a Europe-

an level, but would be hardly conceiva-

ble as a global model. Therefore, other 

regions would have to develop different 

ways to control markets and redistribu-

tion. When it comes to human rights, 

the regional blocks model would be 

more conducive to pluralisation and 

contextualization than today’s univer-

salism and uniformity of the Western 

pattern. Lastly, the existence of a few 

such possibilities is conducive to a more 

democratic development of global reg-

ulations than it is in a unilateral world. 

The European idea of soft-power (I dare 

say our most precious contribution to 

the global order) would take roots more 

easily in the global Polyarchy. 

In surpassing another “false” oppo-

sition – either entrance into or rejection 

of the mainstream – we begin to “shift 

mainstream.” Whilst staying within the 

framework of liberal democracy, we 

ought to restore the concept of politics 

as a sphere of agon and not consensus. 

Secondly, we ought to change (that is 

shift to the left) the scope of what can be 

uttered in the public sphere with legal 

validity, meaning that there ought not 

to be any pressure on us to simply en-

liven political debate with opinionated 

tomfoolery. What is required is presence 

in mass-media, the construction of a 

network of associations, and the credi-

ble symbolism of a political project. The 

Left has to appear in the media – not as 

provocateur, but as representative of a 

coherent political vision, backed with 

academic, cultural and pop-cultural 

background. As Gramsci observed, the 

political sphere is won over by the win-

ning over of the cultural.

Answering the question about the 

subject of change it can be said that the 

role of politics is to properly determine 

who are “the Wretched of the Earth.” 

Different interests are not objectively 

convergent and proper contextualiza-

tion and definition can help find the 

missing links between them, or “the log-

ic of equivalence” in Chantal Mouffe’s 

words. The suffering, impairment and 

lowered self-esteem of individuals and 

groups cannot be reduced to one con-

flict. The intellectual and practical task 

of the Left should be to offer them a 

common political dimension.  

Crises have always been a threat, 

but also a chance for the Left. 1929 

bore the fruit of the welfare state in the 

US. The same outcome in Europe was 

imposed by Stalin’s tanks on the Elbe. 

Perhaps the current collapse of finan-

cial markets will help to end the end of 

history that offers as the only choice he-

donist American capitalism or slavish 

Chinese capitalism. What do we get in 

return? To travesty a sentence perhaps 

never uttered by Marx (despite what 

Sorel hoped): even the mere thought 

about that is reactionary. We shall see.  

Translated from Polish by Karolina Walęcik

“THE LEFT HAS TO APPEAR 

IN THE MEDIA – NOT AS 

PROVOCATEUR, BUT AS 

REPRESENTATIVE OF A 

COHERENT POLITICAL VISION”

Angèle Etoundi Essamba 
Rupture 2, 1993, 
(see interview p. 19)
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THE FABLE OF CIRCULAR MIGRATION
Europe risks merging a 
high degree of mobility 
and flexibility with the 
immobility of the juridical 
and social status of 
migrant workers.

W
hile I began to 

write what I ini-

tially conceived 

as an article com-

menting the latest 

developments of European migration 

policies, press agencies and the major 

Italian newspapers spread the news of 

a revolt in the detention centre of is-

land of Lampedusa, which caused the 

temporary escape of nearly all of the 

1300 detained migrants. For its size and 

impact, this is undoubtedly the largest 

revolt to have affected Italian centres so 

far.  The island – which, beyond a mere 

geographical place, has now become a 

symbol of Italian and European migra-

tion management – witnessed just a few 

days before the migrants’ revolt a series 

of local demonstrations against the gov-

ernment’s decision to build a second 

centre, this time one of “identification 

and expulsion” (Centro di Identificazi-

one ed Espulsione), which would keep 

migrants on the island until their final 

repatriation. The attempt was one of 

making Lampedusa, as already the case 

with Malta, an example of a European 

“Pacific solution”, similar to that which 

at the beginning of the millennium has 

transformed the island-state of Nauru 

in a kind of open air prison for Asian mi-

grants trying to reach Australia. 

BY ENRICA RIGO

In Lampedusa, the local population 

has welcomed with cheers the rebellion 

of the migrants, who paraded shouting 

“freedom, freedom!”. This coined a very 

odd alliance between the instances of 

the migrants and the resentment and 

aggression of a civil society that in the 

name of touristic development rejects 

the presence of the detention centre. 

What caught my attention during 

the reports over the revolt was the com-

mand of the Italian language of many of 

the North-Africans who escaped from 

the centre and explained the situation 

and their grievances to the journalists. 

Who knows if the European Commis-

sion, faced with such an evident indi-

cator that this is not certainly the first 

time these migrants reach Italy, would 

declare itself satisfied with this kind 

of “circular migration”? Seen from the 

perspective of the migrant, of those re-

belling, of the transnational movement 

that in the last years has mobilised for 

the construction of a European citizen-

ship “from below”, and above all from 

the point of view of all those who are 

forced every day to face and fight the 

sprawl of juridical mechanisms marking 

their own life, this is certainly not a con-

solatory thought.  It becomes every day 

more obvious, in fact, that the official 

rhetoric and state policies superimpose 

themselves on the concrete strategies 

and the transnational networks adopt-

ed by migrants, attempting to domes-

ticate them.  The recent rhetoric of “cir-

cular migration”, sold as a reasonable 

and efficient model to manage human 

movements, is just one example of this 

tendency, if a paradigmatic one for its 

emphatic promotion by the European 

institutions, and its capacity to function 

as a prism through which to observe the 

multifaceted constitution of a European 

citizenship in the making. According to 

the official documents, “circular migra-

tion can be defined as a form of migra-

tion that is managed in a way allowing 

some degree of legal mobility back and 

forth between two countries”. This mod-

el of circulation management is directed 

to citizens of third countries who come 

to Europe “temporarily for work, study, 

training or a combination of these, on 

the condition that, at the end of the pe-

riod for which they were granted entry, 

they must re-establish their main res-

idence and their main activity in their 

country of origin” (Commission com-

munication On circular migration and 

mobility partnerships between the Euro-

pean Union and third countries). 

Against what might be expected, 

the Commission does not propose 

any kind of measures to stimulate or 

facilitate this form of migration. On 

one side, national legislations would 

be probably sufficient, for they already 

presuppose “some circularity”; on the 

other, the circularity of migrants goes 

to complement the fight against illegal 

migration thanks to the negotiation 

of “mobility packages”, which guaran-

tee access to citizens of third countries 

collaborating in the readmission of ex-

pelled migrants. In short, more than an 

innovative model, “circular migration” 

seems to be an expedient to channel the 

management of migration into a pre-ex-

isting policy making scheme, based on 

a multi-level management. And not 

last an “informal” level, which, thanks 

to the massive illegalisation of migra-

tory movements inside and outside of 

the borders of the European Union, 

guarantees a “rotation” of migrant work 

force not dissimilar to that realized with 

the agreements on the import of labour 

immediately after the second world 

war (on the two forms of “rotation”, see 

the work of the research group Transit  

Migration).

It is however important to appreci-

ate a number of differences to under-

stand the peculiarity of the European 

model. Aside from the so-called fight 

against illegal immigration, the second 

pillar on which circular migrations rests 

is its transitionality, which is due to a 

juridical apparatus that by marking a 

series of temporal barriers [length of 

stay, etc.] constantly multiplies and re-

iterates spatial borders [conditioned 

access]. This is not comparable with 

the transitory nature of much manage-

ment of migrant labour force in Euro-

pean countries in the after-war period, 

where “guest workers” were encour-

aged to return to their countries of or-

igin once the need for additional work 

force was satisfied. Nor are we looking 

at a transitionality that virtuously leads 

to citizenship. We are rather faced with 

a prolonged management of the tran-

sit and circulation of labouring force 

through a system of mechanisms that 

permanently differentiate the access of 

migrants from the access to rights. The 

points-based system of recruitment al-

ready adopted in many countries is part 

and parcel of this logic, representing a 

first step towards the European “Blue 

Card” currently under consideration. 

The Blue Card is conceived to attract a 

highly qualified work-force formed in 

emerging economies such as those of 

China or India, while not granting any 

access to citizenship nor, at least at the 

beginning, to permanent residency. In 

this way Europe – with a move that can 

only be called alarming – could merge 

a high degree of mobility and flexibility 

within the European space with the im-

mobility of the juridical – and therefore 

social – status of the workers benefitting 

from this same freedom of movement. 

From the perspective of a radical 

social critique it seems no longer suf-

ficient to simply reaffirm that the in-

stitutional strategies for the control of 

the labour force mirror the migrants’ 

practices of resistance – first of all those 

that, escaping the attempt to limit free-

dom of movement, de facto oppose the 

hierarchy of territorial divisions. If this 

can be an indication of the eminently 

political character of migrations, of their 

function as a practice of citizenship, the 

risk is that this same citizenship remains 

stuck in an increasingly tight corner. On 

the other hand, it is true that occasions 

of actual revolt that see migrants in a 

front line are beginning to multiply, and 

not just in Italy. The revolt of Lampe-

dusa itself could be analysed through 

multiple layers. And not last that which, 

beyond any illusions on the reciprocal 

opportunism that made the protest of 

the local population overlap with that of 

the migrants, underscore that political 

practices can never be boxed inside of 

pacified categories. It is not always from 

where we most expect it that a decisive 

novelty arises.   

AN ITALIAN BARBARITY

O n February 5th the Italian Senate approved a bill allowing 
doctors to report to the police any illegal migrant who enters 
the hospital to be cured. 

The same bill authorises the establishment of informal citizens’ patrols.  
In the month of May 2008 two nomad camps were set on fire by 
unidentified groups. 

On February 7th around ten migrants detained in the Lampedusa 
centre attempted to commit suicide, swallowing razor blades or hanging 
themselves with their own clothes. In January the United Nations refugee 
agency slammed Italy for allowing ‘’unsustainable’’ overcrowding in 
Lampedusa.  The number of people crammed into the 850-bed centre rose 
to 1,850, most of whom are forced to sleep outside.

The same day a group of Tunisians started a hunger strike against 
the imminent repatriation decided by Interior Minister Roberto Maroni, 
despite the risk they would be tortured upon return. The Council of 
Europe’s Human Rights Commissioner Thomas Hammarberg defined this 
repatriation as in breach of rulings by the European Court.

Italy is governed by a three-party coalition combining Berlusconi’s 
Populist Party, the post-fascist Alleanza Nazionale, and the racist and  
post-secessionist Lega Nord. 

Angele Etoundi Essamba 
Symbole 3, 1999, 
(see interview p. 19)

“OCCASIONS OF ACTUAL REVOLTS 

THAT SEE MIGRANTS IN THE 

FRONT LINE BEGIN TO MULTIPLY”
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SOUTH EAST EUROPEANS REMIND US THAT POPULAR 
PROTEST IS GOOD FOR DEMOCRACY

EUROPE:

We should not 
turn a blind eye to 
political abuse when 
it is perpetrated by 
friendly governments.
BY MARKO ATTILA HOARE

on democracy and human rights abuses 

are not on the scale of Turkey’s, as a pil-

lar of democracy in the Balkans it scores 

much lower than its eastern neighbour. 

Greece’s disgraceful role in regional pol-

itics includes its past support for the 

Milosevic regime, its undermining of the 

fragile states of Macedonia and Kosova.

Both Greece and Turkey are, however, 

countries whose internal politics are very 

much in states of flux. Greece has in recent 

weeks been the scene of a huge explosion 

of social anger on the part of youth and 

workers, directed against the very gov-

ernment of Costas Karamanlis that has 

been proving such a menace to regional 

stability. The protests have included riots, 

vandalism and assaults on police officers, 

something that can only be condemned. 

But the violent element cannot obscure 

the large numbers of Greeks who have 

been protesting and striking peacefully. 

Although the protests have now passed 

their peak, the social struggle in Greece 

is not over; Greek farmers have recently 

been blockading roads and border cross-

ings in Greece in protest at the low prices 

of farm produce. It would be a mistake to 

see these protests purely in social terms; 

as was the case with the Romanian revo-

lution of 1989, the Greek protests, fired as 

they are by social grievances, may have 

positive political effects. There is every 

reason to hope that these protests will 

hasten the end of the Karamanlis regime 

and contribute to a political rejuvena-

tion of Greek politics, resulting in a coun-

try more at peace with itself and with its 

neighbours.

There was a time, perhaps still not 

completely past, when radical socialists 

would see in every wave of social protest 

the harbinger of the overthrow of capital-

ism, and many members of the conserv-

ative right would fear such protest for the 

same reason. Yet saner heads today know 

this is false: ordinary people are funda-

mentally conservative with a small ‘c’. 

They do not want the overthrow of capi-

talism, or revolution for revolution’s sake, 

but engage in social protest defensively, 

when the system seems to be letting them 

down. What they want is stability, pros-

perity and the pursuit of happiness. For 

all the Cassandras’ talk of how recognis-

ing Kosova’s independence in February 

2008 would drive the Serbian people into 

the arms of the extreme nationalists, most 

Serbian people are fundamentally less in-

terested in Kosova than they are in feed-

ing themselves and their families – as was 

proven when pro-European elements 

won the Serbian parliamentary elections 

that followed soon after international rec-

ognition of Kosova’s independence. Bread 

and butter issues will, in the last resort, 

trump nationalist pipe-dreams; Turkish 

Cypriots abandoned the unrealisable goal 

of an independent Turkish Cypriot state 

when in 2004 they voted overwhelmingly 

in favour of Cyprus’s reunification on the 

basis of the Annan Plan, because they 

wanted to enjoy the benefits of EU mem-

bership. Greek students who had a better 

chance of finding decent jobs and pursu-

ing more promising careers after graduat-

ing would be less likely to go out on to the 

streets to fight the police. Thus, the ordi-

nary people of the Balkans, like the rest of 

us, have an interest in the spread of stable, 

post-nationalist democracy. 

Quieter, but perhaps ultimately more 

significant than the social explosion in 

Greece, is the movement to apologise for 

the Armenian genocide currently under 

way in Turkey; more than 28,000 Turkish 

citizens to date have signed a petition 

drafted by a group of Turkish intellectu-

als apologising for what happened to the 

Armenians in 1915. Turkish state prose-

cutors have announced they will not take 

action against the organisers of the peti-

tion. This campaign, the work of entirely 

mainstream Turkish academics, journal-

ists and others, marks a tremendous step 

forward for Turkish democracy; a step to-

ward a Turkey that will, it is to be hoped, 

enjoy normal relations with neighbours 

like Armenia, Cyprus and Iraq, and whose 

commitment to, and sharing of the values 

of, democratic Europe will be unques-

tioned. Yet this process of democratisa-

tion depends entirely on the initiatives of 

brave individuals, such as the organisers 

of the apology petition.

No southeast European nation 

is a stauncher friend of the West than 

Kosova. Here, a particularly active pro-

test movent exists, directed against the 

international administration of the coun-

try but catalysed by social discontent, 

and spearheaded by the group known 

as ‘Vetevendosje’, which is Albanian for 

‘self-determination’. Given the dismal 

record and stupendous corruption of 

the United Nations Mission in Kosovo 

(UNMIK) and the pusillanimity of the 

EU in resisting Serbian efforts to destabi-

lise Kosova, the frustration and anger that 

have spawned this movement can only be 

described as entirely legitimate and justi-

fied. The people of Kosova are as deserv-

ing of full democracy as any other nation, 

and full democracy requires full interna-

tional independence. If we allow the in-

ternational administration of Kosova to 

drag on indefinitely, without any mean-

ingful progress on the reintegration of the 

Serb-controlled areas, we shall only have 

ourselves to blame for any future popular 

explosions in Kosova in which the inter-

national administration finds itself on the 

receiving end.

The Russians have something to 

teach us about how not to treat one’s al-

lies. After the Russians cut gas supplies to 

the Balkans in the course of their recent 

dispute with Ukraine, citizens of Russia’s 

supposed ‘ally’ Serbia, in the industrial 

city of Kragujevac, burned a Russian flag 

earlier this month in protest at being left 

without 

“IN THE DEMOCRATIC 
WORLD, IN PRINCIPLE, OUR 

GOVERNMENTS GOVERN WITH 
THE CONSENT OF THE PEOPLE.”

I
dealism is the new realism, it has 

been said. Nowhere has the adage 

proved more pertinent than in 

South East Europe, where socially 

fired popular protests against des-

potic regimes have consistently worked to 

spread and strengthen democracy.

There has been an unfortunate ten-

dency on the part of some of our political 

leaders here in the West to applaud pop-

ular protest when it is directed against 

Communist or other anti-Western re-

gimes, but not when it is directed against 

our allies. Yet to hold such double stand-

ards today is to fail to grasp the political re-

alities of the late 2000s. For there is a very 

good case to be made that states today 

that are less than democratic are neces-

sarily less than perfect members of the 

European family.

This may be demonstrated by a look 

at the southern flank of South East Europe 

- Turkey and Greece. Both countries have 

been committed members of NATO for 

many years, but anti-democratic tenden-

cies in both have rendered them less than 

model allies. Turkey’s brutal suppression 

of its Kurdish population, and the re-

sulting war between the Turkish security 

forces and Kurdish PKK rebels, has persis-

tently spilled over into northern Iraq, fur-

ther undermining stability in that already 

barely stable country. Turkey is a strategi-

cally crucial member of the Western alli-

ance, yet its human rights abuses, its re-

strictions on free speech and its military’s 

interference in politics are well known 

facts. Turkey’s gradual democratisation 

in recent years, under the guidance of the 

moderately Islamic, pro-EU Justice and 

Development Party (AKP), has ironically, 

according to some sources, led extrem-

ist elements from the ranks of the secu-

lar Turks to begin closing ranks with the 

Turkish Islamists on an anti-democratic 

basis. 

As for Greece, though its restrictions 
Ferhat Özgür
I LOVE YOU 301, 2007
(from Triennale Bovisa, “Save As…”)
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INSIDE  OUTSIDE
THE PREOCCUPATIONS OF  
A EUROPEAN ‘NEIGHBOUR’
After the crisis of 
Summer 2008, the 
European Neighbourhood 
program in Georgia 
has become even more 
important. But beyond 
policy the cultural 
dimension cannot be 
forgotten.

Neighbourhood policy and the 
role of Europe
I will not hide the fact that cooperation 

with the European Neighbourhood 

policy program, the signing of this 

document and in particular the in-

volvement of cultural cooperation in 

this program is of utmost importance 

not only for the citizens of Georgia but 

for the whole Caucasus region. This 

program should play a key role in the 

further development of civil society. 

In spite of all this, there are issues 

that cannot be regulated by programs 

only. Further integration with Europe 

– a historical process for Georgia – is 

a positive process itself. From ancient 

times Georgia considered its role as 

being an integral part of antique and 

Byzantine world. The perspective of 

becoming a member of European 

Union instead of just being its neigh-

bour is a serious stimulus for citizens 

of Georgia. But against the back-

ground of the euphoria created by 

this positive fact, I will hazard to share 

with you some questions which are 

preoccupying me at this time:

 

Basic Values or a Price?
Are the so-called western values more 

important to Europe than let’s say 

capital, money, prosperity, power?

Are the western values geographical 

to Europe or Universal?

I thought that European-western 

values were linked with the 

Enlightenment values that were first 

established in French Revolution and 

afterwards in the Bill of Rights. But 

nowadays what is of a higher impor-

tance: the truth or pragmatism or fear 

of the powerful? The world of intel-

lectuals has diverged from the world 

of pragmatic politicians, whose su-

preme values no longer represent the 

truth and human rights. 

Today a politician one might say: “I 

will not sacrifice my country’s pros-

perity for another country’s defence. 

I will not blame the guilty because he 

is powerful.” 

The so-called unity of the leaders is 

acceptable for politicians, whether 

it is justified or not. But does being a 

politician necessarily mean a denial 

of Western values?

Do Western values oblige the Georgian 

government to implement Western 

standards and would the neighbour-

hood policy be a stimulus and a guar-

antee of their implementation?

The current question is – does virtue 

have any kind of value in politics?

Is the policy of European Union based 

on virtuous values?

Does pragmatism outweigh the truth?

Is the neighbour important even if it 

is not powerful – can friendship be 

based on fear?

 

Politicians or Citizens?
To what degree does the political ac-

tivity of leaders take into account the 

views of the very citizens who brought 

them to power? 

How transparent is the policy – are the 

written and oral political statements 

adequate to the real ones?

Does the neighbourhood policy con-

sider the interests of the citizens or 

does it simply assist in strengthening 

the political elite?

 

Fear or Freedom?
Freedom is free from fear – today 

Europe does not fear Russia – how 

true is that?

And one more thing: how long do we 

have to fear Russia – is it not a neigh-

bour, does it not have a responsibility 

that of a neighbour?

Did Russia indeed become a coun-

try, which has a responsibility for 

civilization?

Does everyone today have a right to 

freedom or is it just for the chosen? 

Who decides – one neighbour or a 

group of neighbours?

 

European Union consists of big and 

small members; 

European Union consists of big and 

small neighbours; 

Does the European Union have old 

and new members?

Does everyone have the same right in 

European Union?

 

These dilemmas or rather questions 

may very well be early or too late, 

some may sound silly or even naïve. It 

is just that the neighbours cannot be 

chosen or exchanged, just as you can-

not exchange a single-room flat for a 

four-room flat and cannot improve 

the condition of space without want-

ing to invade. Nor can you put out an 

announcement – I am a small coun-

try with a rich and ancient culture in 

search for a nice neighbour, one who 

will make an effort to scare or invade 

me at most once a century but not 

more; or otherwise we will not be able 

to coexist as neighbours. 

 

Hope 
I truly think that neighbourhood 

policy does have a chance to proof 

that enlightenment values really are 

transcendent: that they defy time and 

political seductions.  

heat during the winter. And as one 

elderly Belgrade resident was quoted as 

saying, ‘Russians always gave us noth-

ing but misery. They should never be 

trusted, as this gas blackmail of Europe 

shows’. Resentment of Russia is not lim-

ited to Serbia, but has spread across 

eastern Europe. In the words of one el-

derly citizen of Bulgaria, another coun-

try frequently described as tradition-

ally pro-Russian: ‘This is a war without 

weapons in which Russia has used its 

control of energy supply to flex its mus-

cles in front of the world… I am cold and 

angry. We have always been depend-

ent on Russia, and this crisis shows that 

the situation hasn’t changed. Instead of 

bombs or missiles, they want us to freeze 

to death.’ In the Bulgarian port of Varna, 

residents demonstrated in front of the 

Russian consulate, holding banners that 

read ‘Stop Putin’s gas war’. Moscow’s mis-

take has been to wage its gas war indis-

criminately, without taking into account 

the effect this would have on South East 

Europeans upon whose goodwill its ge-

opolitical ambitions ultimately depend.

In the democratic world, in principle, 

our governments govern with the con-

sent of the people. Our elected leaders 

should not forget this; as ordinary peo-

ple in Greece, Kosova and other South 

East European countries have shown us, 

citizens are still capable of taking to the 

streets to punish politicians who fail to 

protect them.  
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A 
new era is dawning. The 

financial crisis of 2008 

is not the end of capi-

talism. Capitalism dates 

back to the Medici rev-

olution, which invented modern bank-

ing, but since then it has gone through 

many different regimes and articula-

tions. The 2008 crisis marks the end 

of the Reagan-Thatcher counter-revo-

lution. Neoliberalism and monetarism 

are dead. Even Nicolas Sarkozy now 

calls for the re-foundation of capitalism. 

This does not mean that thousands of 

policymakers are not continuing to im-

plement old recipes, helplessly watch-

ing their loss of control over events. 

Antonio Gramsci once said a crisis is 

when the old is dead, but the new not 

yet born. 

With the election of Barack Obama 

new paradigms in policy-making be-

come possible. Yes, we can reconcile 

markets and social justice; we can in-

vent a new social model for Europe. 

We can integrate the real and financial 

economy. But how? European social 

democrats were able to shape various 

epochs to different degrees. How can 

they adapt to the new situation? 

A new perspective for Europe’s left 

needs to integrate economic and polit-

ical norms and values into a coherent 

project for society. Since World War II, 

three paradigms have dominated po-

litical and economic thinking in the 

world. In the East, Marxism rejected 

markets and democracy; in the West, 

Keynesianism laid the foundations for 

social democracy and political liberal-

ism, while Friedman’s counter-revolu-

tion developed a neoliberal ideology 

from the theories of monetarism.

Friedman’s anti-Keynesian revolu-

tion was not primarily directed against 

the welfare state.  His more fundamen-

The financial crisis gives 
an opportunity to define a 
new society in Europe. A 
new European socialism 
will be based on freedom, 
economic security, 
equality and democracy.

THE DAWN OF A NEW ERA:
SOCIAL DEMOCRACY AFTER THE FINANCIAL CRISIS

BY STEFAN COLLIGNON

tal attack sought to establish the supe-

riority of the market economy over cen-

tralised planning. In this he was right. 

Today, after Deng Xiaoping and the fall 

of the Berlin Wall, we are in one sense, 

all Friedmanians.

But this concession does not war-

rant the adoption of the erroneous 

monetarist paradigm. Friedman did 

understand that money was crucial to 

the functioning of a market economy. 

So did Marx. But they both remained 

confined to the classical economic par-

adigm, whereby markets are places for 

exchange of ‘real’ goods, while money 

was simply a veil that covered the re-

ality. Marx drew the radical conclusion 

that capital and therefore money must 

be abolished. Not surprisingly, the 

‘new’ economy of communism resem-

bled the old: resources were allocated 

by hierarchy, and not by contracts be-

tween free and equal individuals; mar-

kets and consumer choice were sup-

pressed. Friedman and his followers 

took another track: if money was a veil, 

it could distort. Inflation was the main 

cause of distortions. Monetary policy 

therefore had to ensure price stability 

so that markets remained transpar-

ent and efficient. Only in the absence 

of inflation would prices send out the 

right signals to firms and consumers. 

Perfect competition would push profit 

maximising entrepreneurs to provide 

optimal welfare. Markets’ ‘invisible 

hand’ (Adam Smith) would then yield 

a unique equilibrium towards which 

the economy would naturally gravitate. 

There was no role for governments or 

regulation.

This paradigm did not recognise 

the important role that money has in 

creating markets and in ensuring that 

the promises stipulated by financial 

contracts are fulfilled. It ignored that 

our real economy is characterised by ol-

igopolistic and not by perfect competi-

tion. The truly alternative economic par-

adigm of a monetary economy was first 

elaborated by John Maynard Keynes; it 

has subsequently been fine-tuned by 

Joseph Stiglitz and others: money is 

credit, a bridge to the future, and not 

a veil. Tomorrow’s reality is determined 

by today’s promises.

Because the human condition is 

characterised by fundamental uncer-

tainty, money is a precautionary in-

strument to secure access to goods, 

services and resources in a risky world. 

Therefore money is a constraint to our 

actions in the present and in the fu-

ture. And competition means striving 

for money, income and profit. It is fre-

quently distorted by information asym-

metries and does not necessarily lead 

to the unique equilibrium of welfare 

where everyone is better off.  In this 

perspective, economic policy must aim 

at reducing uncertainty and insecurity. 

The financial crisis has reminded us all: 

without financial stability markets col-

lapse. But more importantly, the gener-

alised uncertainty in the economy as a 

whole, including prospects for effective 

demand and employment, will reduce 

growth, jobs, income and wealth.

The legitimacy of Keynesian mac-

roeconomic policies and the modern 

welfare state were derived from this 

insight. But they became dysfunctional 

when the neoclassical- Keynesian syn-

thesis started using fiscal policy as 

if money did not matter. The vulgari-

sation of Keynes opened the gate for 

Friedman. A misguided view of markets 

led to the deregulation of financial in-

stitutions. Believing that money served 

mainly as means of exchange in goods 

markets rather than as the ultimate 

asset for the extinction of debt justi-

fied the creation of liquidity, which has 

fuelled the enormous financial bubble 

in the American economy.

Fortunately, the European Central 

Bank has been more careful, but does 

it operate from different intellectual 

foundations? Today, we need a new 

paradigm for economic policies that 

links markets to security, that renews 

the promise of modernity and progress; 

a paradigm that marries economic 

freedom to social justice, equality to 

solidarity. 

Regulating financial markets today 

may be necessary to overcome the eco-

nomic crisis, but it is not sufficient as a 

new paradigm for a Social Europe. The 

emergence of modern social democ-

racy cannot be separated from the ex-

istence of market economies and there-

fore from the institutions of money and 

finance. Modern social democracy has 

gone beyond Marxism, without forget-

ting that capitalism endogenously pro-

duces injustice. For the political norms 

of modernity will only be recognised as 

valid and legitimate in a society where 

contracts are concluded by market 

participants who interact as free and 

equal partners. These political norms 

give priority to freedom and equality 

over fraternity, to contractual relations 

of solidarity over the patriarchal hierar-

chy of community and they emphasise 

democracy as the only system which 

allows individuals to control the collec-

tive as free and equal citizens. 

The aspect of democracy is of 

particular importance for a new social 

democratic paradigm in Europe. For 

decades, governments have behaved 

as if they were benevolent planers 

that were implementing ‘the right pol-

icies’ in order to make people happy. 

But few questions were asked what it 

is that made people happy. How much 

personal comfort are we ready to sac-

rifice for saving the planet? Do the rich 

not feel happier when ‘wealth is spread 

around’ (Barack Obama)? Do they not 

live more secure lives when crime rates 

are lower? And are crime and poverty 

not correlated? Does fairness not af-

fect the subjective quality of everyone’s 

lives? These and many other questions 

will only find an answer after long drawn 

out debates and public deliberation.

We increasingly find that citizens’ 

input into the policy-making process 

is a value in itself that raises individual 

happiness. This brings us to the issue 

of policy-making in Europe. For years 

“A NEW ERA OF HUMAN 
FULFILMENT, SOCIAL JUSTICE 
AND DEMOCRATIC PROGRESS 
IS WITHIN REACH, IF SOCIAL 

DEMOCRATS IN EUROPE DRAW 
THE CONCLUSIONS FROM THE 
FAILURES OF THE PREVIOUS 
ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL 

PARADIGM”.

ANTONIO GRAMSCI ONCE SAID A 
CRISIS IS WHEN THE OLD IS DEAD, 

BUT THE NEW NOT YET BORN. 

DOSSIER:

Europe stood for peace and prosper-

ity. But this association is increasingly 

put into question. Peace is taken for 

granted and neoliberal policies are 

proclaimed to be the only road to pros-

perity. But many citizens only find that 

their income is stagnating, real wages 

falling, jobs insecure, new employment 

nowhere to be found, while top exec-

utives make fortunes. These citizens 

have no choice over policies. They have 

to accept what governments and their 

bureaucracies negotiate on their be-

half. If citizens in the European Union 

are dissatisfied with a particular set of 

practical policies, the only means they 

have to oppose them is to turn against 

the European Leviathan ‘in Brussels’. 

Europe’s institutions stifle political 

controversy and partisanship. Citizens 

have little to no choice between alter-

native policy packages. Yes, every five 

years they can vote for the European 

Parliament; but who believes seri-

ously that it makes a fundamental dif-

ference to their lives? The Commission 

President is selected like the pope: 

in smoke-free secretive meetings be-

tween chiefs who are not accountable 

to the people. The assembled heads of 

governments have all kinds of interests 

but cannot, by definition, represent the 

general interest of the European Union. 

As long as democracy remains confined 

to the nation state, European institu-

tions will not be able to muster support 

for the policies they pursue.

Europe must ‘dare more democ-

racy’, to take up Willy Brandt’s famous 

formula. But here again, new thinking 

for the new age is required. The grow-

ing conservative creed in Europe is 

that a European democracy is not pos-

sible because there is no European 

demos. What the advocates of this 

belief really mean is that national col-

lective identities prime over the con-

crete interests of individual citizens. 

Citizens are assumed to fulfil the 

stereotypes of ‘their countries’ and 

they must surrender to what govern-

ments decide in their name. At best it 

is democracy for the people, but not 

by the people. The conservative pol-

icy consensus that emphasises cul-

tural identities of communities may 

help governments to legitimise their 
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“IF EUROPE’S SOCIAL 
DEMOCRACY WANTS TO MEET 
THE CHALLENGE OF MOVING 
INTO A NEW ERA, IT NEEDS 

TO BECOME THE ADVOCATE, 
THE CARRIER AND THE 

IMPLEMENTER OF A PROPER 
EUROPEAN DEMOCRACY.” 

policies at home (‘we are defend-

ing you’), but it prevents consensus 

and legitimacy at the European level. 

It is the opposite of what Jean Monnet 

described as the purpose of European 

integration: ‘We do not create coali-

tions of governments, we unite human 

beings’.

The renewed awakening of na-

tionalism is a direct consequence of 

the dominance of neoliberalism. By 

shrinking the public sector, neoliberal 

policies have broadened the scope for 

private and reduced the space for dem-

ocratic decision-making. But many pri-

vatising decisions and actions have 

direct or indirect consequences for all. 

These unintended consequences arise 

in the form of negative spillovers and 

externalities, because markets fre-

quently fail to coordinate behaviour 

optimally. What is done by one group 

of companies or individuals may be 

seen as a welfare loss by many others.

So what to do? The conservative 

response is to appeal to morality, cus-

toms and communitarian identity. They 

argue, individuals should conform to 

what the prevailing and conventional 

sense of ‘proper’ behaviour. Deviation 

is sanctioned. But in Europe, commu-

nitarian identity means national iden-

tity and national interest. This con-

finement prevents minority dissent 

from crossing borders and forming 

majorities. Pan-European alliances 

are blocked because individuals are 

identified with their country and have 

to surrender to their governments’ in-

terest. In a modern democracy citizens 

are the demos, the sovereign. With 

democratic institutions, public delib-

eration will lead to policy solutions for 

what citizens consider best for them-

selves. Citizens will accept the chosen 

solution, even if in minority, because 

they had an opportunity to participate 

and contribute to the preference-build-

ing process. But Europe does not have 

democratic institutions in this sense. 

Policy decisions reflect a consensus 

among governments and their bureau-

cracies, not among citizens. Public de-

bates do not usually take place across 

the European Union, but only in the 

isolated honey combs of nation states. 

Nor is there any public choice by citi-

zens. Like in pre-modern monarchies, 

governments negotiate policies with 

governments and states are the sov-

ereign, not citizens. Of course, excep-

tions exist. The European Parliament 

has responded to public criticism of 

the so-called Bolkestein Directive on 

services. But as a rule, citizens are 

treated as spectators in a football 

match: they are supposed to support 

the local club with applause, but cer-

tainly not as owners of public goods 

that they all own jointly.

If Europe’s social democracy 

wants to meet the challenge of mov-

ing into a new era, it needs to be-

come the advocate, the carrier and 

the implementer of a proper European 

democracy.

From the beginning, social de-

mocracy was internationalist, treat-

ing citizens as the sovereign, while 

conservatives thought of them as 

cattle. Today, European social de-

mocracy must fight for individuals’ 

freedom to take political decisions 

at the European level. They must ac-

knowledge that European citizens are 

equal citizens with equal rights to de-

cide what they consider their best in-

terests. European democracy means, 

European citizens will be able to elect 

a European government that will make 

laws that are applicable to all citizens 

because they are all affected by them. 

It is now necessary that all democratic 

parties in Europe unite behind this 

project. A new era of human fulfilment, 

social justice and democratic progress 

is within reach, if social democrats in 

Europe draw the conclusions from the 

failures of the previous economic and 

political paradigm. But it is also clear 

that this redefinition of aims and pur-

poses is necessarily a European ven-

ture. Europe remains the most exciting 

project of our times.  

Marc Riboud,
A bus stop near the Luxembourg Garden, 
Paris, 1984
© Marc Riboud / Courtesy:  
www.hackelbury.co.uk
www.marcriboud.com

BEYOND THE CRISIS



MARCH 09THE MYTH OF EUROPA

T
he crisis is systemic in the 

sense that the further pur-

suit of the model of capital-

ism employed over the last 

decades will become im-

With the financial collapse 
of September 2008 begins 
the development of a 
major systemic crisis.

BEYOND THE CONTRADICTIONS 
OF GLOBAL CAPITALISM

BY SAMIR AMIN

possible. The page will necessarily be 

turned, over a period of « transition 

» (of crisis) that will be brief or long, 

orderly or chaotic. “Another world is 

possible,” said the « alterglobalists » 

of Porto Allegre. I would say « another 

world is on its way », which could be 

even more barbarian, but which could 

also be altogether better, in different 

degrees. 

The dominant social forces will 

try, in conflicts that will become more 

and more acute, to maintain their priv-

ileged positions. But they will not be 

able to do this unless they break with 

many of the principles and practices 

associated with their domination until 

now. In particular: renouncing democ-

racy, international law and respect of 

the rights of the peoples of the South. 

If they manage this then the world of to-

morrow will be founded on what I have 

called « apartheid at a global level ». A 

new phase of « capitalism» or a system 

that is qualitatively different and new? 

The question merits discussion.

The workers and the people who 

will be the victims of this barbarian evo-

lution can defeat the social forces and 

reactionary politics (not « liberal politics 

» as they try to call themselves) at work. 

They are capable of taking the measure 

of what is at stake in this systemic cri-

sis, of liberating themselves from the il-

lusory responses which still often have 

the wind behind them, of inventing ade-

quate forms of organisation and action, 

of transcending the fragmentation of 

their struggles and of overcoming the 

DOSSIER:

contradictions which come from this. 

Will they thereby « invent » or « rein-

vent » the socialism of the 21st century? 

Or only advance in this direction, on the 

long route of the secular transition from 

capitalism to socialism? I would lean to-

wards the second probability.

The Domination of the 
oligopolies, foundation of 
financiarisation in disarray
The phenomenon described as finan-

ciarisation of contemporary capitalism 

finds its expression in the expansion 

of investments on the monetary and 

financial markets. This exponential ex-

pansion, without precedent in history, 

began a quarter of a century ago, and 

has carried the volume of operations 

conducted annually on the monetary 

and financial markets to more than 

2000 trillion dollars, compared with 

barely 50 trillion dollars for worldwide 

GDP and 15 trillion for international 

commerce.

The financiarisation in question 

was made necessary by, on the one 

hand, the generalisation of the sys-

tem of floating exchange rates (where 

the rates are determined day to day by 

what is called the market), and on the 

other hand, the parallel deregulation 

of interest rates (equally abandoned 

on the side of supply and of demand). 

In these conditions, operations on the 

monetary and financial markets no 

longer constitute, principally, the coun-

terpart of exchanges in goods and ser-

vices but are from now on motivated 

almost exclusively by the concern of 

economic agents to protect themselves 

from fluctuations in rates of exchange 

and interest.

It is self-evident that the vertigi-

nous expansion of these operations for 

covering risks could not respond in any 

way to the expectations of those who 

used them. Elementary common sense 

should make it clear that the more the 

means of reducing the risk for a given 

operation are multiplied, the more the 

collective risk augments. But conven-

tional economists are not equipped to 

understand this: they need to believe in 

the absurd dogma of the self-regulation 

of markets, without which their entire 

construction of the proclaimed « mar-

ket economy » would collapse. 

Liberia
Photo by TA Hetherington
2005
© Tim A Hetherington
tim@mentalpicture.org

This and the cover image form part of 
the upcoming book Long Story Bit by 
Bit: Liberia Retold, an examination of 
the power dynamics of recent Liberian 
history.
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But we must go further. The ques-

tion is to identify the social interests 

that are represented behind the adher-

ence to the dogmas concerning deregu-

lation of the markets in question.

Here again banks and other finan-

cial institutions appear to have truly 

been the privileged beneficiaries of this 

expansion, which allows the discourse 

of the powerful to attribute all the re-

sponsibility for the disaster to them. 

But in fact the financialisation was 

profitable to all the oligopolies, and 

40% of their profits came solely from 

their financial operations. And these 

oligopolies control simultaneously the 

dominant sectors of the real productive 

economy and the financial institutions.

Why, therefore, did the oligopo-

lies deliberately choose the route of 

the financiarisation of the system in its 

totality? The reason is that doing so al-

lowed them simply to concentrate, for 

their benefit, a growing proportion of 

the mass of profits realised in the real 

economy. The apparently insignificant 

rates of return for each financial oper-

ation produce, taking into account the 

gigantic number of these operations, 

considerable volumes of profits. These 

profits are the products of a redistribu-

tion of the surplus mass generated in 

the real economy and are the rents of 

the monopolies. We understand there-

fore why the high rates of return of fi-

nancial investments (to the order of 

15%) were counterbalanced by medi-

ocre rates of return for investments in 

the productive economy (to the order 

of 5%). This levy on the global mass of 

profits operated by the oligopolies’ fi-

nancial rent, means that the cause (the 

oligopolistic character of contemporary 

capitalism) cannot be dissociated from 

its consequence (the financialisation, 

that is to say the preference for finan-

cial investment rather than investment 

in the real economy).

The expansion of the monetary 

and financial market conditions that 

of investment in the real economy and 

limits its growth. In turn, this weakening 

of the general growth of the economy 

brings about the same effects in em-

ployment growth, with the well-known 

associated consequences (unemploy-

ment, growth of precarity, stagnation – 

even reduction – of real salaries uncou-

pled from progress in productivity). The 

monetary and financial market domi-

nates in turn the job market in this way. 

The ensemble of these mechanisms, 

which constitute the submission of the 

entire economy (the « markets ») to the 

dominant monetary and financial mar-

ket, produces increasing inequality in 

the distribution of income (facts which 

no one contests.)

The responses of those 
in power : restore 
financiarisation
We are now equipped to understand 

why the powers in place, themselves 

at the service of the oligopolies, didn’t 

have any other choice but to put the 

same financialised system back in the 

saddle. To question the domination of 

the monetary and financial markets 

over all the other markets would be to 

question the monopolistic rent of the 

oligopolies.

Can the policies that have been 

adopted to this end be effective? I don’t 

think that the restoration of the sys-

tem to the way it was before the crisis 

of autumn 2008 is impossible. But that 

would require that two conditions be 

fulfilled.

The first is that the State and the 

central banks inject into the system a 

volume of financial means sufficient 

to wipe-out the mass of bad debt and 

restore the credibility and the renta-

bility of the resumption of financial 

expansion. 

The second is that the conse-

quences of this injection must be ac-

cepted by society. Workers in general, 

and the peoples of the South in par-

ticular, will necessarily be the victims of 

these politics. 

The actual crisis of the oligopolies’ 

capitalism has not been the product of 

an increase in social struggles imposing 

the reigning-in of their ambitions. It is 

the exclusive product of internal contra-

dictions which belong to its system of 

accumulation. In my opinion, there is a 

central distinction between the crisis of 

a system produced by the explosion of 

its internal contradictions, and that of a 

society which undergoes the assault of 

progressive social forces which nurture 

the ambition of transforming the sys-

tem. This distinction dictates to a large 

extent the possible outcomes. In a situ-

ation of the first type, chaos becomes a 

high probability, and it is only in a situ-

ation of the second type that a progres-

sive exit becomes possible. The cen-

tral political question today, then, is to 

know if the social victims of the system 

in place will become capable of forming 

a positive, independent, radical and co-

herent alternative.

For want of such an alternative, 

the restoration to power of the rent-

ing financialised oligopolies is not im-

possible. But in this case the system 

will retract only to jump higher, and a 

new financial debacle, even more pro-

found, will be inevitable, because the « 

adjustments » that are planned for the 

management of financial markets are 

largely insufficient, since they do not 

question the power of the oligopolies.

There remains the question of 

knowing how the states and the peo-

ples of the South will respond to this 

challenge. The analysis of the challenge 

with which they are confronted, aggra-

vated by the crisis in globalised financi-

ation, is important here.

The question of natural re-
sources and the North/South 
Conflict
Our modern world system must regis-

ter from now on a qualitative transfor-

mation of decisive importance. Some 

of the major natural resources have 

become considerably rarer – in relative 

terms – than they were even 50 years 

ago, whether or not their exhaustion 

constitutes a real menace or not (which 

can certainly be disputed). An aware-

ness now exists that access to these re-

sources cannot be open to all, and this 

is true, independently of the question 

of whether their current usage jeop-

ardises the future of the planet. The « 

countries of the North » (I deliberately 

use this vague term to specify neither 

states nor peoples) intend to reserve 

the exclusivity of access to these re-

sources for their own usage.

The egoism of the countries of the 

North finds its brutal expression in the 

phrase pronounced by President Bush 

(one which his successors will not dis-

pute): “the American way of life is not 

negotiable”. Many in Europe and in 

Japan think the same way, even if they 

abstain from proclaiming it. This ego-

ism means simply that access to these 

resources will be largely forbidden to 

the countries of the South (80% of hu-

manity), whether they intend to use 

these resources in ways analogous to 

the North, wasteful and dangerous, 

or whether they envisage other forms 

which are more economic. 

It goes without saying that this 

perspective is unacceptable for the 

countries of the South, in principle and 

in fact. Besides, the methods of the 

market are not necessarily sufficient 

to match the rich countries’ demand 

for a guarantee of exclusive access to 

these resources. Certain countries of 

the South can mobilise significant re-

sources to make themselves noticed in 

these markets of access to resources. 

Ultimately, the only guarantee for the 

countries of the North resides in their 

military superiority.

The North/South conflict has be-

come the central axis of the major con-

tradictions of contemporary capitalist/

imperialist globalisation. In this sense 

this conflict cannot be dissociated from 

that which opposes the pursuit of the 

domination of oligopolistic capital-

ism with the progressive and socialist 

ambitions which could promote posi-

tive alternatives here and there, in the 

South and in the North. To think of the 

alternative, in particular in the immedi-

ate term and in response to the crisis, 

requires taking account of the right and 

desire of the countries of the South to 

accede to the resources of the planet. 

Humanitarianism is not an acceptable 

substitute for international solidarity in 

struggle.

The conditions of a positive 
response to the challenge
It is not sufficient to say that the inter-

ventions of States can modify the rules 

of the game, or attenuate the errors. 

The real alternative consists in reversing 

the executive power of the oligopolies, 

which is inconceivable without their 

nationalisation with a purpose to their 

progressive democratic socialisation. 

The dimensions of the desirable 

and possible alternative are multiple 

and concern all the aspects of eco-

nomic, social and political life.

In the countries of the North the 

challenge implies that general opinion 

cannot allow itself to be constrained 

in a consensus defending their special 

privileges compared to the people of 

the South. The necessary internation-

alism passes by anti-imperialism, not 

humanitarianism.

In the countries of the South the 

crisis offers the occasion to renew a 

national development which would be 

popular and democratically self-cen-

tred, submitting relations with the 

North to its own requirements, in other 

words “delinking”. That implies:

i)  National control of monetary and fi-

nancial markets

ii)  Mastery of modern technologies as 

soon as possible

iii)  Restoring national control over nat-

ural resources

iv)  Putting into retreat the globalised 

management dominated by oligopolies 

(WTO) and the project of military con-

trol of the planet by the United States 

and their associates.

v)  Liberating oneself from the illusions 

of an autonomous national capitalism 

in the system, and backwards looking 

myths.

The agrarian question strikes 

more than ever at the heart of choices 

that will have to be made in developing 

countries. Development worthy of the 

name cannot be founded on growth 

– even strong growth – which is to the 

exclusive benefit of a minority – even if 

it were 20% - abandoning the popular 

majorities to stagnation or even pau-

perisation. This model of development 

associated with exclusion is the only 

one which capitalism knows for the 

peripheries of its global system. The 

practice of political democracy, when 

it exists (and it is of course the excep-

tion in these conditions) will become 

extremely fragile if it is associated with 

social regression. In counterpoint, the 

national and popular alternative which 

associates the democratisation of the 

country with social progress, that is to 

say inscribes itself in the perspective of 

a development that includes – not one 

that excludes – the popular classes, im-

plies a political strategy of rural devel-

opment based on a guarantee of access 

to the soil for all the peasants. 

If capitalism has reached the point 

where half of humanity is seen as « su-

perfluous » population, don’t we have 

to think that it is in fact capitalism itself 

which has become a superfluous mode 

of social organisation?

Clearly if the global capitalist/im-

perialist system which really exists is 

founded on the growing exclusion of 

the peoples who constitute the ma-

jority of humanity, and if the model of 

usage of natural resources produced 

by the logic of capitalist rentability is 

at once wasteful and dangerous, the 

socialist/communist alternative cannot 

ignore the challenges that these reali-

ties represent. An « other style of con-

sumption and of life » than that which 

gives apparent happiness to the peo-

ples of the rich countries and is in the 

imagination of its victims must impose 

itself. The expression of a « solar so-

cialism» (which we can understand as 

socialism plus solar energy) proposed 

by Elmar Altvater must be taken seri-

ously. Socialism cannot be capitalism 

corrected by equality of access to its 

benefits, at national and global levels. 

It will be qualitatively superior or it will 

not be. 

Presented at SOAS London,  

November 2008

BEYOND THE CRISIS

“IF CAPITALISM HAS REACHED 
THE POINT WHERE HALF 

OF HUMANITY IS SEEN AS 
«SUPERFLUOUS » POPULATION, 

DON’T WE HAVE TO THINK 
THAT IT IS IN FACT CAPITALISM 

ITSELF WHICH HAS BECOME 
A SUPERFLUOUS MODE OF 
SOCIAL ORGANISATION?” 



INTERVIEW WITH RASHEED ARAEEN 
Rasheed Araeen, artist, 
writer, and founding 
editor of Third Text, 
analyses the state of 
cultural globalisation 
and the meaning of 
engaged art. 

1. SHIFTING GEOGRAPHIES OF 
ART
LORENZO MARSILI: We are now 

witnessing an explosion of inter-

est in the cultural production of the 

“former-third world”, of which the 

recent craze around Indian or Chi-

nese contemporary art is an example. 

This dynamic, even if not devoid of a 

commercial logic, seems to be part of 

a general geographical restructuring, 

which some may praise as a potential 

new multipolarity of the art world. I 

have two questions on this:

Would it be possible to under-

stand the current stage of cultural 

globalisation as a kind of replication/

fragmentation of the periphery/cen-

tre relation, with a host of inter-con-

nected “urban global hubs” pitted 

against a local and excluded “outside” 

(“New Delhi” versus the Indian “pe-

riphery”)? To what extent do these 

global hubs collaborate in the diffu-

sion of an essentially hegemonic and 

homogenising trans-national artistic 

consensus, and to what extent can 

they instead contribute to the emer-

gence of a genuinely alternative and 

de-centred discourse?

You have strongly criticised 

multiculturalism for inducing “non-

white” artists to wear their cultural 

mask, to parade their identity card 

of “otherness” and “happily dance 

in the court of the ethnic King Mul-

ticulturalism”. And we have seen an 

early exploitation of “Chineseness” 

or “Indian-ness” in the blockbuster 

exhibitions that first engaged with art-

ists from these countries. But can we 

argue that this seems to be changing 

with the growing maturity of cultural 

globalisation? China is managing to 

establish a very competitive, partly in-

dependent and home-grown “art sys-

tem”, and I don’t know your opinion 

on the latest show of Indian art at the  

Serpentine…  

RASHEED ARAEEN: The basic issue 

BY LORENZO MARSILI

you have raised here is of historical 

nature and it can only be evoked or 

dealt with historically.  To be specif-

ic, it  involves looking at the history 

of ideas produced by art, not any art 

but that which emerged as part of 

human progress and advancement 

fundamental to modernity that has 

its roots in European enlightenment. 

Art sometimes followed its prescribed 

root, other times it revolted against its 

rationality; resulting from this conflict 

between the European rationality of 

progress and free artistic imagination 

has been a movement of idea that 

nevertheless did produce a body of 

knowledge whose critical examina-

tion led to the narratives of art history.  

What is this body of knowledge and 

how it was produced and by whom 

and how it was spread globally offer us 

an answer to most of your questions.   

The problem here is of the spread 

of this knowledge under and with co-

lonialism. Not that there was some-

thing wrong with this knowledge but 

it became a civilising tool in the hands 

of the coloniser. In turn, the colonised 

did accept, though grudgingly, what 

appeared to be a promise of better 

life.  However, this acceptance and 

what followed as a collaboration be-

tween the coloniser and the colonised 

did not produce what was the basic 

promise of modernity: universal hu-

man freedom, self-realisation and 

equality. 

What in fact modernity offered 

was an un-resolvable contradiction of  

colonialism; it could not be realised so 

long as colonialism was there. While   

centre-periphery paradigm, central 

to colonialism,  was reinforced, philo-

sophically or ideologically, by the gap 

between the European Self and its col-

onised Other, the struggle of anti-co-

lonialism was or should have been to 

confront this gap. This gap could have 

been filled only when the coloniser 

and the colonised were tied together 

in a struggle that liberated them both 

from colonialism. But, as the anti-co-

lonial struggle became a tool in the 

hands of a particular class which was 

produced, nurtured and nourished by 

the colonial regime and which was in 

pursuit of its own power, the ideology 

of anti-colonialism collapsed into the 

illusions of the independence of post-

colonial nation states. 

While the former colonies of the 

West are now independent states, 

colonialism is still there. It has taken 

a different form; a benevolent form 

which covers the  centre-periphery 

gap by collapsing it within a discourse 

that is open to all but not on the same 

basis.  With this has in fact emerged a 

postcolonial surrogate ruling class in 

the so-called Third World with its sur-

rogate intellectuals. Those intellectu-

als who could not be absorbed by the 

agendas of these nation states,   mi-

grated to the West where they now oc-

cupy an important place, both outside 

and inside the academe, as part of the 

postcolonial discourse. Although this 

has created an enormous body of use-

ful knowledge, most of this knowledge 

is either reactive or a critical elabora-

tion which only supplements what 

had already been there within the 

liberalism of  Western humanities. In 

other words, postcolonial knowledge 

is trapped within and legitimised by 

the institutional power that continues 

to perceive the Other not as an inte-

gral part of the Self – and vice a versa –  

but the one who can be accepted in its 

progressive discourse only paternalis-

tically. The Other is now in fact accept-

ed into what can be shared by both 

the Self and the Other, so long as what 

divides them is not challenged and 

transformed into a liberated space – a 

space that is occupied by both on the 

same and equal terms. 

Although what you call ‘cultural 

globalisation’ is part of the demand 

of global capital for continually un-

ending innovation and production of 

new things, the successful entry of the 

products of other cultures, with their 

own different identities, into this sce-

nario has been promoted and legiti-

mised by the postcolonial surrogate 

class and its intellectuals.  It is this 

collaboration between the centre and 

periphery that has produced the mul-

ticulturalism of ‘cultural globalisation’,  

in  which Chinese and Indian artists 

are now allowed and are celebrated. 

As  both the Chinese and Indian in-

dustrial products are integrated into 

the global capital and its exploitation 

of globally available cheap labour, the 

gap between the exploiting centre and 

the exploited periphery has now col-

lapsed into this common goal. And 

culture is used to cover this up, pro-

ducing  global spectacles of art bien-

nales and art fairs in which the coloni-

al desire and fascination for the Other 

is put on display and is consumed like 

any other exotic commodity.

However, what I have described 

here is only part of the story. But a 

dominant part which is visible, recog-

nised and globally celebrated. There is 

another part which is somewhat in-

visible, unrecognised or suppressed. 

It involved those who understood the 

true purpose of anti-colonial strug-

gle, for whom it was not merely the 

question of obtaining  the self-rule as 

the ultimate end.  The self-rule was 

only a stepping stone into the conti-

nuity of a historical process, beyond 

the so-called independence of post-

colonial nation states, that should 

have led to the liberation of both the 

perpetrators of colonialism and its 

victims from what has now become 

the colonial ideology of neo-colo-

nialism and its worldview that now 

prevails and dominates the world. 

But this process was halted or high-

jacked by those who became the rul-

ers of the postcolonial world.  Those 

who claim to have once struggled 

against the colonial regimes are now 

in fact complicit with the ideology of  

neo-colonialism.     

2. ART AND SUBVERSION
LORENZO MARSILI: You have written 

that art has a historical responsibility, 

a subversive function. This journal has 

often called for just such awareness on 

the part of artists: can I ask you what 

you mean with these expressions, and 

how “subversion” can operate in the 

field of visual arts today?

You write that the only option 

open to an artist today is the com-

modity market, transforming the art-

ist into a producer of commodity. I 

have two questions. 

- This is a call for the restruc-

turing of art institutions and the 

art system more generally; how 

radically do you want to pursue 

this critique, and what are its main  

targets? 

- Secondly, to what extent are 

artists or cultural figures personally 

responsible for sustaining and legit-

imising a certain system of cultural 

mercantilism? If I want to hear Žižek 

speak on the end of capitalism I need 

to pay ten pounds. 

You have been very active in 

founding pioneering cultural journals. 

In 1987 the project of Third Text was 

born with, amongst others, the objec-

tive of resisting Western “control” of 

the art world and cultural production 

more generally. In what way does the 

changed paradigm of cultural glo-

balisation call for a change of political 

strategy for an anti-hegemonic cultur-

al project?

RASHEED ARAEEN: Art is part of a 

historical process that should lead 

to a better society; and the respon-

sibility of art lies within this process. 

It must continue maintaining this 

process, not only through new ide-

as and innovations but they must in

“POSTCOLONIAL KNOWLEDGE 

IS TRAPPED WITHIN AND 

LEGITIMISED BY  

INSTIT-UTIONAL POWER“

“AS CHINESE AND INDIAN 

INDUSTRIAL PRODUCTS ARE 

INTEGRATED INTO GLOBAL 

CAPITAL THE GAP BETWEEN THE 

EXPLOITING CENTRE AND THE 

EXPLOITED PERIPHERY HAS 

NOW COLLAPSED.” 
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POLITICISING THE OPERA HOUSE 
BY PAOLA K

A number of symbolic occupations of  public buildings have taken place in Athens as 
part of a wider climate of resistance and contestation from the events of December 
onward. Athens’ Opera House came to be added to this list., chosen as a symbol of 
established art. 
An opposition was in this way expressed to the art-spectacle that is being passively 
consumed and the demand was raised for an un-mediated art from everyone,  
for everyone.
People’s participation in the occupation was impressive from the first day to the last. 
Daily, long assemblies gathered around 400 people. The occupation would  host 
intense discussions on art and politics, free classes of dance and martial arts, radio 
shows, workshops, screenings, art improvisations and concerts. The main avenue 
running in front of the Opera would be closed off ever so often by people dancing in 
the spontaneous parties that would start off almost every night. 
Messages of solidarity poured in from workers at the Opera Teatro Colon of Buenos 
Aires; from the University of Rozario in Argentina (which was also occupied in 
solidarity); from the group Revolted Women of Brazil; from Venezuela and from 
UNAPE, the Popular Union of Artists of Ecuador.
The occupation lasted for nine days and ended with a strong demonstration. For 
these nine days the Opera was truly liberated. Even for a little while, a building that 
hosted and will continue to host sterile ideas, dead art and indifferent people, hosted 
a cultural core of free expression and resistance instead.



volve a vision that leads to a transfor-

mation of society. This transformation 

can take place by subverting what is an 

obstacle in its way. 

Art as a ‘subversive’ force was 

in fact fundamental to the radical 

avant-garde. But this subversion be-

came pacified once it entered the art 

institution with a demand to be rec-

ognised and legitimised as art. It is a 

difficult and unavoidable paradox, 

un-resolvable if art must maintain its 

status as art. And we haven’t yet found 

a way out of this paradox. The problem 

here is the individualism of the artist,  

whose main aim is only to strive for an 

individual success. Such a success does 

make an  idea visible and distribute it 

in society. But by the time it reaches 

society and is  consumed by it, it is no 

longer a subversive idea. 

In fact, the institutionalisation of 

the avant-garde has today turned it 

into any other product promoted by 

the sensationalism of the mass media, 

and consumed by the public the way it 

consumes other things of the consum-

er culture.  Its ‘subversion’ is now the 

same illusion by which capitalism op-

erates and by which it makes the public 

buy and consume its useless products. 

Art is therefore no longer perform-

ing its historical responsibility, as it is 

trapped not only in the artist’s inflated 

ego but the demands of a consumer 

society that puts the artist high up on 

a pedestal of the unique subject differ-

ent and isolated from its own masses.  

Unless art enters and reinforces the 

creativity of the masses, it cannot be a 

liberating force for society as a whole. 

Art now needs a new strategy 

which liberates it not only from the 

demands of  consumer culture but its 

entrapment within the art institution. 

The role of art institutions cannot be 

denied in the process that connects 

an individual’s creativity with the 

public, but this role has now become 

subordinate to the demands of art 

market for which art is like any other 

precious commodity. What we there-

fore also need now is the liberation 

of art institutions from this subordi-

nation, so that they can perform the 

role for which they are established   

in society. 

The point I want to make now is 

about art institutions particularly in 

Europe – as your publication is con-

cerned with Europe. It seems they 

have not yet come to terms with what 

is in fact embedded within their own 

structures as part of the legacies of 

colonialism; and this has prevented 

them from recognising the fact that 

societies of Europe are no longer white 

societies but have become multiracial 

societies,  particularly as a  result of 

postwar immigration of people from 

Africa, Asia and the Caribbean. What 

we found in both Paris and London, 

in particular after the war, were inte-

grated multiracial art communities in 

which artists of different racial or cul-

tural backgrounds pursued the same 

goal within  the movements of mod-

ernism and the avant-garde. Where are 

their achievements? European art his-

tories do not even mention, let alone 

recognise,  any of these achievements 

as part of Europe’s own histories or 

achievement.  I would in fact go fur-

ther to say that these institutions have 

actively suppressed the knowledge of 

these achievements; and have instead 

turned to the promotion and celebra-

tion of what could be considered by 

them outside the movements of mod-

ernism and the avant-garde.  

This brings back me to your first 

question about the ‘explosion of inter-

est in the cultural production of the 

“former-third world’, to say that the art 

institutions in Europe are in fact behind 

what you call ‘cultural globalisation’. 

Why are these institutions promoting 

what are no more than the spectacles 

of exoticism of other cultures, while 

suppressing what their own postwar 

multiracial societies have produced in 

art? Why is ‘cultural globalisation’ more 

important for these institutions than 

what was necessary for the internal 

transformations of European societies?  

The achievements of the postwar 

multiracial societies of Europe was in 

fact an allegory, that which provided 

a historical model for the postcolonial 

transformation of these societies. But 

the suppression of this achievement 

shows that Europe is perhaps not yet 

ready or unwilling for this transforma-

tion. 

The critical role of Third Text 

should therefore remain in removing 

those obstacles  which halt or stop 

historical processes of society’s social 

transformation; in particular to expose 

what is suppressed as knowledge. What 

Third Text faced, and has been facing 

since its emergence in 1987, was an ex-

tremely difficult task. It was the task of 

both confronting and negotiating both 

the postcolonial conditions respon-

sible for ‘cultural globalisation’ and 

the institutional power that produced 

and legitimised them. This involved 

many compromises; sometimes even 

against our own  objectives. But these 

compromises were necessary. Without 

these compromises Third Text would 

not be there, still operating after twenty 

two years of its existence. However, we 

have not capitulated to the dominant 

view and become one of its postco-

lonial functionaries. Third Text hasn’t 

achieved all its objectives, but we have 

not given up the hope.   

London, 3rd February, 2009

See Back Cover for Rasheed Araeen’s Manifesto 

for the 21st Century

“ART IS NO LONGER 

PERFORMING ITS  

HISTORICAL RESPONSIBILITY” 

MARCH 09 THE MYTH OF EUROPA

Jetez-les à la Mer, 
Jaffa 1948
anonymous photographer.
See next page for conversation  
on Gaza crisis
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Israel’s attack on Hamas, but the central 

part of Israel’s strategy to convince the 

Palestinians that they are defeated and 

that resistance is futile. So Israel needs 

spectacular violence in its relation to 

the Palestinians and the world – the lat-

ter should acquiesce to its ultimatums 

to avoid generating an even larger ca-

tastrophe. We are faced with the me-

diatisation and amplification of rage 

used in continuation with a state logic 

that seeks to demonstrate its punishing 

ZONES OF CONFLICT: GAZA  AND THE 
QUESTION OF THE REFUGEE
EYAL SIVAN AND EYAL WEIZMAN IN CONVERSATION

Eyal Sivan is a filmmaker, producer and essayist, born 
in Haifa Israel; Eyal Weizman is director of the Centre 
for Research Architecture at Goldsmiths University. 
In this conversation, which took place as part of 
the conference Zones of Conflict, they approach the 
critical topic of the recent invasion of Gaza, and the 
resulting question of the position of the refugee.

Eyal Weizman: The destruction and the 

killing are on a huge scale. For us crit-

ically engaged in war and conflict, the 

problem is the assumption that if we 

exposed the level of atrocity and vio-

lence, if we brought it into heightened 

visibility, there would be an equally 

forceful, responsible, political public 

reaction that transferred outrage into 

a political action directed at stopping 

atrocities. But what if outrage itself 

becomes part of the logic of the ap-

plication of power here? From the last 

two major attacks it was involved in, 

Lebanon and Gaza, it became clear 

that the Israeli military, realising that 

it cannot fight counterinsurgency and 

urban war, opts to terrorise the popula-

tion until it exercises sufficient pressure 

on its elected government to comply 

with the state’s security vision. Thus the 

level of destruction, the dead children, 

the exploding schools and the over-

flowing hospitals are not “collateral” to 
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violence. If this is the case – should 

we even think about calling out-

rage? Should we find new ways of 

opposition?

Against the saturation of images 

of collapse and catastrophe, should 

we call for a strategy of withdrawal, a 

withdrawal of the image and of infor-

mation? Or maybe there a way to en-

gage in critical debate while taking this 

paradox into account, dealing with its 

proliferation in relation to a search for 

political transformation vis-à-vis an 

event? Should we absolutely ignore 

that event, or should we contribute to 

its hyper-visibility? 

I think that we must initially, rather 

coldly examine the terms that are being 

employed: firstly, the ‘War on Gaza’, 

which implies the territorialisation of 

that war, as if Gaza was a sovereign, 

coherent, legitimate zone, and not a 

fragment of occupied Palestine, under 

a state of siege. We must not accept the 

language of the violence imposed. We 

hear of these words all the time, they 

have a utilitarian logic, whereas they 

are terms which need to be explained 

and reproduced as the categories of 

power itself. Another problem is that 

by heightening the visibility of this vio-

lence we may inadvertedly contribute 

to the singularity of this event, which is 

in effect the last blow in a long process 

of attacks on Palestinian refugees.  

Eyal Sivan: I am very happy to have had 

an introduction, because I must admit 

that after spending the time of the war 

in Israel shooting [a film] in Jaffa, I am 

quite confused. I was trying to make a 

film about the colonisation of the sym-

bol of Palestine, in order to reflect on 

the fact that the only common sym-

bol for the people that are living in 

this place called Palestine or Israel is 

the orange. I was trying to make a film 

about this commonality, this being to-

gether, which is in fact what Palestine 

was. And it was not a zone of conflict, 

but became a zone of conflict. The few 

thousand Palestinians in Jaffa have rel-

atives in Gaza, because the refugees in 

Gaza are from Jaffa and from all those 

places that were under threat of the 

missiles from Gaza. There was a map 

published in the Israeli papers on the 

first day of the attack, which showed 

the range of the missiles coming from 

Gaza. And strange enough it was also 

a map of the places were the refugees 

now living in Gaza are originated from. 

They are the same places attacked by 

the Palestinian rockets, it is in some 

way an act of return. All those places 

are the places where the people who 

are under attack in Gaza have come 

from. And at the same time I was there 

in Jaffa trying to make a film on some-

thing that doesn’t exist.  

We have the possibility to reflect, 

and almost the need to understand. 

For us, all that’s going on is a ques-

tion of denial. Denial is the nature of 

those populations that are under at-

tack, which is not only the denial of the 

status of the refugees, but also the fact 

that there is or was something that is 

Palestine. 

And so within this wordless, 

speechless position, while I was work-

ing in the last twenty years in that zone, 

the zone of conflict shifted, I became 

the zone of conflict.

Eyal Weizman: Indeed what is not dis-

cussed in context of this war is that the 

violence is directed at refugees. This is 

a part of an ongoing “war on refugees”, 

the [provisional] culmination of a his-

torical process that started with the 

ethnic cleansing of southern Palestine 

in the fall of 1948.

I think that “war on refugee” is 

a distinct type of military/political/

economical action that is afflicted on 

Palestinian refugees and which is un-

dertaken through both destruction 

and construction. The refugees are 

managed through a combination of 

violence, “generosity” (after all the ref-

ugee and the history of humanitarian-

ism intersect very clearly), “threat”…

and “reward”

The “war on refugees” attempts 

to undo the “refugee” as a political 

category, because this category is per-

ceived as destructive and nihilist. In 

the context of Palestine, but also in 

many other conflicts worldwide, the 

status of “refugee” is a manifestation of 

the unresolved and even of the un-re-

solvability of the conflict – without, 

that is, major political transformations. 

The demand for return is the one thing 

that in Israeli eyes threatens the very 

existence of the Israeli political/colo-

nial order.

“The war on refugees” is applied 

in two interrelated ways: direct mili-

tary force of destruction and killing, is 

often, if not always followed by devel-

opment attempts to decamp the ref-

ugees by the transformation of their 

habitat. This process of “development” 

based on welfare and architecture is an 

attempt to address an “unresolvable” 

political issue with a series of existing 

socio-economic means or even urban 

solutions.  

In the context of the “war on refu-

gees” we can think about the six-day 

occupation not only in territorial terms, 

but as the handing over of the manage-

ment of the Palestinian refugee prob-

lem from Jordan and Egypt to Israeli. 

In fact, between, ‘49 and ‘67 Israeli 

ambassadors to different states in the 

world and the UN did not stop to com-

plain about the fact that Palestinian 

refugees were not re-housed and ab-

sorbed, both politically and urbanisti-

cally, as citizens and into the fabric of 

cities. The occupation gave Israel the 

opportunity to show what it meant all 

these years. And indeed in fact the first 

plans that were drawn up after the 67 

occupation of Gaza and the West bank 

were not for Jewish settlements, which 

came only later. The initial plans were 

for refugee cities, which would be built 

for the Gaza refugees and move them 

into areas near Hebron, in the West 

Bank, into specially designed cities 

that would undo the collective expe-

rience and the refugee status. It had 

a behaviourist logic to it: if only the 

Palestinians could live better, have bet-

ter conditions, they would forget their 

political struggle. It was an attempt to 

address a political issue by the means 

of architecture. But these did not work 

out for various reasons, as there was 

internal conflict within the Israeli 

government.

The attempts to undo the refu-

gee took much more of a violent turn 

few years later: it was Sharon’s idea, 

the Haussmannisation of the refugee 

camps that took place between 1971 

and 1972, the creation of a new urban 

form through the destruction of built 

matter. It was always the perception 

of the Israeli security apparatus of the 

refugee camp as a rabble of people and 

materials – material to be designed 

and reconfigured to be better con-

trolled, so that the politics of resistance 

could be singled out and repressed. 

The refugee camps were not only seen 

as the location from which resistance 

was offered, but as the urban con-

dition that bred this very resistance. 

Sharon wanted to eliminate the camps 

once and for all.

The spectre of the reconstruction 

of Gaza was present in Israeli discus-

sions from the beginning of the at-

tack, it was discussed simultaneously. 

We will destroy and international aid 

will rebuild. Without this understand-

ing that international aid will clean up 

this mess – I doubt destruction would 

be allowed on this scale. It definitively 

didn’t happen on this scale when it was 

Israel that had to foot the bill for the 

cleaning. The territorial withdrawal 

allowed the increase of violence and 

destruction.  

We need to underscore the con-

tinuity of destruction and construc-

tion, and to see those not as sepa-

rate actions but as continuous ones 

that amount to the reconfiguration 

of the built environment – the way 

it is reconfigured addresses what is 

perceived as the political category 

of the refugee. And the category of 

the refugee goes beyond the imme-

diate context of the actions of Israel; 

it is more generally a destructive cat-

egory, the refugee is that which goes 

against and threatens the logic of 

state and borders, threatens the order 

of power. The refugee is that element 

which will both delegitimise and de-

stroy the state. Although officially 

most Arab states support and pro-

mote the maintenance of this cate-

gory of refugees – the very existence 

of the refugee also threatens their po-

litical orders. This might help connect 

this attack to the larger and ongoing 

“war on Palestinian refugees” in a 

wider historical/geographical context 

- from Zarqa [Amman 1970], Jebalya, 

Rafah and Shati [Gaza 1972], Sabra 

and Shatila [Lebanon 1982], Jenin 

and Balata [West Bank 2002] to Nahr 

el Bared [Lebanon 2007], and further 

to the kind of violence afflicted on ref-

ugee camps in the DRC at present.

This is also exemplified in various 

discussions that we have been hearing 

in the past years, for example within 

the different agencies that are dealing 

with Palestinian refugees. There has 

been many recent calls to dismantle 

UNRWA  as the agency that supposedly 

“perpetuates” the refugee problems by 

handing refugee cards to descendents 

of the people who themselves were 

transferred. The political and verbal 

attacks on UNRWA are strangely mir-

rored by the fact of military attacks 

against its facilities in Gaza.  

Eyal Sivan: And we also talk about the 

resolution of conflict, and if we are able 

to think about the figure of the refugees 

we can consider that the recent attack 

is an attempt to solve the Palestinian 

refugees problem. When you consider 

as the solution the notion of peace, 

peace becomes the solution also to 

the problem of the refugee, the refu-

gee is not anymore a problem, while 

a resolution to the notion of the refu-

gee also calls for a leaving of the refuge 

and coming back, it demands that the 

moment of peace be peaceful. I believe 

that we should think about exactly this 

element: why the refugee notion was 

not raised. Who are those people that 

are under attack? And remember that 

part of the exposure of the Gaza attack 

is also a denial of the region of the con-

flict, which is the original war crime, 

the ethnic cleansing and annexation 

of Palestine. Not identifying who are 

the people under attack allows the act 

of denial of the very beginning of the 

conflict, which is 1948 Palestine.

Eyal Weizman: In that sense, when 

we think about the question of recon-

struction this is what we hear con-

stantly: a few days into the war, a big 

meeting in the United Arab Emirates 

was held, and the first billion was al-

ready promised, the second billion is 

now also coming. This is not neces-

sarily a problem and its consequences 

could indeed be positive, definitively 

to many families whose livelihood will 

be saved; but how is this money going 

to be spent, and what are the long-

term consequences of the politics of 

reconstruction? We must be tuned to 

that. There are many ways of construc-

tion and the problem has a planning 

dimension to it.

In some bad examples reconstruc-

tion – namely when foreign aid is given 

for isolated housing clusters that frag-

ment and scatter the spatial and his-

torical continuity of the refugee camps 

– disrupts the refugee-ness as a polit-

ical and historical experience. These 

attempts to improve, to transform the 

built environment in which refugees 

live could be part of that attempt to 

undo the refugee as a political identity, 

i.e to depoliticise the refugee problem.

In 1951, for the first time the res-

idents of a tent encampment on the 

beach of Gaza were the first ones to 

receive pre-fabricated homes. People 

finally moved into them, but not with-

out controversy; it is this resistance to 

transformation, the constant suspi-

cion of refugees against improvement 

of their habitat – rather than the fact 

of not actually allowing for any trans-

formation (there is finally always an 

improvement) – that keeps alive the 

refugee as a political category. UNRWA 

builds extensions to refugee camps in a 

way that keeps the community intact. 

Other agencies are far less sensitive to 

these nuances, or else intentionally at-

tempt to de-refuge the refugee. If one 

understands that logic, one can see the 

current situation differently. This calls 

for a nuanced and urban thinking that 

is tuned to the communities that have 

been under such brutal and trauma-

tizing attack, and not only seeing re-

construction according to the Hamas/

Fatah divide.

What we want to leave you with 

is the non-obviousness of recon-

struction. This does not mean that 

building homes for refugees is by 

definition a bad thing, that improv-

ing the conditions on the ground 

would necessarily depoliticise this 

political subjectivity and identity. But 

it is a problem, and one that needs 

to be thought through socially and  

architecturally.    

“THE “WAR ON REFUGEES” 

ATTEMPTS TO UNDO THE 

“REFUGEE” AS A POLITICAL 

CATEGORY, BECAUSE THIS 

CATEGORY IS PERCEIVED AS 

DESTRUCTIVE AND NIHILIST.”

“AND SO WITHIN THIS 

WORDLESS, SPEECHLESS 

POSITION, WHILE I WAS 

WORKING IN THE LAST TWENTY 

YEARS IN THAT ZONE,  

THE ZONE OF CONFLICT 

SHIFTED, I BECAME THE ZONE 

OF CONFLICT.” 
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f, in a sense, the European project 

was an invention of the philoso-

phers, is this also true for con-

temporary Europe, for Europe 

of the European integration? 

What is the operational and the regu-

lative value of a philosophical concept 

in the political field? I will try to answer 

this question from the perspective of 

the philosophical and political debate 

on the End of History (a notion which 

I prefer to translate here, for reasons 

which will become clear with the devel-

opment of my argument, as the End of  

Politics). 

The Hegelian concept of the End of 

History reached its climax in the period 

after the fall of communism. It can be 

considered as the symptomatic con-

cept of the political thought in the last 

decade of the last century, especially 

after Francis Fukuyama’s book The End 

of History and the Last Man (1992). Is 

the debate on the End of History still 

relevant at the close of the twenty-first 

century’s first decade, a decade marked 

by the events of 11 September 2001 and 

twenty years after the fall of the Berlin 

wall? Can we consider the contempo-

rary transformation, or even crisis of tra-

ditional political projects, as symptoms 

of the End of History? During the last 

ALEXANDRE KOJÈVE AND THE END OF POLITICS
EUROPEAN PROJECT AND EUROPEAN PRAXIS

decade we have witnessed a process of 

discursive substitution, which has to be 

critically examined – the concept of the 

End of Politics gradually takes the place 

of that of the End of History. The decline 

or the End of Politics is on the one hand 

celebrated by neo-liberal theorists, who 

affirm the supremacy of economics 

over politics, as well as by advocates of 

the “Third Way”. On the other hand, it 

becomes the regulative horizon of the 

leftist philosophical criticism of modern 

forms of political power. Hence, the End 

of Politics appears as the new emblem-

atic figure of political philosophy. 

A central question in this respect 

would be – is the European project be-

coming a paradigmatic post-political 

project? 

Alexandre Kojève  

and the European Project 

Surprisingly enough, it seems that one 

departure point for a possible answer 

to the questions formulated above 

could be an investigation into the phil-

osophical and the political ideas of one 

of the most original thinkers of the last 

century, especially in view of the Euro-

pean construction: the Russian-born 

French philosopher, Alexandre Kojève. 

Alexandre Kojève was not only a cosmo-

politan intellectual mediating between 

the East and the West of Europe; he was 

(or pretended to be!), at the same time, 

surprisingly, one of the “authors” of the 

European political project. 

Aleksandr Vladimirovich 

Kozhevnikov was born in 1902 in Mos-

cow. After leaving Soviet Russia in 1920, 

he completed a thesis on the Russian 

religious philosopher Vladimir Soloviov 

under the supervision of Karl Jaspers 

in Heidelberg. In the 30’s Kozhevnikov 

moved to Paris where he acquired 

French citizenship and accepted the 

name Kojève. From 1933 to 1939 he 

taught his already legendary seminar on 

Hegel at the École Pratique des Hautes 

Études. The seminar was attended by 

some of the leading French philoso-

phers and intellectuals of the period: 

Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, Lacan, Bataille, 

Klossowski, Althusser, Queneau, Aron, 

Breton, and Hannah Arendt, many of 

whom were profoundly influenced by 

Kojève’s reading of Hegel. The seminar 

proposed an original reading of Hegel’s 

Phenomenology of Spirit, indebted to 

Marx and Heidegger, which emphasised 

the historical, anthropological and ex-

istential dimensions of Hegel’s seminal 

work. At the centre of his interpretation 

of Hegel, Kojève placed the negating ac-

tivity of man – synonymous with human 

desire – the driving force of the histori-

cal process as a process of overcoming 

and transforming the material world 

through labour and the struggle for 

recognition. Kojève’s seminar was pub-

lished by Queneau under the title In-

troduction à la lecture de Hegel, in 1947. 

After the war, Kojève’s friend Leo Strauss 

introduced his thinking to the United 

States, where he also influenced Allan 

Bloom and Francis Fukuyama.

Kojève was not only a mastermind 

of contemporary French and American 

thought. Quite unexpectedly for a phi-

losopher – a striking exception in the 

last century – Kojève quitted early – and 

irreversibly – the academic institutions 

in order to become one of the supposed 

mandarins of French and European pol-

icy. After the Second World War Kojève 

started to work in the French Ministry 

of Economic Affairs (where he remained 

until his death in 1968 in Brussels, 

during a European meeting). He had 

an indisputably important role in the 

construction of the EEC and GATT. Of 

course, it is quite possible that his role 

is exaggerated, but what most concerns 

me in this short text is the use of bio-

graphical fact as a symptom of a general 

movement, which radically exceeds the 

personal case: the transformation of the 

philosophical into political praxis as a 

founding movement for the modern 

political idea of Europe.

The End of Politics: Kojève as “Prophet” 

of  the Contemporary World

I will formulate the following working 

hypothesis here: according to the log-

ic of Kojève’s philosophy of history the 

European project is the embodiment of 

the End of Politics.

It is not at all a secret that the pres-

tige of the Hegelian concept of the End 

of History in the last century is due to 

Kojève’s influence: its contemporary 

use is profoundly indebted to Kojève’s 

Marxist interpretation of Hegel. Kojève 

saw the the becoming of Spirit as a ma-

terial historical process. From his per-

spective, the culmination of universal 

history, or the end of history, is the state 

of satisfaction of human desires. In that 

sense, the end of the Cold War was the 

structural precondition of the fulfilment 

of universal history and of the becom-

ing of universal society of freedom and 

welfare that makes political struggles 

meaningless, i.e. of the End of History. 

For that reason, Kojève suggests that the 

fulfilment of human productive capaci-

ties happens not in communism, but in 

capitalism, in the economic effective-

ness of the United States, which would 

be joined by the Soviet Union.  In other 

words, Kojève appears as the “godfa-

ther” of the “post-political era”, the era 

in which economic regulation replaces 

modern political forms. To the extent 

that – according to his Marxist-Hegelian 

vision – politics is determined by man’s 

struggle for recognition, the end of the 

Cold War thus implies the end not only 

of the political struggle but also of the 

political in its proper terms. From such 

a perspective, Kojève would appear as 

the political and philosophical “proph-

et” of the period following the end of 

the Cold War, the period which started 

twenty years ago with a revolutionary 

euphoria and immense eruptions of 

hope, and which ends up today with 

resignation, a sense of globalised failure, 

which has perhaps already engaged the 

irreversible process of the progressive 

destruction of our world: the period of 

“globalisation”. 

This is why I suggest replacing the 

concept of the End of History with the 

concept of the End of Politics. The di-

achronic historical perspective, a pro-

gressivist one, is apparently discredited. 

The End of Politics is a concept which 

speaks for a structural transformation, 

and not of a temporal reality, namely 

for the transformation of the modern 

vision of democracy into a post-polit-

ical project. I believe that this redefi-

nition would have an explanatory role 

as far as the contemporary neo-liberal 

and “Third Way” theories – typologi-

cally close to Kojèvian legacy – are con-

cerned. Kojève’s assertions can be seen 

on the one hand as arguments in favour 

of the neo-liberal ideas of a decline of 

politics; on the other hand, Kojève in-

fluences a radical tendency in contem-

porary political philosophy to reflect on 

the possibilities of stepping out of the 

modern forms of political sovereignty 

(Foucault, Derrida, Agamben, Esposi-

to). In other words, the implicit or ex-

plicit political critique of the philoso-

phers in question is also influenced by 

a vision of the “End of Politics”. In my 

view, both tendencies face unsolvable 

problems, related to the possibility of 

common action. How is action possi-

ble after the End of History and/or Pol-

itics? Giorgio Agamben, undoubtedly 

inspired by Kojève, is quite direct in his 

response: at the end of history, after the 

“fall of law”, the human state will be a 

state of “inoperativeness” (the geneal-

ogy of this notion could be traced back 

through Jean-Luc Nancy and Mau-

rice Blanchot to Raymond Queneau 

and Kojève). That is why, ultimately, 

the end of history will imply a return 

to the “animal state”, as announced 

The debate on the 
end of history is still 
relevant at the close 
of the twenty-first 
century, helping us to 
analyse the European 
post-political paradigm.
BY BOYAN MANCHEV

CHANGEUTOPIA!
We are currently running 
ChangeUtopia!: a process of 
six transnational debates in 
London, Paris, Berlin, Rome, 
Warsaw and Barcelona 
culminating in a final 
Congress in London in the 
month of May 2009.

More info: www.euroalter.com

YOU ARE INVITED TO:

BERLIN – Art in a Transnational World

Date: March 28 2009 / Venue: House of World Cultures

The appointment in Berlin focuses on the political 
potential of art and its relation to the question of 
transnational struggle and globalisation, exploring 
the production of individual and collective 
subjectivities in a transnational space currently 
characterised by consensus and the market.

Participants include Gianni Vattimo, Boyan Manchev (College 
International de Philosophie), André Lepecki (New York University), 
Oscar Guardiola Rivera (Birkbeck).
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“KOJÈVE WOULD APPEAR AS THE 

POLITICAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL 

“PROPHET” OF THE PERIOD 

FOLLOWING THE END OF THE 

COLD WAR, THE PERIOD WHICH 

STARTED TWENTY YEARS 

AGO WITH A REVOLUTIONARY 

EUPHORIA AND WHICH ENDS 

UP TODAY IN A SENSE OF 

GLOBALISED FAILURE.”
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by Kojève. Thus, through the me-

diation of Kojève’s thought, we not 

only find ourselves in the centre of 

the debates of contemporary political 

philosophy, but we also find a unique 

position from which to articulate a ger-

mane perspective of facing the actual 

political crisis or crisis of the political, 

and more specifically, the difficulties of 

the European project. 

The European Praxis

The world today is far from being the 

idyllic post-historical or post-political 

place envisaged by Kojève. Today the 

world alters before our eyes – and the 

most tangible result of the globalised 

politico-economical action in the 

(post-political?) age of financial cap-

italism seems to be the reduction of 

universal imperative and of the local 

places of justice. We have, then, urgent-

ly to foster a critical reflection on the 

vision of politics that carries the idea of 

an End of Politics. 

But there is also a positive dimen-

sion of “Kojève’s symptom”: we can 

identify within Kojève’s philosophy and 

personal gesture an indication of the 

possible way out from the paradox of 

the End of Politics. Kojève’s crucial in-

tuition is that the European question is 

a question of praxis, and it is precisely 

this intuition which is expressed by his 

radical decision to replace the École 

Pratique des Hautes Études with the 

Ministry of Economic Affairs. 

Politics is governed by the common 

praxis, or by the praxis of the common. 

And the common praxis is always polit-

ical. It is not necessary to go back to Ar-

istotle in order to affirm that the praxis 

of the common, i.e. the ways-of-do-

ing-together or the actualised-com-

mon-form-of-life is the originary di-

mension of politics. From this point of 

view, praxis is something completely 

different from the contemporary com-

moditisation of life, which, according 

(above)
G. Roland Biermann
APPARITION 21
Tritpych, 2004,  
Silver Gelatin Prints on Aluminium  
Di-Bond, 160 x 47 cm each, 
© G. Roland Biermann / Courtesy:  
www.myriamblundell.com 
www.grolandbiermann.com

to Fukuyama’s interpretation, func-

tions as a means of symbolic recogni-

tion in the post-historical world and 

is the unambiguous sign of the end of 

political struggle: consumerism as the 

peaceful triumph of capitalist individ-

ualism. Fukuyama’s lifestyle apologia 

is undoubtedly indebted to the famous 

Kojève footnotes to the second edition 

of his Introduction à la lecture de Hegel, 

where he suggests that the paragon of 

the End of History is not the animal 

state but the “Japanese snobbism”. 

There is still some meaning at the End 

of History, Kojève suggests: a purely 

aesthetic meaning beyond the political 

struggle, a surplus to the meaningless, 

effectively purified of post-historical 

economical regulation, as incarnated 

by the United States. 

Let us be attentive, then, to the pos-

itive resonance of “Kojève’s symptom”, 

and oppose its post-political sentence 

for Europe. Kojève’s gesture opens the 

question of the originary bound of per-

sonal ethos with the common praxis, 

which has the potential to oppose the 

individualistic visions of the “post-po-

litical ideologies”. Today, more then 

ever, we face the critical necessity to 

re-open the possibility of an affirma-

tive political action. Only a vision of 

common praxis as an affirmative polit-

ical action could open and govern the 

future of Europe.  

The present article is related to research 

work conducted as a Robert Bosch Fellow 

at the IWM
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M
arlene Dumas: 

Measuring Your 

Own Grave,” an ex-

hibition of over 100 

works currently at 

the Museum of Modern Art, New York, 

presents Dumas’s career-long explo-

ration of identity through the human 

form.  Despite the startling quality of 

Dumas’s work—saturated with images 

of corpses, sex workers, and disfigured 

babies—the retrospective proves to be 

much more than an exploration of the 

grotesque: it is a testament to the artist 

herself rather than her work.  Thankfully, 

Dumas is a striking individual, with a 

complex understanding of and compli-

cated relationship with identity.

The piece “Measuring Your Own 

Grave” (2003), from which the exhibi-

tion takes its title, encapsulates the sig-

nificance of Dumas’s personal biogra-

phy in her oeuvre. Beneath the inscribed 

text reading “measuring your own 

grave,” a figure, collapsed at the waist 

and with arms outstretched the width 

of the140 cm square canvas, takes a lit-

eral dimension of his or her own grave. 

It is a morbid image, signaling an ap-

proaching and accepted end.  Death is a 

common theme in Dumas’s work, rang-

ing from the ominous as in “De Wacht-

Kamer (The Waiting Room)” (1988) to 

the bloody as in “Dead Girl” (2002). For 

Dumas, the images she creates become 

her legacy and, collectively, a portrait of 

herself. In 2008, Dumas explained:

“I’ve been told that people want 

to know why such a somber title for a 

show?  Is it about artists and their mid-

life careers or is it about women’s after-

50 fears?  No, let me make this clear: It is 

the best definition I can find for what an 

artist does when making art and how a 

figure in a painting makes its mark. For 

the type of portraitist like me this is as 

wide as I can see.”

It cannot be overlooked—one must 

take measure of the fundamental role 

the human form takes in her work. For 

Dumas’s body of work is a composite of 

hundreds of images of bodies.

Through portraiture, Dumas con-

structs her own image as well as ex-

plores the theme of identity more gen-

erally. Just as she explores death, Dumas 

examines identity through the oppo-

site extreme—origin. Sexual imagery 

of pornography, erections, and vagi-

nas are presented along with images of 

pregnancy, birth and babies. The small 

painting, “Immaculate” (2003), frames 

a shadowed vulva between pale and 

ashen thighs and torso. While referenc-

ing Gustave Courbet’s “The Origin of 

the World” (1866), Dumas directly ad-

dresses the physical origin of life.  

Dumas also takes a more existential 

view of identity. It is the complementary 

ideas of origin and of belonging which 

reveal her unique biography and pro-

vide perspective on her subjects. Her 

approach is often political and femi-

nist, drawing from her personal his-

tory. Born in Cape Town in 1953, Dumas 

left at the age of 23 to attend art school 

in The Netherlands. Her departure 

from South Africa was voluntary, but 

as a white woman also political. While 

Dumas continues to live and practice 

in Amsterdam, she is well aware of her 

outsider status and the multiplicity of 

her identity. A self-described “alloch-

toon”, she demonstrates the complexity 

of origin and identity politics: “My fa-

therland is South Africa, my mothertou-

gue is Afrikaans, my surname is French. 

I don’t speak French.” This investigation 

of identity through the idea of belong-

ing—socially and politically—is clear in 

a number of paintings.  

Perhaps this is confronted most di-

rectly in “The Look Alike” (2005), where 

Dumas portrays the face of a young 

man who was mistakenly apprehended 

because of his resemblance to an indi-

vidual pursued on terrorism charges. In 

“Black Drawings” (1991-1992), Dumas 

assembles 112 ink and watercolor draw-

ings of faces. The title plays with ambi-

guity as the piece is drawn in black ink 

but also displays the faces of black in-

dividuals. Through providing 112 dif-

ferent faces, Dumas examines racial 

identity and representation. She con-

fronts sameness and difference within 

this grouping and takes away traditional 

subjectification of black individuals. 

This is particularly interesting consid-

ering Dumas’s profile as a white woman 

of South African origin who, whilst pro-

claiming that she is “always not from 

here,” benefits from white privilege, 

and also can overwhelmingly “pass” in 

Dutch society.

Dumas’s work provides a strong 

feminist narrative. Through repre-

senting the body, and manipulating 

the body in her exploration of identity, 

Dumas exemplifies how the personal is 

“DUMAS’S BODY OF WORK IS A 

COMPOSITE OF HUNDREDS OF 

IMAGES OF BODIES.”

political. Germaine Greer, noted scholar 

and feminist, describes the importance 

of the body stating, “The personal is still 

political. The millennial feminist has to 

be aware that oppression exerts itself 

in and through her most intimate rela-

tionships, beginning with the most in-

timate, her relationship with her body.” 

Dumas’s paintings of sex workers may 

come to mind, as the use of the body 

is so visceral, yet it is her 1977 “Don’t 

Talk To Strangers” mixed media piece, 

in which she takes fragments of private 

texts (real and contrived) to construct—

or refigure—a personal, yet public-

ly-displayed identity. It is one of her few 

works without an image of the human 

form.

The exhibition is organized some-

what thematically on two floors of the 

museum and this separation empha-

sizes Dumas’s choice of medium. The 

6th Floor galleries only contain paint-

ings and reflect Dumas’s deliberate pur-

suit of working in the medium. While 

other feminist artist worked in new 

media, Dumas’s decided to focus on 

painting in the early 1980s. This choice 

is a striking feminist act, challenging the 

gendered history of art.  She has said, 

“So I decided that instead of saying that 

in spite of the fact that I’m a woman, I 

also like to paint, I’d say I paint because 

I’m a woman, I paint because I’m a 

blonde.”

This purposeful yet self-amused 

approach takes on the burden of his-

tory in Dumas’s use of appropriation. 

At times she clearly alludes to histor-

ical male artists, as she does in “The 

Woman of Algiers” (2001), using Eugene 

Delacroix’s 19th century piece, “Women 

of Algiers” as a point of reference in sub-

ject and title.  She also takes on more 

playfully near contemporaries, such as 

Ad Reinhardt and Robert Ryman. 

Depicting the most intimate mo-

ments in life, Dumas creates im-

ages which linger in the mind. Yet 

in the end, the exhibition leaves 

you yearning for Marlene Dumas in  

the flesh. 

Marlene Dumas: Measuring Your Own 

Grave is at the Museum of Modern Art, 

New York through 16 February 2009.  It 

will then travel to The Menil Collection, 

Houston, Texas from 26 March – 21 June 

2009.

(far left)
Marlène Dumas
MEASURING YOUR OWN GRAVE, 2003
Oil on canvas

(left)
THE WOMAN OF ALGIERS, 2001
Oil on canvas

MOMA retrospective 
measures the political 
moments of the  
human form.

I PAINT BECAUSE I’M A BLOND:
MARLENE DUMAS’S FEMINIST EXPLORATION OF THE BODY AND IDENTITY

BY LOGAN ELIZABETH WERSCHKY
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THE AFRICAN FEMALE FORM BETWEEN TWO WORLDS
INTERVIEW WITH ANGÈLE  ESSAMBA
The photography of 
Angèle Essamba aims to 
construct a multiform 
image of African women.
BY SÉGOLÈNE PRUVOT

A
ngèle Etoundi Essamba 

was born in Cameroun 

and settled in 

Amsterdam more than 

twenty years ago. Her 

work provides an insight in the com-

plex challenges facing the formation of 

a truely cosmopolitan feminism: to in-

tegrate the attempts, views and needs 

of women who have very diverse ex-

periences, without imposing the views 

of one group, i.e. that of middle-class 

white European women. 

Europa: In your photographs, your 

main subjects are women, black 

women. Why did you choose to focus 

on them? 

Angèle Essamba: I wanted to challenge 

usual representations of black women. 

These representations often evoke exot-

icism of black women or show images of 

poverty, misery, submission and lack of 

autonomy. These representations have 

been totally constructed by European 

media. They also show African women 

in their traditional roles: that of mother 

and caretaker, of worker in the fields. I 

did not recognize myself in these im-

ages and it seemed vital to me to break 

with it and to apply another look on 

African women and on myself: the real-

ity is way more complex, it is multiform.  

Photographing black women is also 

a way to explore my own identity, their 

lives and bodies reflect, each of them 

in their ways, various experiences that 

I have been through. Many of my pho-

tographs are also self-portraits. I pho-

tography the human body because it is 

similar to me, close, intimate. It is also 

the medium by which transmission 

happens -transmission of life. Marks 

and traces on bodies also tell an inti-

mate story. 

Your last series of work is entitled ‘veil 

and unveiling’. Why did you choose this 

particular topic? 

This strand of work explores not only 

the Islamic veil but also all types of veils 

and scarves; it is a logic follow up of my 

previous works: it plays with materi-

als, fashion effects, weaving and move-

ments. I wanted to focus on strength 

and elegance or for instance on the sen-

suality with which some women wear 

the veil. The veil dares, invites and se-

duces because it allows the gesture of 

unveiling. A naked body is not necessar-

ily freer than a covered one.  

In some European countries, debates 

on the signification and admissibility 

of the Islamic veil have led to various 

forms of stigmatization and deliberate 

exclusion, which I want to challenge. 

In some of your works you use su-

perposition. Is there a symbolic im-

portance to that in relation to your 

themes?

The work on superposition helps ex-

pressing the fact that nothing is to-

tally “acquired” and defined for good. 

Superposition reflects the link and 

meeting between two realities, two 

worlds, between vegetal and human, 

between tradition and the contempo-

rary “me”. It allows playing with and ad-

dressing the question of roots, frontiers. 

What are your sources of inspiration?

The artists that have marked me are too 

numerous and various to be all named. 

They range from Robert Mapplehorpe 

to Rodin and sculpture. Most of my in-

spiration comes from my African herit-

age and from the fact that I miss Africa. 

The audience often believes my photo-

graphs have been taken in Africa, but 

95% of my work has been realized in 

my studio in Amsterdam. I photogra-

phy people I meet in the streets. They 

are also people who are in between, in 

between two worlds.  

Angèle Essamba’s photographs form part 

of the Femmes dans les arts d’Afrique 

exhibition at Musée Dapper,36 Rue Valéry, 

75116 Paris until 12 July.

Her work can be visualized on her website 

www.essamba-art.com
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A
rt is today trapped in the facile idea of in-

dividual ‘freedom of expression’, which 

merely produces the banality of media 

scandals and sensationalism, further wid-

ening the gap between art and life. Art 

now operates purely as a commodity. The tremendous 

success of the artist today has inflated his narcissistic ego, 

turning him or her into a celebrity able to entertain the 

public but devoid of any transformational power. 

All this is due to the failure of the historical avant-gar-

des. This failure was not inherent in the ideas of the 

avant-gardes themselves, but lied in the way the critical-

ity of the avant-garde was appropriated by the very forces 

it wanted to confront and change. The potential of the 

avant-garde to intervene in life and transform it is still 

there. But it must first liberate itself both from the artist’s 

ego and from where this ego leads art:  the bourgeois art 

institution. Art must now go beyond the making of mere 

objects that are displayable in the museum and/or sold as 

precious commodities in the market place. Only then can 

it enter the world of everyday life and contribute to its col-

lective energy.

Historically, the struggle of the avant-garde was to in-

tegrate art with life, to find ways by which individual cre-

ative processes could enter life’s own dynamic processes 

and become part of them. But it was only during the Land 

art movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s that there 

emerged, though paradoxically, a means of abandoning 

the making of objects in favour of an art of concepts. It was 

then that art went beyond Duchamp’s object-based ges-

tures and became engaged with the land or the earth itself 

– indeed, in a dynamic reversal of the readymade.  

The land had always been an object of the artist’s gaze, 

but this time the gaze did not produce landscape paint-

ing. On the contrary, the conception of land as art itself 

became an artwork. This was achieved by intervening in 

the land and transforming it as something that continued 

to remain part of the land, either as a stationary object or 

what would transform itself continually. But, again, what 

should have become part of the living process ended up 

in the museums as photographic artwork, as an object of 

the gaze

Some ten years later, Joseph Beuys tried to resolve 

this difficult paradox by suggesting that his tree-planting 

work (Kassel, 1982) could in fact become part of people’s 

everyday work. It offered a social model for the transform-

ative power of art, but his proposal of planting trees failed 

to go beyond the idea of art legitimised and contained by 

the bourgeois art institution. And although Beuys’ work 

opened a new space for art to move forward, it failed to 

resolve the problem of art trapped within both the artist’s 

narcissistic ego and the institution that will not allow art to 

become part of collective life. 

Although such radical ideas of the avant-garde failed 

– inasmuch as they were legitimised and contained within 

the individualism of artists –  the ideas themselves are still 

there to be taken out of their institutional closures. The 

ideas were of course appropriated and their true signifi-

cance aborted, turning them into institutionally man-

ageable objects, frozen in their temporalities. But ideas as 

knowledge can never be frozen or trapped, either as the 

absolute property of an individual or the institution. They 

can always be salvaged from history,  given a new context 

and made to move forward within the dynamic of new 

ECOAESTHETICS: ART BEYOND ART
A Manifesto for the 21st Century

BY RASHEED ARAEEN

Artists must return to occupy a 
central place in the social and political 
evolution of our common destiny. 

times and spaces. They can indeed be made to perform a 

radically transformative social function in the situation of 

humanity today.  

But in order to perform this function art must go be-

yond and integrate itself within the collective struggle of 

life today, and recover its true social function.

A piece of land can now be conceived as an ongoing, 

self-sustaining dynamic process with a movement gen-

erated from within, by its own agency, legitimising itself. 

This agency is not that of an individual, but is the col-

lective work of those who work on the land. It is this col-

lective work of the masses, not of nature as perceived by 

American Land artists Smithson and Morris, which con-

tinually transforms the land, producing an agency which 

is not only creatively productive but posits, philosophi-

cally, a progressive idea. 

 The phenomenon of climate change can be stud-

ied by scientists in their ivory towers, but the reality of its 

disturbing consequences is faced by all life on earth. The 

solution to this problem lies not in the theories of the ac-

ademics but in the productive creativity of people them-

selves, which can be enhanced through the intervention of 

artistic imagination. What the world now needs are rivers 

and lakes of clean water, collective farms and tree plant-

ing all over the world – something that was in fact initiated 

in Kenya by the 2004 Nobel Peace Prize Laureate, Wangari 

Maathai, a few years before Beuys’ proposal.  The aim of 

Ecoaesthetics is to bring both Maathai’s and Beuys’ visions 

together, in a unison that fills the gap between art and life.

Although it is extremely important to protect existing rain 

forests, they alone cannot reduce the greenhouse effects 

in the atmosphere. Only planting more trees can achieve 

this, for which enormous water is  required. This can be 

achieved by conceptualising the process of desalination of 

sea water as an ongoing continuous artwork, with its own 

dynamics and agency. The establishment of desalination 

plants around the world – which can be millions –would 

provide enormous quantities of water. Desalination of sea 

water as art is based on its potential to transform things. It 

comprises a complex cycle of continuous transformations 

of the sun’s energy; when brought into contact with water 

it becomes steam, which runs the desalination plants and 

produces fresh water, which in turn fertilise the earth, 

producing trees and plants. This phenomenon actually 

happens in nature. But when it is replicated through the 

combination of art, science and technology, its controlled 

results enhance the very phenomenon of nature that is 

replicated. The role of the artistic imagination here is to 

think, initiate and create not what is self-consuming by the 

ego from which the idea emerges, but what can transcend 

and transgress narcissism and become part of the collec-

tive energy of the earth. 

Art must, ultimately, liberate itself from the ro-

manticism of anarchic confrontation, from the prison 

of facile irony (Baudrillard), from the regimes of rep-

resentation (Ranciere/ Deleuze), in order to become a 

continuous movement in life’s natural processes and 

part of its collective cultural endeavours, finally be-

coming truly egalitarian.   
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On paradise Row

And much more...

DOSSIER: MIGRATION

W
e are trying to accelerate while stuck 

in neutral gear. The explosion in 

the numbers of civil society NGOs, 

think tanks, humanitarian actions, 

international media, ‘global’ forums, protests and meetings 

over the past 20 years following the fall of the Berlin wall 

has refined the demands and raised the awareness of 

new generations, but it has yet to produce any political 

project that measures up to the heights of their ambitions. 

As more and more problems are revealed to be ‘global’ in 

their complexity and implications, and become increasingly 

dramatic in their effects, this impotence is likely to become 

more and more frustrating, the gap between aspiration 

and possible action ever greater. Over the past 6 months 

we have seen and felt a new stage in this dislocation, with 

the spilling-over of both hope and anger at a global level. 

The G7 may have become the G20, the United States of 

America may have elected a leader exalted at least briefly 

in large parts of the Western World, but even we citizens 

lucky enough to live in the freer and more powerful parts 

of the world are, when we respond to global political 

problems we are passionate about, increasingly in the 

position of humble petitioners to our leaders, whether 

they are national politicians or unelected bureaucrats in 

international organisations. We have the feeling of rolling 

backwards from autonomy, rolling away from democracy, 

at the very moment when the interconnectedness of global 

society was supposed to assert itself. 

In a world where all the crucial political issues cross 

national borders, any new political project with the 

capacity to inspire will necessarily be transnational.  

And transnationalism goes hand in hand with the 

awareness of the increasingly cosmopolitan feel of 

European cities, providing a very tangible representation 

of the global migrations of the new century. Contributing 

to the articulation of such a project is one of the tasks this 

magazine and the organisation it represents have set for 

themselves, a contribution that this issue brings out over 

several connected articles. 

See Immanuel Wallerstein p.4, Etienne Balibar p.207,  
& Why Europe Matters p. 208. 
Dossier on migration p.210-214

N
ancy Fraser is one of the 

most radical critical theorists 

and champions of feminism 

working today. Her work on the public 

sphere, justice and equal participation 

engage with and challenge the emerg-

ing transnational political reality. In 

this interview Fraser talks about the 

challenge of transnationalism to public 

opinion in the fallout from the finan-

cial crisis, rethinking justice and pull-

ing back the potential of social move-

ments from the claws of neoliberalism.

IN THIS ISSUE
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BEYOND DEVELOPMENT: IL FAUT ÊTRE ABSOLUMENT MODERNE

B
eyond cyclical economic crises, 

beyond temporary ‘emergencies’ 

dictated by the life-cycle of media 

scoops, and beyond periodical 

appeals to the emergence of a 

new Asian ‘superpower’, an underlying structural 

transformation of geopolitical relations is clearly 

underway. The outcome of this process is in many 

ways unforeseeable, and certainly will not become 

evident in a matter of few years. It is a readjustment 

that takes place squarely in the long durée, evolving 

over and defined by the fluctuations of time. 

The catchword for the end-point of this process 

is ‘multipolar world order’, or a world where a 

‘system of continents’, a polyphony of countries 

or regional associations, breaks the hegemonic 

unipolarity of the post-1989 global order. The main 

engine for such transformation is the group of 

usual suspects: the China of accelerated economic 

development and global ambitions, the Brazil of 

ethanol production  

and biofuels technology, the India of Tata  

and electronics. 

When we take seriously the possibility of 

real geopolitical change on a global scale many 

new questions are raised and many old questions 

are reformulated. In a world where many ‘former-

developing’ countries begin to play the game of 

political competition and economic imperialism, 

former distinctions between the ‘centre’ and the 

‘periphery’ begin to blur. The evolution of Lula’s 

Brazil over the past few years is here a case in 

point; from hope of the new Latin American left, 

the country has been set on a developmentalist 

course with the clear aim of turning it into a regional 

superpower, with the priority of the ‘wealth and 

influence’ of the state silently replacing an earlier 

drive for social justice and equality. China, with its 

self-cannibalisation and self-colonisation, its neo-

colonial approach to exploiting African resources, is 

a clearer case still. 

But a multipolarity where individual nation 

states vie for economic and political supremacy is 

nothing radically new and nothing to be uncritically 

celebrated: the period of European imperialist 

expansion was in many ways a multipolar world, with 

the leading superpowers feuding over influence and 

resources. 

If it has to have any value, the slow movement 

from uni- to multi- polarity must be accompanied by 

a parallel transnationalisation of political practice, 

a parallel movement that transforms the objective 

of political struggle and efforts at development and 

progress from the ‘unicum’ of the nation, from the 

loneliness of the tribe, to the multitude of the world’s 

citizens.  

We approach this topic, the necessity and 

possibility of such transnational practice, throughout 

this and every issue of this journal. But in these 

few lines we can offer a different reformulation of 

the problem, through the question of the project of 

modernity. Against ongoing attempts to relegate 

modernity and its sister concept of progress 

to a conception of mere technical amelioration 

and material accumulation, it is more necessary 

than ever to fully appreciate and recuperate the 

critical spirit that lies at the heart of the project 

of modernity, its ability to shatter and open-up a 

different future.

China offers us a very good example. With 

the reformist course undertaken in the 1980s, 

which in the last thirty years transformed the 

country into one of the most fast-developing proto-

capitalist market systems, we witness the semantic 

transformation of the word ‘modernity’ into a 

signifier for sheer economic development. And in 

a country where egalitarianism was strenuously 

enforced over decades, we witness forceful attempts 

to transform the spiritual qualities of society to suit 

that developmentalist project, with the ongoing 

dismantlement of the moral-ideological framework 

of the past to make room for the neo-liberal theology 

of the free market, efficiency, and competitiveness. 

The creation of a new homo economicus goes 

hand in hand with the development of a Chinese 

capitalist economy, the drive towards consumerism 

and the primacy of wealth as a source of value and 

personal satisfaction creates the conditions for the 

emergence of a competitive Chinese economy. The 

trajectory is clear, the path is drawn in advance: 

catching up with the Western ‘centre’, increasing 

production, accumulating national wealth, improving 

military might to compete with and challenge the 

main international powers of the time. A quick walk 

through the streets of Beijing will make us notice 

the character xin, meaning ‘new’, everywhere from 

laundries to barber shops. But this is not the novelty 

of the modern, it is not the new of the unthought-of; 

‘new’ is the skyscraper, ‘new’ is the luxury car, ‘new 

China’ is an economically and politically empowered 

nation finally able to proudly play the Westphalian 

game of states competing for supremacy. 

But modernity is to be understood exactly 

as the opposite – modernity is the free flow of the 

spirit and its capacities to break and supersede 

the present limits of possibility. Modernity is the 

act of opening up the never opened, making-arise 

the previously hidden, giving-birth to that which 

never was. More simply, modernity is a process of 

transformation, a process that refuses to take the 

end as given, the route chartered. 

It is in this sense that today we must be 

absolutely modern. We must recognise that the 

hidden potential of the ongoing transformations of 

the global system will only yield a new and better 

future if that new and better future is imagined and 

constructed, and that construction will only come to 

be with a concerted, transnational, and in many ways 

radical reinterpretation of the hierarchy of values 

that hold our communities together. The crassly 

materialist and chauvinistically national declination 

of progress, of development, and in the end of 

nothing short of the meaning of the happy life, is 

what must return to the centre of our questioning. 

EUROPA is the journal of European Alternatives,
a transnational civil society organsiation 
advocating the emergence of a positive 
transnationalism in the cultural and political 
sphere, and promoting intellectual and artistic 
engagement with the idea and future of Europe.

European Alternatives organises events and
discussions internationally, along with the 
flagship London Festival of Europe each Spring.

You can find more information about us on 

www.euroalter.com
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A PROGRESSIVE EUROPEAN MIGRATION POLICY IS URGENT

T
he absurdity and lethality of European 

national policies towards migration 

has once again risen towards public 

consciousness in recent weeks, 

without any indication that national 

politicians intend to do anything other than continue 

to promote myths of national egoism and self-

sufficiency, whether or not covered by an often 

cynical sheen of humanitarian concern. In response 

to the humanitarian situation in Calais, the French 

interior minister disbanded the camp known as the 

‘jungle’, without any apparent provisions for the 

migrants dispersed, and denied the plans for a new 

detention centre announced by the British home 

office minister who seems to believe Britain has the 

special right to profit from a precarious migrant class 

but blame failures in administering to migrants on 

other countries. Meanwhile, Italy and Malta played a 

similar, ongoing, and by definition interminable game 

of shifting the responsibility for migrants found at sea 

between them, trying to avoid adding to the numbers 

in already heavily overcrowded and riotous detention 

centres. Italy was again condemned by the European 

Council for deporting migrants to countries which 

practice torture and for various acts of discrimination, 

to add to its condemnation for racism and disregard 

of human rights by the United Nations in March. 

Médecins Sans Frontières produced a report on the 

deplorable and inhuman conditions in detention 

centres in Malta. Most serious of all at least another 

200 people died in a capsized ship heading towards 

Italy, taking the total of those killed at the borders 

of Europe to over 14000 since 1988 (according to 

the newspaper review effected by fortresseurope.

blogspot.com).

There is nothing exceptional about any of this, 

nor about the public or political responses to these 

events. They simply add to the already convincing 

case for the desperate need for a coordinated 

European migration policy: the European Union is 

the only level at which the rights and dignity of the 

migrants could effectively be protected, the benefits 

and burdens of migration fairly distributed amongst 

the peoples of Europe, and at which partnerships 

for genuine development promoting both solidarity 

and mobility in origin countries could be most 

successfully run. Although there are some European 

policies that try to make these things a priority, the 

centre of political ground on the issue seems to be 

increasingly moving towards a securitarian agenda 

which has ever less to do with either human dignity 

or rights, and is ever more detached even from 

political realism.

The European Parliament adopted in April a 

report on a Common Immigration Policy For Europe, 

which places the emphasis on reinforcing border 

controls and the powers of FRONTEX, and continues 

to insist on the not only undesirable and unjust but 

also completely implausible policy that all ‘irregular’ 

migrants in Europe must be forced to return to their 

countries of origin. In the UK alone there are over 

50,000 irregular migrants. In Italy this figure is over 

10 times larger. In the whole of the European Union 

there are estimated to be roughly 8 million irregular 

migrants, and no matter how much the powers of 

those who control and police Europe’s borders are 

increased these numbers are unlikely to do anything 

but grow. Political priorities and political delusions 

seem to have changed little from the adoption of the 

Returns Directive in June 2008, which allows for the 

detention of people for up to 18 months simply for 

not being able to produce legitimating papers. 

A small potential saving grace of the report 

adopted by the Parliament is a clause inserted after 

much struggle, and much to the consternation of 

the Conservative parties, to propose that migrants 

should be allowed to vote in local elections, and 

become part of political parties and trade unions. 

This extremely meek proposal, which many more 

progressively-inclined Europeans might mistakenly 

suppose is already the case, would do something to 

address the internal borders of European political 

society which exist for, as many have underlined, 

the metaphor of ‘fortress Europe’ mistakenly gives 

the impression that the borders to Europe are 

merely geographical. In fact, European societies are 

protected, insulated and policed in a huge variety 

of ways, such that the borders run throughout the 

fabrics of everyday life. Even in a non-legislatively 

binding report such as this adopted by the European 

Parliament, however, our ‘European’ representatives 

still feel the need to specify that ultimately it is 

up to the member states of Europe to adopt such 

‘integration’ measures.

According to estimates by the Migreurop group 

(www.migreurop.org) there around 180 detention 

centres for migrants located in Europe, and an 

increasing number situated in North African and 

Middle Eastern countries and Turkey. The majority 

of these centres are closed to NGOs and other 

observers, and there are steps being taken to make 

it even more difficult for access in France and other 

European countries, whilst access to camps in 

non-EU member states is almost impossible. It is 

therefore unlikely that a migrant detained inside 

will have access to legal advice for protection under 

even the most basic human rights laws that exist at 

an international level. Access for external observers 

to these camps is an absolutely fundamental 

condition for Europe to be able to say it believes 

in upholding human rights at all, but such access 

seems to have been largely ignored in the European 

Parliament’s report.

Migration is widely recognised as the crucial 

worldwide political issue for the coming century, and 

there is no area of politics which in which it does not 

enter. Europe is the crucible in which these politics 

will largely be played out – it is therefore urgent that a 

coalition for a progressive migration policy in Europe 

at a transnational level be built and supported.

JOIN US
European Alternatives is dedicated to creating 
a community of activists. The organisation is 
run on a non-profit basis, aiming to spread 
an intellectually and aesthetically committed 
understanding of the meaning of a transnational 
project and the potentials of the European 
construction to as wide a public  
as possible.

Please join our organisation by becoming  
a member, and receive each copy of Europa 
straight to your doorsteps, free entrance to all 
our events, and complimentary copies of our 
perfect-bound journal.

VISIT: WWW.EUROALTER.COM/SUPPORT
TO BECOME A MEMBER

Ratcliffe on Soar 3
from the series: “Light After Dark” 
© Toby Smith www.shootunit.com
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FOR A BETTER WORLD BEYOND THE CRISIS
A crisis liberates  
the imagination.  
The uncertainty of 
the future allows for 
the emergence of real 
political  alternatives.
BY IMMANUEL WALLERSTEIN

T
he real crisis we are facing 

today is a structural cri-

sis in the capitalist world 

economy. It began about 

35 years ago and it is go-

ing to go on for at least as much. We 

are in a transition from this system 

to something else. The world revo-

lution of 1968 shook up the cultural 

realities of the world, but the under-

lying crisis is basically an economic 

crisis – it has to do with the fact that 

the capitalist world economy has had 

some standard measures of getting 

out of its repeated periodic stagna-

tion, which have worked for 400 or 

500 years, but what they have done is 

they have pushed the curve steadily 

upwards. You have to think of all sys-

tems as having a combination of cy-

clical rhythms which maintain their 

systemicity and secular trends which 

are the focus of continual change. 

Basically it has to do with how 

capitalists make money. Capitalists 

make money essentially because they 

produce for a lower cost than they 

can sell and use it for capital accu-

mulation. Now, the three basic costs 

of capital are personnel costs, input 

costs and taxation costs. The way we 

got out of each successive downturn 

in the world economy was to steadily 

increase each of these a little bit. Af-

ter 500 years we have reached a point 

where we are approaching the as-

ymptote, because the price for which 

you sell items is not infinitely extensi-

ble: you run against people’s unwill-

ingness to buy at certain levels. There 

is therefore a sort of upward curve; as 

long as it is at the 20% or 25% level 

it can go up to the 30% with a mere 

shrug of the shoulders, but when it 

reaches the 60% level or 75% level 

then you are beginning to shake ter-

ribly. This is basically how all systems 

work: it is how biological systems 

work, physical systems, chemical sys-

tems and the universe works, and the 

solar system works the same way. We 

are in that structural crisis. 

Many people misread the crisis 

because they misinterpret two nor-

mal phenomena as the crisis. The first 

is the Kondratieff B economic down-

turn. We’ve been in that since 1970 

more or less, it always escalates at 

the end, and we are at that end point. 

The other normal phenomenon is the 

hegemonic cycle, and we are at the 

point where the US has more or less 

exhausted its hegemonic advantages. 

Those two things are not a crisis - all 

of that is absolutely normal - they 

happen to coincide with this other 

fundamental structural crisis, which 

manifests itself as chaos and enor-

mous oscillations, and out of them 

comes a bifurcation. A bifurcation 

means technically there can be two 

ways of filling in the same equation, 

which you normally cannot do. But in 

social science terms it means the sys-

tem cannot survive, we can know that 

for sure, but what we cannot know is 

what will replace it. That is a big po-

litical struggle, it has been going on 

for a while, and it will now intensify 

and go on for the next 20 to 30 years. 

And the outcome is intrinsically un-

predictable. No-one can say who will 

win that struggle, but at some point in 

2040 or 2050, we will enter into some 

new system. 

The Kondratieff A phase – 1945 

to 1970 more or less – was the big-

gest expansion of the world economy 

in the history of the modern world 

system. And the Kondratieff B phase 

has been following absolutely normal 

patterns, with a shift to the relocation 

of no longer profitable major indus-

tries, a shift of attempts to acquire 

capital from construction to finance, 

rising indebtedness, rising unem-

ployment etc. All of that led to the 

most incredible expansion of debt in 

the history of the modern world sys-

tem. Suddenly the bubble burst, in 

fact several bubbles burst and we are 

all living in the consequences. Prob-

ably nothing can be done about it. 

It doesn’t matter if we follow Angela 

Merkel’s policies or the US policies 

under Obama. Neither the one nor 

the other is going to pull us out of this. 

We are going to go down in real terms 

for real people for a good period. This 

will take the form of a big deflation, 

and the alternative mode of deflation  

is runaway inflation, but that is also 

deflation. 

In this people are going to be 

hurt very hard, people who are at the 

bottom are going to be hurt the most 

because they have the least fat, so to 

speak. The major problem for govern-

ments today is to prevent uprisings. 

The way they will handle it is social 

democratic things: more healthcare, 

more unemployment insurance etc – 

just like Sarkozy gave in to the Guade-

loupians ... People are starting to re-

bel. It hasn’t gotten violent yet – but it 

will; it will be nasty all over the place, 

there will be right-wing reactions of 

all kinds, there is xenophobia in all 

societies....

What is lacking is a kind of coher-

ent, unified response across the world 

of what might be called the world left. 

There isn’t one, yet. That is part of 

their problem. That is part of the un-

certainty of what is going to happen 

in the next 10 or 20 years. There is no 

coherent centre, it is dispersed. But 

that is true on the other side as well.

The thing about a crisis is pre-

cisely that it liberates the imagina-

tion, it is the simple uncertainty of 

the future liberates the imagination. 

But that is what is so impossible to 

predict – where will it move? To speak 

for myself I think we have to try to de-

commoditise things that have been 

commoditised. I personally do not 

see why a steel company cannot be 

run like a hospital – not for profit, but 

for all sorts of other things. Maybe 

when the steel company shuts down 

someone will take it over and try that. 

I always say I don’t have the solutions 

in my right hand pocket ... I’m only 

trying to say things can be done.

I also have another way of putting 

this: the old philosophical debate in 

the Western world between deter-

minism and free will. This debate has 

been going on for several hundred 

years, the arguments have become 

standard, but I think that they should 

be historicised – it is not the one or 

the other, it is that when a system 

is operating ‘normally’, when it is 

operating according to the rules by 

which it was set up, then the system 

is very deterministic, in the sense that 

every time you pull away from the 

way things are normally done there 

are enormous pressures to return 

to equilibrium. In a structural crisis 

things are precisely opposite because 

the oscillations are so violent and 

so enormous and so unpredictable, 

so that we are actually in a situation 

of free will – it is the butterfly effect, 

every little butterfly effects at every 

moment where we come out, but no 

one can control all those butterflies, 

so every action every day has some 

impact. Globally that is a situation of 

relative free will – that is the plus of 

being in a structural crisis, that you 

matter much more than before.

With regards to Europe, we should 

focus on the decline of US hegemony 

and the emergence of multiple cen-

tres of real power, of which Europe is 

clearly one. Europe is trying to solid-

ify its reality. Within a European con-

text I have always been much more 

on the federalist side, I think their 

strength requires that they create 

much stronger political institutions, 

something they have not been able to 

do because they have been foot-drag-

ging at both ends of the political 

spectrum. From the national right, 

who do not want to give up nation-

al control over x, y and z, and on the 

left, or at least the left in the northern 

part of Europe, who have seen this as 

essentially somehow giving into the 

neoliberal Brussels bureaucracy and 

so forth. I have never understood why 

the left thinks they can win better in 

whatever their national sphere is than 

in Europe as a whole, but they do, or 

at least they do in northern Europe. 

The European Union is in a very cu-

rious situation right now, they have 

one great strength at the moment, 

the euro, which everyone who is not 

a member now wants to be a part of. 

Take the example of Britain: I’m im-

pressed by the degree to which Gor-

don Brown has tilted towards the 

European end of things. The crisis is 

such that in order to survive Britain 

needs to throw its lot in with West-

ern Europe, and it needs to become 

part of the euro. And I think they will, 

eventually.

Globally, the outcome of the cri-

sis is a struggle between the ‘spirit of 

davos’ and the ‘spirit of porto allegre’. 

It is a struggle between people who 

want to replace the capitalist world 

economy with a system that is also, 

perhaps more so, exploitative, po-

larising and hierarchical, and people 

who militate for a system that is going 

to be democratic and radically egal-

itarian. That is the political struggle 

the world is in.  

A sociologist, historical social scientist, 

and world-systems analyst, Immanuel 

Wallerstein teaches at Yale University

“I HAVE NEVER UNDERSTOOD 

WHY THE LEFT THINKS THEY 

CAN WIN BETTER IN THEIR 

NATIONAL SPHERE THAN IN 

EUROPE AS A WHOLE.”

Poder, Carnival Series,1972/76
150cm x 100cm, Edition of 7
© Carlos Vergara
www.carlosvergara.art.br
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THESES FOR AN ALTER-GLOBALISING EUROPE
In the context of an 
evident reshaping of 
global relations of power, 
and with the European 
Elections approaching, it is 
imperative to discuss the 
potentials and objectives 
of a real transnational 
political practice.

1
Now, more than ever before, 

politics, as Max Weber put 

it, can only be “global”. This 

does not mean that there 

is only one global politics 

possible: on the contrary there is neces-

sarily a choice between several politics, 

defined by their objectives, their means, 

their conditions, their obstacles, their 

“subjects” or “wills”, the risks they in-

volve. The field of politics is that of the 

alternative. If we posit that today all the 

possibilities fall within one trend to-

wards “globalization”, the question then 

becomes: what are the alternatives to its 

dominant forms? Can Europe be an “al-

terglobalizing” force, and how?

2 To claim that politics can only be 

global does not equate to saying 

that politics is not concerned with the 

condition and the problems of “people” 

where they live, where their life histo-

ry has placed them: on the contrary, it 

equates to asserting that local citizen-

ship has as its condition an active global 

citizenship. Every local political choice 

of economic, social, cultural, institu-

tional orientation involves a “cosmopo-

litical” choice, and vice-versa.

3 Europe’s place in the world today 

– in spite of a few vague diplomat-

ic impulses – is that of a dead dog that 

follows the water’s current, devoid of 

any initiative of its own. If not – given 

its economic and cultural “weight” – 

that of a dead elephant that goes with 

the flow. Examples abound: from the 

reform of the United Nations to the en-

forcement of the Tokyo Protocol, from 

the regulation of international migra-

tion to the resolution of Near and Mid-

dle Eastern crises or the deployment of 

back-up troops to the wars initiated by 

the US. Consequently, Europe lacks the 

means of resolving its own “internal” 

problems, including institutional ones.

4 That Europe has no global politics 

entails that there is no – or hardly 

any – global politics emerging from the 

BY ETIENNE BALIBAR

European nations. European nations 

thus have no – or hardly any – home 

politics presenting real alternatives. Na-

tional elections function in this respect 

as a trompe-l’œil, but one which fails to 

dupe everyone: hence depoliticization. 

Global issues therefore re-emerge in a 

purely ideological form: “the clash of 

civilizations,” and the like.

5 The causes of this situation are to 

be found within the evolution of 

historically inherited power relations 

that have been reinforced by the current 

state of affairs. But this evolution – that 

confers either a purely reactive or a sim-

ply adaptive function upon the “Euro-

pean construction” – cannot stand as a 

total explanation. We must supplement 

this acknowledgement with another 

one: there is a disastrous collective ina-

bility, amongst the majority of the Euro-

pean population, to imagine alternative 

policies and forms of politics, and this 

cannot be dissociated from the uncer-

tainty looming over the political identity 

of Europe. 

6 European identity – with regards 

to the legacy inscribed in the in-

stitutions, the geography, the culture 

that it must maintain – is faced with 

two problems whose solution will only 

be reached at the cost of conflicts and 

errors. On the one hand it must over-

come its East-West divide, which shifts 

position at different points in time, is 

associated with antagonisms between 

“regimes” and “systems” (not without its 

paradoxes, for example when “Western-

ism” spreads to the East following “rev-

olutions” or “counter-revolutions”), but 

never disappears. On the other hand it 

must find a balance between a “closed” 

Europe (therefore restricted, but within 

which limits?) that one may wish to ho-

mogenize, and an “open” Europe (not so 

much a Great Europe than a Europe of 

borders, acknowledging its constitutive 

interpenetration with vast Euro-Atlan-

tic, Euro-Asian, Euro-Mediterranean, 

Euro-African spaces). In order to go on, 

Europe must invent a variable geome-

try, a form of state and administration 

without precedent in history.

7 Facing the decline of the Amer-

ican hegemony in the world 

(which is relative, Europe must choose 

between two strategies, which will 

gradually entail consequences in every 

area of political and social life: either 

attempting to form one of the “power 

blocs” (Grossraum) that will compete 

with one another for supremacy over 

a new global configuration, or forming 

one of the “mediations” that will at-

tempt to give birth to a new economic 

and political order, more egalitarian and 

more decentralized, likely to effectively 

curtail conflicts, to institute redistri-

bution mechanisms, to keep claims 

to hegemony in check. The first way is 

doomed to failure. The second is im-

probable without a considerable degree 

of collective conscience and political 

will, rallying public opinion across the 

continent. What is certain is that the 

terms of the alternative cannot be con-

flated within a rhetoric of compromises 

between national and communitarian 

bureaucracies.

8 Between the “North”, which most 

of Europe pertains to, and the 

“South” (whose geography, economy 

and degree of state integration are in-

creasingly changing), there is not only 

an interdependence but a genuine rec-

iprocity of possibilities of development 

(or “co-development”). It is important 

to recognize this and turn it into a politi-

cal project. The fact that Europe was the 

starting-point for the “Westernization 

of the world”, in ways that were, to vary-

ing degrees, marked by domination but 

which today are universally challenged, 

represents in this respect both an ob-

stacle and an opportunity to be seized: 

these are the two sides of the “post-col-

ony”. Only a project such as this would 

allow for a balance to be found between 

a Europe focused on law-and-order, 

violently repressing the migrations it 

itself provokes, and a Europe without 

borders, open to “unrestrained” migra-

tion (that is to say, migrations entirely 

ordered by the market of human instru-

ments). Only this would allow for con-

flicts of interests and culture between 

“old” and “new”, “legal’ and “illegal”, 

“communitarian” and “extra-communi-

tarian” Europeans to be addressed. It is 

thus not an administrative but an exis-

tential priority.

9 Against the backdrop of the un-

interrupted Middle Eastern crisis, 

we pose the urgency of creating a polit-

ical space encompassing all the coun-

tries surrounding the Mediterranean 

– only such a space can offer an alterna-

tive to the “clash of civilizations” in this 

highly sensitive and crucial region. As 

for the Israeli-Palestinian question that 

is its epicentre, the extreme anti-Zion-

ist discourse should not be condoned; 

rather, concertedly and without delay 

Israeli expansion should be stopped and 

the rights of the Palestinian people rec-

ognized – rights that are officially cham-

pioned by European nations. More gen-

erally, this hotbed of wars and ethnic-re-

ligious hatred should be turned into a 

site of cooperation and institutionalized 

negotiation, with repercussions across 

the globe. It is, for obvious reasons, Eu-

rope that should take the initiative. 

1 0 Crucial to alterglobalization 

are the following legal and 

political projects:

- The democratic regulation of migra-

tion flows, therefore the reform regard-

ing the right to mobility and residence, 

still marked by national interests at the 

expense of reciprocity;

- “Collective security” and, correlatively, 

the penal responsibility of states and 

individuals regarding supranational 

affairs, therefore the reform of the UN, 

still held back by its support of decisions 

inherited from the Second World War 

and the logic of power;

- The reinforcement of the guarantees of 

individual freedom, minority rights and 

human rights, therefore the practical 

and legal conditions of humanitarian 

intervention.

- The merging of the instances of eco-

nomic negotiation and regulation, of 

those controlling tax evasion and those 

concerning social rights, so as to sketch 

out on a global scale a Keynesian model 

now dismantled on a national level;

- Finally, the prioritization of ecological 

risks over the other factors of insecurity 

This list is not a closed one, but it 

demonstrates how diverse and interre-

lated the elements now forming, on a 

global scale, the substance of real poli-

tics, are.

1 1 The above theses are mere-

ly propositions to orient and 

open a debate. Rather than presenting 

solutions, they are attempts to explicate 

contradictions that cannot be evaded. 

It is now a question of establishing the 

touchstones of rigour and integrity for 

a political debate in Europe today. And 

this debate will enable us, hopefully, to 

then supplement, clarify and modify 

them.   

“EVERY LOCAL POLITICAL 

CHOICE OF ECONOMIC, SOCIAL, 

CULTURAL, INSTITUTIONAL 

ORIENTATION INVOLVES A 

‘COSMOPOLITICAL’ CHOICE.”

G20 photographer
© Aidan O’Neill www.aidanoneill.com
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WHY EUROPE MATTERS
The last 6 months 
have shown both the 
anachronistic nature 
of the global status 
quo, and the lack of a 
political project that 
genuinely changes 
the logic of global 
politics. The European 
project, despite certain 
appearances, has the 
potential to introduce a 
paradigm shift to an era 
of transnationalism.

W
e are trying to 

accelerate while 

stuck in neutral 

gear. The explo-

sion in the num-

bers of civil society NGOs, think tanks, 

humanitarian actions, international 

media, ‘global’ forums, protests and 

meetings over the past 20 years fol-

lowing the fall of the Berlin wall has 

refined the demands and raised the 

awareness of new generations, but it 

has yet to produce any political pro-

ject that measures up to the heights 

of their ambitions. As more and more 

problems are revealed to be ‘global’ 

in their complexity and implications, 

and become increasingly dramatic in 

their effects, this impotence is likely 

to become more and more frustrat-

ing, the gap between aspiration and 

possible action ever greater. Over the 

past 6 months we have seen and felt a 

new stage in this dislocation, with the 

spilling-over of both hope and anger 

at a global level. The G7 may have 

become the G20, the United States of 

America may have elected a leader ex-

alted at least briefly in large parts of 

the Western World, but even we citi-

zens lucky enough to live in the freer 

and more powerful parts of the world 

are, when we respond to global politi-

cal problems we are passionate about, 

increasingly in the position of humble 

petitioners to our leaders, whether 

they are national politicians or une-

lected bureaucrats in international 

organisations. We have the feeling of 

rolling backwards from autonomy, 

rolling away from democracy, at the 

very moment when the interconnect-

edness of global society was supposed 

to assert itself.

 The heretical question in 

BY NICCOLO MILANESE

such a situation is to ask whether 

‘global society’ is itself a meaningful 

aspiration, and whether in such a so-

ciety either democracy or autonomy 

would be possible. There are many 

who see in all ‘globalisations’ exclu-

sively a loss of self-determination, the 

rolling back of long-fought-for social 

rights and the emergence of, at the 

one end, a cosmopolitan class above 

the concerns of the grounded plebe-

ians, and at the other a destitute ir-

regular migrant class administered 

from one detention centre to another 

before finally either being propelled 

back to the land they came from, or 

disappearing into a clandestine and 

precarious existence on the underside 

of more privileged societies. 

But in a world of global issues it 

is both cowardly and ill-advised not 

to have global aspirations, such am-

bitions are the precious threads that 

unite humankind. It is perhaps the 

‘society’ element of ‘global society’ 

that needs to be questioned more 

strongly. For there are limits to how 

much social partners can achieve in-

dependently of political powers, at 

least in current conditions, and al-

most all of these political powers re-

main resolutely national in their con-

stitution. This is, needless to say, even 

the case of that most ‘global’ of insti-

tutions, the United Nations, in which 

each nation state has a vote in the 

General Assembly and only privileged 

or elected nation states in its other 

organs. The World Bank and the IMF 

are also structured in such a way that 

their members are nation states. In 

an age which takes as a primary motif 

the recognition of political problems 

which cross national boundaries, it 

is startling that the nation state re-

mains so widely unchallenged as the 

primary locus of political authority. 

If international institutions seem un-

democratic, if citizens feel they do not 

have any say over their own destinies, 

or choice about the world they live in, 

then this antinomy is surely a good 

place to start.

The only existing political en-

tity which does meaningfully chal-

lenge the nation-state system is the 

European Union. To take a recent ex-

ample, the G20 of the world’s most 

powerful economies, in distinction 

to the other international institutions 

mentioned, consists of only 19 na-

tion states and the European Union. 

This, of course, is completely unfair 

(not to mention the exclusion of the 

other 170 countries), because it means 

that France, Germany, Italy and the 

UK are effectively represented twice. 

According to the logic of the aims 

of the G20, however, the exclusion 

of the European Union would have 

been nonsensical: it is the most pow-

erful single market in the world, and 

has powers that are to a large extent 

independent of the nation states in 

how it regulates that market. What this 

fact alone means is that the European 

Union has an enormous unrealised 

potential as a transformative power in 

global politics.

As the most powerful trading bloc 

in the world, the European Union 

could be a positive force for social 

justice in the real functioning of the 

world economy. If it were to enforce 

decent work standards, such that it 

would not allow the sale of goods that 

are produced under exploitative con-

ditions, whether they were produced 

in the EU or outside of the EU, then 

it would be an immense force for the 

positive improvement of work stand-

ards throughout the world. Likewise 

the European Union could enforce 

environmental standards so that it 

is impossible or very much more ex-

pensive to buy goods produced in en-

vironmentally damaging ways. At the 

moment a European consumer has to 

pay more if she chooses to buy a prod-

uct that was not produced under con-

ditions of exploitation, and pay more 

if she chooses a product that does not 

do as much damage to the environ-

ment – this is a damning indication 

of the values currently underlying the 

European free market. 

If the European Union were to 

introduce an international financial 

transaction tax resembling a Tobin Tax 

for all currency transactions carried 

out in Europe, if it were to introduce 

a cap on salaries, if it were to clamp 

down on tax havens, all of these would 

force real change in the global finan-

cial economy because other countries 

would simply be forced to react. No 

European nation state acting on its 

own has so much influence, and none 

of these policies could effectively be 

introduced at the national level alone. 

Campaigning for these measures to 

be introduced at a global level is en-

tirely justified, but there is no global 

actor who can implement and enforce 

them, and without a radical change 

to the current logics of international 

power, any such ‘global’ actor would 

be the puppet of the most powerful 

nation states behind it. 

But the European Union not only 

has the powers necessary to enact 

these reforms at least in its own 

market, but also has the potential to 

change the logic of international re-

lations and negotiations themselves. 

International negotiations are cur-

rently played out according to a fic-

tion that the fate and interest of each 

nation state is independent from 

every other. Each ‘national’ negoti-

ator is supposed to represent an ex-

clusive, territorially-defined citizenry, 

the destiny and interests of which 

is supposed to be exhausted by the 

interests of the nation state. This is 

not only an increasingly untrue fic-

tion - as more and more people have 

personal connections with several 

different countries, as multination-

als operate by definition in several 

nation states, and as the world fi-

nancial economy is increasingly in-

terwoven – but it is also a blinkered, 

pessimistic and materialistic vision 

of inescapable human division and 

conflict. Furthermore, it has the im-

plication that the more economically 

and militarily powerful nation states 

inevitably control the negotiations. 

If the conservative demands that the 

European Union should be defined 

by its geographical borders are effec-

tively resisted, it could define a new 

notion of citizenship less anchored in 

the fiction of national boundaries. If 

the European Union were to choose 

to operate not only in the inter-

ests of each of its nation states (and 

some nation states more than others) 

but rather in the interests of its peo-

ples, and if it realised that amongst 

its peoples are not only citizens 

whose lives are entirely contained in 

their nation states, but peoples with 

“THE EUROPEAN UNION  

HAS AN ENORMOUS  

UNREALISED POTENTIAL  

AS A TRANSFORMATIVE  

POWER IN GLOBAL POLITICS.”

“THE ONLY EXISTING 

POLITICAL ENTITY WHICH DOES 

MEANINGFULLY CHALLENGE 

THE NATION-STATE SYSTEM IS 

THE EUROPEAN UNION.”
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connections with the whole 

world, that it has a citizenry in a state 

of continual flux and change, then the 

configuration of the European Union 

could shift the logic of global rela-

tions. It would effect a paradigm shift 

from necessarily unequal negotiation 

between nation states each based on 

the fiction of exclusive citizenships, to 

intrinsically multilateral negotiations 

in which each negotiator is not only 

representing the short-term interests 

of those he currently represents, but 

is forced to consider those he may po-

tentially come to represent in the fu-

ture, no matter where they are from. 

This outcome has to be fought for, 

and there are strong forces opposing 

it, but at no other level of politics is 

such a shift a potentiality. It would 

no longer make sense to try count 

the members of the Group of most 

powerful economies (be it the G2, the 

G7, the G20, the G180...), it would be 

a question of forcing each of the ne-

gotiators to think increasingly in the 

interests of all humanity.

These arguments for why Europe 

should matter for those who care 

about global politics could be mul-

tiplied, including environmental, 

human rights, gender equality and 

peace concerns. On the right is a box 

of just some of the possible policies 

that could be adopted at a European 

level, impossible at the national level, 

and which would contribute to a gen-

uine paradigm shift in the global sta-

tus-quo from a logic of national com-

promise to a logic of transnational 

aspiration. It is in these senses that it 

is not so much of an exaggeration to 

say that for an individual in Europe 

wanting to militate for a different un-

folding of our common global future, 

Europe is the last remaining utopia. 

Yet one month before the 

European Elections in June, with 

confidence in the EU at rock-bot-

tom and a likely record-low turnout, 

attaching so much importance to 

the Europe as a potential actor for 

historic change seems deluded. Not 

only does the European Union seem 

to be impotent in global politics, but 

when it does act it often tends to do 

so in favour of maintaining the sta-

tus quo, even to promote a politics 

many would call ‘neoliberal’. In the 

face of the financial crisis, for exam-

ple, it proved incapable of agreeing 

on a rescue package for its more vul-

nerable members, such as Hungary, 

Latvia, Lithuania, which have all had 

recourse to the IMF instead as guar-

antor for state borrowing, on terms 

which neither promote investment 

in social justice nor welfare. Several 

judgements in the European Courts 

over recent years have favoured mul-

tinationals rather than workers. In 

the face of flagrant discrimination 

against migrants in countries like 

Italy, the European Union has been 

unwilling to enforce the standards 

of human rights it claims to repre-

sent. It was apparently impotent in 

dealing with the recent Gaza crisis, 

and other military crises in Congo. 

This list could be extended. What is 

important in such a situation is to 

understand why an institution so 

powerful on paper and which has 

so much potential for transforming 

the global political landscape both 

seems impotent and only provokes 

either apathy or antagonism to its 

very existence amongst so many peo-

ple. There is a veritable new industry 

of research into these questions in 

universities, in think tanks, and in 

civil society, much of it funded by the 

European institutions themselves, 

but to us the answer seems straight-

forward: there is no visible political 

party or wide-ranging civil-society 

coalition promoting an alternative 

and progressive European politics at 

a transnational level. 

This is not to say that there is 

no difference between the major 

European political parties that exist 

and are taking part in the elections 

next month. Nor is it to say that the 

European political parties do not 

have very much power in Europe 

and are therefore irrelevant. The 

European parliament effectively 

has the power to elect the European 

commission, and it has the right 

to veto legislation proposed by the 

Commission. The Party of European 

Socialists promotes a much more 

socially progressive European pol-

itics than the dominant European 

Peoples Party. The European Left and 

the European Green parties promote 

more radical policies. But all of these 

parties are federations or coalitions 

of national parties. They do not have 

the structure necessary to pull politi-

cal authority and attention effectively 

away from national politics. This has 

the result that although it is estimated 

that 60-80% of legislation effecting 

European citizens originates from 

the European Institutions, it is only 

discussed when it enters national 

legislation, at which point it invari-

ably seems like an imposition from 

outside. 

There are also various campaigns 

“IT IS NOT SO MUCH OF AN 

EXAGGERATION TO SAY THAT 

FOR AN INDIVIDUAL IN EUROPE 

WANTING TO MILITATE FOR 

A DIFFERENT UNFOLDING 

OF OUR COMMON GLOBAL 

FUTURE, EUROPE IS THE LAST 

REMAINING UTOPIA.”

•  MORALISE GLOBALISATION: Europe is 
the most powerful single market in the world. 
If it enforced decent work, human rights and 
environmental standards for all goods produced 
in Europe, and all goods imported into Europe, it 
would both improve the global situation in each of 
these areas and force other states to adapt.

•  GLOBAL FAIR TRADE: Europe is the world’s 
largest trading block, with a coordinated trade 
policy and a single representative at the WTO. 
This position is currently used to reap commercial 
advantages, but could instead be exercised 
to establish a mandatory fair trade regime for 
all goods imported into Europe. Likewise, a 
reorientation of the prerogatives of European 
trade policy could significantly contribute to 
international development through coordinated 
financial and know-how transfer to countries of the 
global South. 

•  PROVIDE A DEMOCRATIC ALTERNATIVE TO 
THE IMF: if the European Union agreed on a rescue 
package for members states of the European Union 
which have been victims of the financial crisis, and 

made this rescue package both more democratic 
and more socially just than those proposed by 
the IMF, it would not only help people in Europe, 
it would also provide a positive example for the 
democratisation of the IMF and World Bank.

•  INTRODUCE A TOBIN TAX: An effective 
transaction tax on currency speculation could 
only be implemented transnationally. There have 
already been proposals for the European Union to 
adopt such a tax, but they have been rejected by 
the European Central Bank.

•  ADOPT AND ENFORCE A MIGRATION POLICY 
THAT PLACES HOSPITALITY AND HUMAN 
DIGNITY AT THE CENTRE OF ITS CONCERNS: 
European legislation on migration and detention 
has been becoming more repressive, at the same 
time as human rights abuses and discrimination 
are tolerated on Europe’s borders. By transforming 
this situation and working with home countries of 
migrants, Europe would show that supra-national 
institutions do not simply serve to protect the 
interests of national citizens, but that another way 
of conceiving politics is possible.

Both images:
Untitled from Submerged Series, 2008
© Victoria Emes www.victoriaemes.com

and civil society organisations that 

work at European level, but they re-

main issue-specific, technical and 

often have the dull bureaucratic 

outlook which many consider to be 

contagious in Brussels. They lack the 

capacity to inspire sufficient imag-

ination of the possibilities of a new 

society to even effectively critique the 

outmoded status quo.

The political energies unleashed 

in recent months have shown the 

anachronistic nature of the global 

logic of political power but also the 

insufficient logic of ‘global civil so-

ciety’, which lacks any project for 

transforming the global status quo, 

and remains largely issue based, 

even in its more popular and influen-

tial manifestations. Europe matters, 

then, because it is the level at which 

any genuinely innovative political 

and cultural project which seeks to 

change the dominant global logics of 

contemporary politics must articu-

late itself if it is launched by those of 

us in this part of the world. It matters 

because it is the only existing political 

engine which can drive this project 

beyond the exclusionary and anach-

ronistic logics of the nation state sys-

tem. And it matters because if it is ig-

nored by those who care about global 

politics it will subsist in its stultifying 

greyness and be a deadweight on our 

dreams.    

Alternative European 
Transnational policies
As an illustration of the potentials of transnational politics at a European level, here are several 
policies that the European Union could adopt to influence the shape of global politics. They are not 
a manifesto, they are simple illustrations of an alternative European politics.
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DOSSIER:

T
aking up agency on behalf 

of personae non graate – 

the often nameless, un-

recognised and forgotten 

ones - Fazal Sheikh’s im-

ages put focus onto their plight. In 

contrast to the repetitive sensation-

alist mass-media depictions of hu-

manitarian crisis that shape our per-

ceptions of others, his personalised 

encounters counteract this hyper-vis-

ibility increasingly responsible for 

the dehumanisation of the figure of 

refugee and immigrant in the media. 

The black-and-white naturally lit im-

ages generate forms of recognition 

that work against identification of the 

refugees as the other. Repositioning 

its subjects as the ones who mat-

ter, Sheikh frames his own visibility 

to put forward their recognition as 

individuals. The photographs are 

accompanied by personal histories 

narrated by the subjects, which en-

courage us to embrace the refigured 

image of the refugee as a victim, as 

human, as one of us. By appropriat-

ing the figure of a refugee in a way 

that functions to omit the differences 

between the ways of being displaced 

Sheikh sets out to contest their ex-

clusion by revealing how it is consti-

tutive of inclusion. 

However, universalising the condition 

of displacement as something we all 

experience fetishises the figure of the 

refugee. This draws attention to the 

difference between being a refugee 

and the figure of the refugee. Sheikh’s 

portraits address this critical issue by 

transforming the refugee, the abject 

underside of the already politically 

existent and what Imogen Tyler calls a 

figurative mirror for the subject’s own 

disavowed exclusion/displacement 

to the figure of the refugee that offers 

us resources with which we might 

re-imagine ourselves. 

Sheikh ends ‘The Victor Weeps’ 

a book on Afghan refugees in the 

camp in Northern Pakistan with 

images of Afghan children born in 

exile. Differing from the other por-

traits in the book they are not ac-

companied by texts and they have no 

names. Their faces betray nothing; 

their empty gazes offer no insight. 

These children are the bare life.  

They have no stories, no memory of 

home. For them home and exile is 

interchangeable. 

Disturbingly apathetic to identities, 

happiness, love, life and civility, the 

camps they were born into are zones 

of indifference. The children are 

found within it routinely passing from 

order into disorder.  Remaining with-

out destination, they inhabit a limbo 

suffering from a penalty for which 

they could not make amends…  

Abdul Manam’s neice and 
nephew, born in exile, Afghan 

refugee village, Khairabad, 
North Pakistan, 1998.

© Fazal Sheikh 
www.fazalsheik.org

HIDDEN FACES
BY NADJA STAMSELBERG
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T
he centre of detention 

for “illegal” immigrants 

on the Italian island of 

Lampedusa has become 

the most infamous sym-

bol of the ill-treatment inflicted by 

Fortress Europe on “boat people” 

coming from the African continent.

The “illegality” of these immi-

grants is not what the label proclaims, 

or what other terms such as “foreign-

ers in an irregular situation” pretend. 

It is an illegality decreed according 

to a categorisation worked out by a 

European Union that has all but abol-

ished the “legal” immigration of peo-

ple originating from the African conti-

nent. It is not the violation by interned 

people of a legality that respects 

human rights, but rather the conse-

quence of a denial of human rights 

by the sovereign power. The people 

detained at Lampedusa, like those 

in other European detention centres, 

are denied from the start the “right to 

hospitality”, i.e. the central element 

of cosmopolitan right according to 

Immanuel Kant, who defined it as the 

“right of a stranger not to be treated 

as an enemy when he arrives in the 

land of another”.

The “right of visit” 

(Besuchsrecht), in other words 

the right to free circulation, which 

Europe grants citizens of rich coun-

tries whom it welcomes without the 

prerequisite condition of a visa, is 

denied to nationals of poor coun-

tries – those same countries which 

Europe had annexed under colonial 

status, subjugating their popula-

tions until as recently as a few dec-

ades. To be sure, Kant explained, the 

right of visit does not amount to a 

right of settlement: in other words, 

the visitor cannot invoke a right to 

settle permanently in the visited 

country and to benefit thus from the 

advantages enjoyed by the natives. 

Note, however, that those who argue 

against the idea of a right of immi-

gration in accordance with this dis-

tinction do not demand in general 

the recognition of the right of visit, 

or “right to hospitality”, which they 

do not call into question.

On the other hand, when it 

comes to nationals of the African 

continent it is not a matter of a gen-

eral right to settle – which Europe 

recognises de facto for nationals of 

rich countries. Europe does this for 

the latter under the pretext of a rec-

iprocity which it does not accept as 

a sufficient condition for the numer-

ous poor countries that would gladly 

agree to a reciprocal right to settle. 

But then instead of reciprocituy, 

what should be invoked is a right to 

reparation, in compensation for the 

pillage of the African continent by 

the Europeans, whether in the guise 

of direct pillage carried out during 

the long colonial ordeal or in the 

guise of indirect pillage by means 

of unequal exchange since decol-

onisation. It is this combination of 

pillage and subjugation that has 

created “underdevelopment” as a 

lasting condition, which it is difficult 

for Africa, just like the rest of the for-

merly colonised world, to overcome 

solely by their own efforts within a 

global system that is hierarchical by 

essence.

In compensation for the long pil-

lage and the crimes against human-

ity which Europe and its offspring 

in the Americas committed against 

the countries and populations of 

colonised continents, elementary 

justice requires the combination of 

two actions : an unrestricted right 

of visit for nationals of impoverished 

continents (as well as the strict re-

spect for the right to asylum for 

persecuted people) and a massive 

plan of development funding and 

technology transfer benefitting for-

merly colonised countries, along 

with the massive education of their 

nationals inside their own countries 

as well as in Europe. Short of recog-

nising a right to settle to the people 

it colonised formerly, – that is to say 

the obligation to give them a job 

or a minimal revenue upon arrival 

– which would represent anyway a 

poor compensation for the historical 

injustice since it could concern only 

a minority of the formerly colonised 

people, Europe has the obligation 

to provide these countries with a 

massive amount of aid, and not the 

derisory crumbs which it gives them 

presently (much less than 1% of its 

GDP), so that they can overcome 

their underdevelopment.

By putting as only conditions 

of this aid the respect for human 

rights and democracy, Europe would 

finally fulfil the “civilising mission” 

which it hypocritically assigned itself 

when it imposed its barbarian yoke 

on its colonies. The development 

of former colonies is the only way, 

both just and efficient, to reduce 

the human haemorrhage from which 

these countries suffer – a haemor-

rhage which is particularly costly be-

cause, as we know, those who emi-

grate are in majority people who are 

most needed for local development. 

This loss is hardly compensated by 

the monetary remittances of the mi-

grants to their countries of origin.

A Marshall plan for the former 

colonies would be in the interest of 

Europe itself and of humanity as a 

whole. In these times of grave global 

economic crisis, a crisis which many 

are predicting to be of the same in-

tensity, if not worse, as the Great 

Depression of the interwar years, 

there are two sure ways out : either a 

new world war similar to that which 

put an end to the depression of the 

1930s – this option is fortunately 

impossible because it would anni-

hilate humanity – or a global “war 

against poverty”, a true effort on the 

same scale as a world war, and not 

the masquerade that Tony Blair and 

his homologues thus christened. 

This would be, of course, a “war” of 

a very unusual type, since it would 

“WE NEED A MASSIVE PLAN 
OF DEVELOPMENT FUNDING 

AND TECHNOLOGY TRANSFER 
BENEFITTING FORMERLY 
COLONISED COUNTRIES.”

have to begin with a massive reduc-

tion of military expenditure and the 

recycling of these funds in the bene-

fit of global development.

Resuming its economic growth, 

Europe would then be able at the 

same time to welcome once again 

the masses of immigrants from the 

third world that are indispensible 

for its own development as a conse-

quence of its demography.  

Gilbert Achcar is Professor in 

Development Studies at the School 

of Oriental and African Studies at 

the University of London.

On Fortress Europe and the way it 

treats immigrants, see the remarka-

ble multi-language website:  

http://fortresseurope.blogspot.

com/

Europe must recognise the 
unconditional right to visit 
of citizens of formerly 
colonised countries.  
At the same time, it must 
become the motor of a  
new transnational drive  
to development and 
poverty reduction.

THE RIGHT TO MOVEMENT  
AND THE RIGHT TO DEVELOPMENT

BY GILBERT ACHCAR

Hamid Reza is a homeless Iranian 
asylum seeker sheltering in a bus 
stop in northern England.  
Hamid believes if he returns to  
Iran he will face the death penalty.
2005 © Tom King www.tom-king.info

HIDDEN FACES OF MIGRATION
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I
n the contemporary stage of 

globalisation, immaterial fi-

nancial capitalism has suc-

ceeded industrial capitalism, 

while the production of global 

capitalism is characterised by the 

absence of a world government, of 

a global political schema, of laws, of 

constraining rights, and is instead ad-

ministered by the ‘shock treatments’ 

of economists, politicians and the 

military. Neither charters nor con-

ventions can cover over the political 

emptiness and absence of laws, even 

if, step by step, they are the way in 

which a global political schema, law 

and rights are being constructed. The 

deregulation of rights in the world of 

work has been carried out by private 

agreements between multinational 

enterprises, which are trying to un-

dermine the State system and rights 

in relation to work, leading to the 

transformation of work relations into 

simple precarious mandates. In these 

conditions what happens to human 

kind, called to constitute itself and its 

world? What happens to work, which 

was considered by Marx as the pos-

sibility of human emancipation? What 

happens to the common goods nec-

essary for human survival?

The actual stage of globalisa-

tion, which Zygmunt Bauman calls 

‘liquid capitalism’, has brought about 

the instability, the fluidity of labour 

relations, precarity and economic 

and political chaos. Financiers spec-

ulate on subprimes, gold, primary 

materials and even foodstuffs, caus-

ing the prices of even elementary 

foods to rocket. We are seeing hun-

ger riots in Argentina, in Mexico, in 

the Philippines, in Egypt, in Burkina 

Fasso, and so on. In these riots hun-

ger shows its real face. It is not a 

question of lacking food, it is a ques-

tion of lacking the right to access to 

food that is necessary for life. Even 

humanitarian action is coming to its 

Instead of speaking of 
a global humanitarian 
catastrophe, we should 
speak of political 
phenomena humans 
control. We need the 
terms of de-globalisation 
and de-democratisation.

THE STATUS OF HUMANS  
AND THE SENSE OF WORK

BY MARIE-CLAIRE CALOZ-TSCHOPP

limits. “Instead of giving a bowl of 

rice to a hungry child, we are now giv-

ing him only half” declared a spokes-

person for the World Food Program, 

who has seen the price of food soar 

(+57% since June 2007).

Must we then speak about an 

‘economic and humanitarian tsu-

nami’, to use the terms of Louis 

Michel, the European Commissioner 

for development? The choice of 

words is not neutral in debates sur-

rounding the politics of development 

and immigration. Such a vocabulary 

suggests that the problem is thought 

of according to categories which can 

be called the ‘metaphysics of ca-

tastrophe’. But instead of talking in 

terms of natural disasters or the pun-

ishment of gods, we should talk in 

political terms of phenomena which 

are under the control of man. We 

should talk of de-globalisation, and 

de-democratisation.

De-globalisation refers to cos-

mos, to globe and means in philos-

ophy the loss of the world, of a rela-

tionship to the world, an expulsion 

from the world. Passing over the inter-

relatedness, the closeness and diver-

sity of the debates about the words 

cosmos, world, universe, let’s look at 

the characteristics and traits common 

to all three terms. What is striking to 

the reader is the tension between the 

abyss of chaos and the permanent 

concern to construct an order by pol-

itics (regime), by philosophy (sense), 

by science (truth). The cosmos in-

dicates a universe thought of as a 

well-ordered system. World indicates 

a collection of all that exists, which 

is formed by the earth and the visi-

ble stars thought of as an organised 

system. Opposed to the order of the 

cosmos, the totally disordered mul-

tiplicity is called ‘chaos’. In ancient 

philosophy the world is an organ-

ised and meaningful totality inside 

of which each thing finds its natural 

place. Each ancient philosopher, from 

Heraclitus to the Stoics, searched for 

this unique law. The world is also the 

habitat of man, it is the location and 

the symbol of human life. Since the 

18th century, the universe is the col-

lection of all that exists, considered 

by philosophers as the totality of all 

created things, the totality of beings, 

the collection of things perceived, 

whether or not understood by human 

consciousness. Essentially, the three 

words sum-up the project to avert 

chaos by different attempts to unify 

a dynamic totality which may be or-

dered by a transcendent power or in-

stead be ordered by man himself (in 

the democratic view of things).

De-democratisation leads to 

the impossibility of trying to realise 

a democratic regime (demos-cratos, 

the power of the people) for social 

life. De-democratisation means there-

fore, in brief, the privation, the deficit, 

the democratic absence in society. 

The theme of democracy (Greece) and 

its republican side (Rome) is, follow-

ing Kant, present in the debate over 

a world government and the limits of 

universalism. The vision that has dom-

inated international relations is an 

anarchic, chaotic, authoritarian vision 

of the international sphere linked to 

an equilibrium of force (war-making) 

without even the possibility of imag-

ining the project of genuine democ-

racy. With the fall of the Berlin Wall 

in 1989 the questions of the transfor-

mations in the relationships between 

economics and politics, of the nature 

of political regimes and the status 

of the state, have become research 

questions in international relations. 

Alongside this, the development of 

civil society and of social movements 

has underlined the limits of tyrannical 

regimes, imperial authorities based 

on force, exploitation, submission, 

corruption and chaos which claim to 

be an authoritarian democracy ensur-

ing security. After 1989, quite against 

the hopes of democracy, theories of 

polyarchy (selection of the leaders) 

have tried to weaken the substance 

of democracy (the will of the people, 

the common good defined in terms of 

justice and social equality). Between 

maximalist and minimalist practices 

and visions of democracy what is at 

stake is the capacity of the dominant 

liberal discourse to impose its own in-

terests whilst depending on a facade 

of consensus, leading to the reifica-

tion of the effects of capitalism and 

political apathy.

 The birth of the modern state 

(Machiavelli, Bodin, Hobbes, Locke) 

articulated the displacement of power 

to a sovereign state over a delimited 

territory, systems of representation 

in which a limited citizenry was envis-

aged (in the dominant currents of po-

litical philosophy). But when we find 

ourselves in a stage of globalisation 

which has repeated crises of modern 

capitalism and of international rela-

tions, and facing heterogeneous his-

tories and spaces which cover very 

different realities, a political project 

can no longer define itself starting 

from a vision that is sovereigntist, 

national and territorial, from a vision 

of the hegemony of the civilisation 

of industrial, imperial and financial 

capitalism that encourages identical 

replicas and blocks-off the possibility 

of a pluriversal  political schema one 

which would bring together the soci-

eties of the planet and respect their 

heterogeneity. Democracy cannot 

reduce itself to the procedural and 

formal approaches which have been 

imposed. Democracy is not in effect 

reducible to more or less rational rit-

uals which try to efface antagonisms 

by the institutionalisation of a forced 

consensus around a hegemonic and 

securitarian order. Democracy envis-

aged in a substantive manner is the 

reappropriation of a new concept of 

positive power implying the radical 

deplacement of our vision of migra-

tion and of international relations.

But in what way is the situation 

and place of migration in politics rel-

evant to this? In March 2007, the 120 

member states of the United Nations 

chose migration as the most impor-

tant tool for socio-economic develop-

ment. But this link proposed by nu-

merous international organisations, 

states, NGOs, social movements, re-

searchers, etc between migration and 

development and more specifically 

between globalisation, migration and 

democracy is a long way from being 

obvious when it is put in comparison 

with the contemporary construction 

of a new worldwide order of migra-

tion. Today, the politics of migration, 

caught in the mechanisms of inter-

national competition and the obliga-

tion of profit, combines a cynical util-

itarianism and a war-like approach. 

Migration is one of the terrains where 

the processes of de-globalisation and 

de-democratisation are most visible 

and have been at work for a long pe-

riod, and that it is also one of the ter-

rains of the most political innovation 

at the borders of democracy. 

Briefly, in countries of immigra-

tion we have a choice of two kinds 

of migration policies, which relate to 

two kinds of choice of society: 

1) the maximal appropriation of 

social riches by the class of owners 

who recommend the intensification 

of work for larger numbers of the 

national and immigrant population, 

implying busier, more intense and 

longer hours of work for all, rigid di-

visions between legal and illegal, 

the lengthening of the time of work, 

the extension in the amount of time  

spent at work by women; at the polit-

ical level, this choice relates to a poli-

tics of securitarian apartheid. 

2) a repartition of social wealth 

to all those who produce it (in the fu-

ture, at the present time, 
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“A POLITICAL PROJECT CAN 
NO LONGER DEFINE ITSELF 

STARTING FROM A VISION THAT IS 
SOVEREIGNTIST, NATIONAL  

AND TERRITORIAL.”

DOSSIER
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and in the past), and the real 

and free circulation of peoples, the 

redefinition of the economic and in-

ternational relations in order to be 

able to survive, work and migrate in 

decency; this type of choice leads to 

the construction of a democratic pro-

ject and the fighting of certain con-

flicts (xenophobia, racism, sexism). 

This fundamental link between mi-

gratory policy, economic-socio-polit-

ical situation and political regime is 

too often hidden.

The politics of the new world 

migration order are the object of nu-

merous researches in Europe and on 

other continents. I am not going to 

make a presentation and a detailed 

analysis of these here. I will just con-

sider questions of a philosophical 

and anthropological nature. What 

new hierarchies in the relations of 

force are there? What historical he-

gemonic bloc in the new world order 

has taken the place of the hegem-

onic structures following the Second 

World War which came to an end 

with the fall of the Berlin wall? What 

place for migration, what status for 

migrants? 

The proposition of the simplifi-

cation and stabilisation of contracts 

(replacing their annual renewal, the 

putting in place of mechanisms for 

the regulation of a right to “come 

and go” in the form of a permanent 

visa for those with a university de-

gree in Europe in order to meet the 

competition of the United States of 

America, the opening of national la-

bour markets to those coming only 

from the European Union) are selec-

tive and discriminative regulations. 

This highly targeted vision of regu-

lation is anchored in the principle of 

“selective migration”.

In the lex migratoria there is not 

a unique principle to envisage the 

situation of migration in its total-

ity. Two principles in fact govern the 

management of the two categories 

of migrants: on the one hand there 

is ordered migration, on the other 

there is the right of peoples to stay 

in their countries of origin with the 

means and the tools which combine 

practices of the police and those of 

private multinationals.

Against these tendencies in the 

migratory policies political theory 

and philosophy can formulate three 

questions of a political order. The 

first question concerns the place and 

the transformations of the political 

schema, of the public space, of the 

relationships between the public 

sphere and the private sphere. What 

is the public political statute of the 

zones of liberty (of the market) and 

of security (the perimeters of se-

curity) where competition, where 

inequalities in fact privatise public 

space, economic activities and the 

police without public control (states, 

social partners, trade unions)? What 

happens to the public space in these 

conditions? Who controls these new 

privatised zones? What is the place, 

the role of the system of states, of 

international organisations and of 

other social partners? How should 

we define the responsibility of busi-

nesses and the rights of workers? 

What becomes of the law? Who gov-

erns, who imposes the rules with 

what references and with what pre-

rogatives? Can we accept that pri-

vate economic actors impose their 

laws on other actors, that intergov-

ernmental police themselves control 

the movement of populations out-

side of all democratic control?

The second question concerns 

the transformation of human kind 

by the transformation of work it-

self. How to analyse and evaluate 

the transformation of human activity 

from work to service? In other words, 

are human workers themselves as-

similated to services, to things?  

What was previously a human work, 

which constructed a relationship 

with oneself, with others, with the 

world, protected by conventions, the 

law of work, social rights etc., now 

becomes a service limited in time 

in a market space outside of pub-

lic control. Work transforms itself 

and even disappears in the form of 

work, in such a way that the product 

of work is a service and no longer 

the expression of the essence of the 

worker. From being workers humans 

become simple servicers who disap-

pear with that which they have pro-

duced after their services are caught 

in a precarious statute.

The third question concerns the 

existence and the status of a politi-

cal schema for laws and rights tightly 

linked to the imagination and to the 

democratic project. Ours is a finite 

world where on the one hand the 

right to the auto-regulation of the 

market and of the labour market is 

affirmed by competition, or where it 

is affirmed that political regulation 

must intervene but without putting 

into question the market (for we ha-

ven’t found anything better), and, on 

the other hand, where the dangers 

and the chaos of our historical épo-

que are denied, an époque in which 

domination by force at any price has 

become the norm. Today, the parti-

sans of economic and political au-

to-regulation affirm that the market 

economy functions by perfect com-

petition, whilst at the same time 

claiming that “everything has been 

broken in the world and everything 

needs to be reinvented”. They think 

that economic chaos must stabi-

lise itself, must rule itself rationally. 

George Soros claims that “markets 

are made of men just like regulators, 

and therefore they are imperfect... 

we must take account of the new 

paradigm and be ready to adapt con-

stantly the controls. We cannot ne-

glect the incertitude which belongs 

to markets.” Faced with the incerti-

tude of the markets, George Soros 

predicts the integrations of a flexible 

mechanism of regulation and con-

trol. We could cite Paul Valery who, 

during the war of 1914-18, declared 

that we must learn to live in a finite 

world. Kant already said this two 

centuries before. He already under-

lined that after the conquests there 

are no more desert zones which can 

serve as a territory for deportation 

for evading tensions and wars. He 

concluded that the principle of hos-

pitality was indispensible to peace 

and it was the basis of the develop-

ment of international law.   

Marie-Claire Caloz-Tschopp lectures 

at the University of Lausanne

“MIGRATION IS ONE OF THE 
TERRAINS WHERE THE PROCESSES 

OF DE-GLOBALISATION AND DE-
DEMOCRATISATION ARE MOST 
VISIBLE, AND ONE OF FIERCE 

POLITICAL INNOVATION AT THE 
BORDERS OF DEMOCRACY.”

Water is Life, 2007
© Julius Mwelu www.mwelu.org

The Mwelu Foundation is working 
with young people living in 
Mathare, the slums area of 
Nairobi, Kenya to help them 
realise their potential through 
photography, film production and 
the building of life skills. For more 
information and donations check 
www.mwelu.org

HIDDEN FACES OF MIGRATION
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BEYOND FORTRESS EUROPE 
CONTRADICTIONS OF EUROPEAN MIGRATION POLICY

Contemporary migrations 
are an opportunity to 
challenge and redefine 
our understanding  
of citizenship.

BY MANUELA BOJADŽIJEV

T
he metaphor ‘Fortress 

Europe’ seems at first sight 

to provide a catchword for 

a very real situation, decry-

ing the fact that migration is 

prevented through an increasing milita-

rization of the borders towards the ex-

terior and a massive deportation from 

the isolated interior. Similar in nature is 

the idea of a unified European immigra-

tion policy and corresponding talk of a 

global border regime with a wall around 

the West. All these terms refer to a very 

important aspect, and namely the vio-

lence required to maintain borders at 

all. 

At the same time, however, these 

ideas imply a constancy and impenetra-

bility of the borders to the outside and 

a consistency of EU migration policy 

on the inside, suggesting that there in-

deed exists a closed “European Space”. 

These aspects are helping create and 

maintain a certain myth compatible 

with the desire for a “harmonisation” 

of the “European Space of freedom, 

security and justice”, but they don’t cor-

respond so well with the historical form 

that Europe today actually holds. The 

use of the term in critical discourse can 

thus bring unforeseen affirmations with 

it. It is not surprising that the term is 

sometimes used in places where there 

is a desire for accountability – as a meta-

phor for the successful strategy to keep 

immigrants away and to connote a sin-

gle immigration policy. Is using this met-

aphor in a critical way (still) useful at all? 

EUROPE AS A “CROSS-OVER 
MODEL” 
If the focus of our research is directed 

too much at external borders alone, 

even if they are depicted as walls, then 

there is a risk that one loses sight of the 

situation and the societal relations in 

the interior, relations which produced 

these boundaries and their political 

space in the first place. I refer to Henri 

Lefebvre’s definition of the social pro-

duction of space and the representa-

tions of space. The concept of “borders” 

is related to the idea of a territory (or a 

process of territorialisation), which has 

historically grown in both a constitu-

tive relationship with a certain popula-

tion and is connected to a specific form 

of sovereignty. This has significantly 

changed, not least in Europe, as Étienne 

Balibar understands: this concept 

“tends to be replaced by various forms 

of mobile equilibrium between ‘inter-

nal’ and ‘external’ conflicting forces, and 

substituted by stronger and broader 

‘global borders’, which appear as terri-

torial projections of the political World 

Order (or disorder)”. 

Balibar has created a typology of 

various conflicting visions of the political 

space in Europe, encouraging a model 

that he has named the “cross-over 

model”. This can be read as criticism 

of the metaphor of ‘Fortress Europe’, 

but should also serve as a warning for 

those whose attention is focussed too 

much on the external borders of the EU. 

Balibar’s approach tries to think laterally 

of the resulting space, as a superposi-

tion of different geographical, political, 

social, cultural, religious and linguistic 

reference systems, as a “series of com-

posite peripheries”, as he writes refer-

ring to Edward Said. The model corre-

sponds to the representation of Europe 

as a “Borderland”; anywhere in Europe, 

you are always at the border.

CONFLICT AREAS WITHIN 
MIGRATION POLICIES
What about the ongoing attempts within 

the EU to represent a space of common 

immigration policy? Which areas of con-

flict are emerging? The declared primary 

objective is to attempt to adjust future 

immigration with the so-called needs of 

the labour market. To suit this purpose, 

the concept of the “Blue Card” has been 

created. This is a European work permit 

planned to have a duration of 10 years. 

It is also planned that by 2012 a single 

procedure for asylum seeking appli-

cations will have been adopted. In ad-

dition to this, a continuation of the de-

portation policies is planned, which aim 

at largely avoiding and discouraging 

the undocumented migration and any 

mass legalization through repression, 

control and surveillance. Furthermore 

there is an evident strengthening of the 

border management agency, FRONTEX, 

whose budget increase is among the 

largest within the EU. All these points 

were agreed in mid-October 2008 in 

Paris as part of the “European Pact on 

Immigration and Asylum”. This is, how-

ever, initially only a “work plan”, which 

is to lead to concrete measures for im-

plementation by 2010, at which point 

the Hague Program, which governs the 

regulation of EU immigration policies, 

also expires.

Within this context, there are how-

ever several general areas open to 

contestation:

1. The attempt to unify, or the idea 

of the controllability and the measur-

ability of migration, is highly problem-

atic. Here a relatively static picture of 

society is assumed, which blatantly 

falters given the current crisis of capital-

ism, and also collides with the ongoing 

transformations of statehood, which 

has evolved over the past couple of dec-

ades. Today’s EU migration policy is not 

uniform and will obviously not become 

uniform with this pact. 

2. The idea that migration can and 

must be globally controlled in accord-

ance with economic criteria for com-

petitiveness and economic growth is 

often put into question. Immigration 

policy is increasingly synchronised with 

development policy, with a significant 

role played by money transfers from mi-

grants to their countries of origin. The 

basic idea is that these remittances will 

form the main contribution to poverty 

reduction and development in the coun-

tries of origin1. At the same time, the pol-

icy aims to influence what the respec-

tive funds will be used for, and profits 

on money transfers by adding transfer 

costs. It is, however, highly debatable 

whether and to what extent develop-

ment aid has any influence on migra-

tion, as the desire to migrate might even 

rise along with economic prosperity. 

3. The trend towards a strength-

ened circular migration is accused of 

causing a brain drain to countries of 

origin, as the intention of the Blue Card 

is to allow immigration of skilled and 

highly skilled workers from countries of 

the global South. The official response 

is to see the Blue Card in the context of 

“circular migration”; this scenario pre-

dicts that by means of the temporary 

work permit, the migrants in the EU will 

subsequently return to their countries 

of origin bringing acquired knowledge, 

which in turn contributes to a better 

development.

4. But states already have rela-

tively little impact on migration move-

ments, and usually underestimate the 

subjective factor and the tenacity with 

which migration is organized despite all 

restrictions. The idea that circular migra-

tion can be organised tries to make use 

of and manage the flexibility and mobil-

ity already demonstrated by the migrant 

workers; this flexibility is recognised, 

but at the same time there is a belief 

that it can be brought under control.

5. Lastly, we still do not know what 

impact the current crisis of capital will 

have upon migration movements gen-

erally and migrants themselves specif-

ically. The classic argument would be 

that in an economic crisis nationalism 

and racism will intensify, as jobs will 

be demanded for locals first. This argu-

ment, however, has always been ques-

tioned in the critical theory of racism, 

because no such automatic behaviour 

exists. Examples abund, as in the case 

of the economic prosperity at the begin-

ning of this decade in Russia, where rac-

ism did not cease, but in fact intensified. 

Several historical conditions and so-

cial realities are therefore determining: 

What level of organization do those who 

oppose racism have? How developed 

and established is the understanding 

of anti-racism in society? Finally, there 

is the question of how such arguments 

will fare under new conditions of global 

interdependence and established immi-

gration societies.

 

OUTLOOK 
Due to the mobility of labour, the new 

function of civil rights and the produc-

tion of transnational spaces, a new 

kind of segregation is installed in the 

context of the postcolonial condition 

of Europe. A breakdown of humanity, 

central to any form of racism, is com-

pleted in a single political space, which 

leads to the emergence of what Balibar 

terms a “European apartheid”. Taking 

these points together, efforts must go 

in the direction of critical and political 

work, continuing to develop institutions 

and practices of citizenship not bound 

to the territory of the nation state. 

Undocumented immigrants must not 

only be thought of as objects of exclu-

sion, but their practices of appropriation 

of civil rights should be understood as 

an opportunity to challenge and rede-

fine our understanding of citizenship.   

Manuela Bojadžijev is Research Fellow 

at the Free University of Berlin.

“EUROPE IS A BORDERLAND; 
ANYWHERE IN EUROPE, YOU ARE 

ALWAYS AT THE BORDER.”

DOSSIER

Sangatte, North of France, December 2002
©EdouardBeau/Agence Vu’

http://www.agencevu.com/stories/
http://dailymekanicmirror03.blogspot.com/

Footnotes
1. The World Bank estimates the volume of 
these transfers are three times the official 
development assistance even exceed in some 
cases the GDP to the respective recipient 
countries. 
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T
he continuing War on Terror has 

done much to highlight the role of 

the media in wartime, the limits 

of acceptable and publishable cri-

tique, and the remarkable success 

of state and military propaganda machines in 

producing an image of the conflicts that was 

clean and heroic. Published photographic 

images of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 

often reinforced such stories, showing spec-

tacular displays of military might, the faces 

of stoic and expert warriors, and poetic pic-

tures of soldiers in picturesque situations, 

shot against the setting sun, for example. It 

became clear that the critical function of the 

press, and its essential service to democracy, 

had become deeply undermined. The kind 

of consistent publication of critical imagery 

that so challenged the US establishment view 

of the Vietnam War seems impossible now, 

and it has led many to wonder whether pho-

tojournalism has not become institutionally 

complicit with the waging of war. Perhaps 

the images made by embedded photojour-

nalists, confined to their assigned military 

units, are not so different from the propa-

ganda produced by military photographers; 

perhaps even the work of the independent 

photojournalists, in showing the tremendous 

destructive power of the US military, serves 

the purposes of the black propagandists, the 

psyops units, in clearly delineating the fate of 

those that dare to resist.

One common response by photographic 

artists to these questions about photojour-

nalism has been to make images, often with 

large view cameras, of war zones, producing 

photographic prints to the scale of history 

painting, which encourage viewers used to 

flipping through photojournalistic cliché to 

slow down, examine the image in detail, and 

question the aesthetics and the rhetorics of 

making photographs in such situations. As 

part of the Brighton Photo Biennial of 2008, 

which I curated, we showed an exhibition 

of such works, called ‘The Sublime Image 

of Destruction’ at the De La Warr Pavilion in 

Bexhill on Sea. It included the work of Simon 

Norfolk, Paul Seawright, and Broomberg and 

Chanarin. The Biennial, though, also mount-

ed a defence of photojournalism, making 

visual arguments that it still had a critical role 

to play, and showing examples of work—even 

that made by embedded photographers—

that showed things that the military would 

not have wanted seen.

In the conversation below, I talked to the 

artists Adam Broomberg and Oliver Chanarin 

about these issues. At the Paradise Row gal-

lery in London, they were showing a series of 

works that they had made on an embed with 

British forces in Afghanistan, by taking long 

pieces of photographic paper to the war zone 

and exposing them to light without using a 

camera. The results were streaky coloured 

traces of the light of a particular place, which 

were captioned with an event taken from 

the news on the day that they were exposed. 

Broomberg and Chanarin also showed a vid-

eo of the progress of their box of photograph-

ic paper from London to the Afghan area of 

conflict, as it was manhandled by artists and 

soldiers alike.  

Julian Stallabrass is a curator and lecturer at 

Courtauld Institute of Art

WAR, PHOTOJOURNALISM 
AND ART PHOTOGRAPHY

Tim Hetherington,
The remains of the burnt village of Singhetao that 
was attacked by Sudanese and Chadian Janjaweed 
militia in mid April. Over 109 villagers from here and 
surrounding areas were massacred over a period of 
two days.
Singhetao, Chad. may 2006



MAY 09THE MYTH OF EUROPA

JS: You have presented us with some ex-

traordinary objects in the next room and 

perhaps you could tell us how they were 

made?

OC: This started way before we went to 

Afghanistan. Adam and I were invited to 

visit Hedley Court to photograph and in-

terview soldiers who have returned from 

Afghanistan and Iraq having lost limbs. 

We learned there that there are more 

amputees in Britain now then there were 

even during World War I. This is because 

military medicine has become so ad-

vanced that more are surviving. We met 

a number of soldiers, some of whom as 

young as 19, who had come back from 

Afghanistan some just a week or two be-

fore, some had lost an arm, some both 

legs. 

AB: It wasn’t just the type of physical in-

juries that intrigued us but also the psy-

chological; the type of conflict that they 

are experiencing is also similar to WW1 

in the particularly passive nature of inju-

ry or death that they experience. During 

WW1 they compared the psychology of 

fighter pilots to those who were stuck in 

trenches. Even though the fighter pilots 

had a greater chance of dying every day 

they would return emotionally more 

intact because, in the conflict, they had 

a greater sense of control, even if it was 

just over when they died. Whereas those 

stuck in the trenches had a passive sense 

of waiting which led to a particular type 

of trauma. This is the kind of shock we 

encountered in Hedley Court. As you 

know, we have spent the last few years 

navigating conflict zones, always con-

cerned with how to represent trauma 

in those zones and how complicit rep-

resentation is in these conflicts. 

JS: Are you going to use those images of 

the amputees?

OC: We realized immediately that the 

images failed and would always fail to 

represent any of the trauma. They were 

hopeless as representatives of that expe-

rience. 

JS: Your previous response, as in Mr. 

Mkhize’s Portrait, for instance, would 

have been to interview them, and use 

extracts alongside the photographs1. 

There were people who were quite badly 

brutalised in that book. You now felt that 

inadequate? 

AB: It’s a different setting. Here we were 

talking very much about a conflict zone 

in which photojournalists are the im-

age-makers. That is something we have 

never claimed to be, and it is a language 

we were taking head-on for the first time. 

OC: It’s interesting to compare Mr. Mikh-

ize with this more recent work. There 

are some similar concerns in terms of 

the role of photography as evidence, 

the power relations between us and 

our subjects, representation of human 

trauma and in particular the navigation 

of authority. In the case of Mr. Mikh-

ize’s Portrait we were commissioned 

by The Constitutional Court of South 

Africa; a relationship that turned out to 

be fraught with problems. Our strategy 

there, the approach you describe of pre-

senting portraits and interviews, feels 

naive to us now. Nevertheless, compared 

to Afghanistan we were relatively free. As 

embedded journalists there are hun-

dreds of restrictions. We were forbidden 

to photograph soldiers who were injured 

or even the results of enemy fire.

JS: Is that one of their stipulations?

OC: Yes, we also couldn’t photograph in 

the morgue, in any of the hospitals or of-

ficers tents. You are actually forbidden to 

photograph anything which resembles a 

sign of war. 

JS: Can you talk about the experience of 

embedding and what the army was ex-

pecting of you and how you did or didn’t 

fulfil those expectations

AB: Olly and I have done a lot of lying 

in the last few years. When we worked 

with the Israeli Defense Force we spent 

8 months phoning once a week, speak-

ing what Hebrew I could muster up and 

trying to win them over. After 8 months 

of negotiation we got half an hour ac-

cess to Chicago, a fake Arab village in 

the middle of the Negev desert built for 

military training2. Because we are Jewish 

they expected a sympathetic representa-

tion of their crisis. We approached this 

project in a similar way – we were not 

totally upfront about what our real con– 

 cerns were. 

OC: As the soldiers who were chaperon-

ing us realised we were more interested 

in our box than the spectacle surround-

ing it, we started to slip down their prior-

ity list. At a certain point, they made sure 

they got us to Kandahar which is basical-

ly like being nudged out of the war. As 

they realised what we were doing, they 

slowly manoeuvred us away from the 

frontline. 

JS: Where there any soldiers who were 

curious about your project? Or some to 

whom you manage to explain it?

AB: There were. The head of media op-

erations, Colonel Matthews, was hilari-

ous. The class system in the British Army 

was astounding, probably more for us 

as outsiders. It feels like the nineteenth 

century. Colonel Matthews would swing 

between being completely intrigued to 

completely paranoid and suspicious. On 

the third night we were there, he barged 

in and asked us: “Do you actually have  

MoD clearance?” 

OC: Watching that mechanism at work 

was fascinating. Despite the fact that we 

were there, on the ground, in the midst 

of a war, events still came to us like dis-

tant newspaper headlines, and that dis-

juncture was surreal. For example, we 

heard about that hundredth death not 

from the military or the colonel but from 

a journalist from The Sun newspaper, 

who had heard about it from his editor 

back in London. Where had this infor-

mation come from? It was shocking to 

discover that the newspapers have their 

own intelligence network in the Army, a 

network of spies that is gathering infor-

mation all the time. 

AB: The MoD [Ministry of Defence] use 

Combat Shooters. The British military 

have around 40 professional soldiers 

who are also professional photogra-

phers. They carry an M16 and a Nikon 

D3. They are on the frontline, spending 

up to three weeks on patrols, their first 

duty being to take photographs and 

their second to engage combat. When 

the combat shooters get back to the base 

they hand over their digital chips to Me-

dia Operations and anything deemed 

unnecessary or too contentious is delet-

ed and the rest is held on file or made ac-

cessible to the public, but they don’t own 

anything. This is remarkable because 

photography is so concerned with own-

ership and copyright.

OC: If you think of a sliding scale of wit-

nesses, with a soldier on the one end 

and a journalist on the other, the combat 

shooters inhabit this ambiguous zone in 

the middle. This starts to raise questions 

about the role of the embedded journal-

ist in that situation. What became clear 

to us is to be an embedded journalist 

inevitably involves more collusion than 

collaboration. You work together with 

the army to create images. The strategy 

we adopted – to not show anything – felt 

like the most subversive way to engage.

JS: At the Brighton Photo Biennial, there 

is a show that displays many of these US 

Army photographs, and again, although 

all the photographs are credited, they’re 

copyright free because they are part of 

the state archive. They are fascinating 

because many of them say things which 

you would think the Army wouldn’t 

quite want to communicate. There is an 

amazing image, for instance, of Ameri-

can troops in an occupied house, pho-

tographed through a tarnished mirror. It 

is a very sinister image, and there it is on 

the US Army site available for download. 

More typically, these photographs are 

very generic, as you would expect, with 

A conversation 
on the position of 
the photographer 
in situations of 
conflict, between 
the impossibility to 
represent war and the 
risk of collusion. 
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lots of pictures of US forces being nice to 

Iraqi kids or playing football.  Anyhow, 

I am still unclear of how you go from 

interviewing these amputees, realising 

they were in incredibly dangerous, trau-

matic and passive situations, and then 

get it into your heads to say we are going 

to put ourselves in that same situation. 

AB: We have always skirted around con-

flict, the show we are in that you curated 

at the Brighton Biennial is about what 

has become known as “aftermath pho-

tography”, images made just after the 

fact.  We went to Iraq during the war but 

not to the centre of the conflict, the same 

with Rwanda, Darfur. We felt it was time 

to place ourselves in the centre to exam-

ine how representation is produced in 

that space. 

OC: This year we were invited to be on 

the jury of the World Press Photo Awards 

which are very much an award for pho-

tojournalists, awarding news images. 

There we looked at thousands and thou-

sands of images of war. One was particu-

larly interesting, it won 1st prize in the 

‘Spot News’ category, and was taken dur-

ing Bhutto’s assassination by a photogra-

pher who was right there at the scene of 

the explosion, only a few yards away 

from the detonation. It all happened so 

quickly he hadn’t been able to focus, the 

camera was askew. The picture is not re-

ally a picture – more a blur of colour and 

light, there was nothing to discern in it. 

It was interesting because it was most-

ly evidence of the witness having been 

there. We started to think about what 

constitutes a photojournalistic image.

JS: We know of some photographers, 

James Nachtwey would be a good exam-

ple, who if they had been there, would 

have got it right, would have made a re-

cord.

AB: But what does that mean, ‘got it 

right’?

JS: He would have done what he is pro-

fessionally engaged to do, maybe pro-

duce something interesting formally 

but certainly produce something which 

could have been used as evidence. 

OC: Nachtwey is a good example. Nacht-

wey doesn’t call himself a war photogra-

pher but an anti-war photographer. We 

feel, quite strongly that that is a conceit 

because as a journalist embedded in a 

conflict you are essentially part of that 

machinery, you’re a cog…

AB: Not only embedded journalists 

suffer this. Nachtwey I would imagine, 

resists being embedded but even so he 

is inevitably a part of the war-waging 

machine. Image-making and war-wag-

ing are congruent activities. Now to get 

“good images”, whatever that means, of 

combat means you have to collaborate 

with the military. If you want real access, 

you need to be embedded which brings 

with it a whole set of obstructions in-

cluding self-censorship. This collusion 

gives you remarkable access and the 

possibility to create spectacle, images 

the public and photo-editors demand: 

like a soldier silhouetted against a desert 

sunset. 

OC: I don’t think our project is intended 

to be set up in opposition to Nachtwey 

or even in opposition to photojournal-

ism. We are not trying to undermine 

photojournalists who go to war zones, 

who risk their lives trying to bring back 

images of war. What we are asking pho-

tographers in those situations to do is 

to think a little about the kind of imag-

es they are making and what aesthetic 

rules they engage. There are a whole set 

of aesthetic rules that Nachtwey or any 

Magnum photographer uses. 

AB: I think we also need to look at the re-

lationship between photographer, pho-

to-editor and the market. Maybe we can 

put some responsibility for the problem 

on the market. Thomas Hirschhorn is an 

artist that you also included in the Bien-

nial. His piece is an 18 foot-long banner 

which is a collage of images showing the 

effects of modern munitions on the hu-

man body. The most horrific thing you 

have ever seen. For me the best way to 

make radical work now is to construct a 

two-pronged attack. The first is what you 

have done, to display images that the 

media is not prepared to show, to show 

the reality of the war and the physical 

effects it has on the body. And the other 

is to withhold images, which is what we 

have tried here. To collude, but to expose 

that process of collusion. 

JS: We should also talk about the viewer. 

With the Bhutto image, there is an ab-

stract spectacle of light and colour that 

you project into because of the caption. 

Your work seems to be similar in that you 

are given a caption, so how do you see 

this projection working? Is it something 

you want to encourage or frustrate? 

What do you expect people to get out of 

looking at these? Visually, they are quite 

curious, looking a bit like Morris Lewis’ 

abstract paintings. They have colours 

which are redolent of the sky but also of 

blood. So where do you want to put the 

viewer?

AB: I have had my mother walk around 

them going: ‘Ooh, that looks so vio-

lent or that is so exquisite.’ Let’s face it, 

these show the marks of light on paper. 

Of course we are playing on the pictori-

alist and sublime notion of beauty, that 

there is something beautiful about it or 

violent because red denotes blood and 

therefore violence. But for us the most 

important part of the work is not what 

the viewer sees in the rolls of paper but 

rather their reaction to the film. I don’t 

think we would ever show one of those 

rolls without the film which describes 

the process of production, this perfor-

mance is most important. I don’t care 

what the paper looks like.

OC: Images of other peoples suffering 

are designed to elicit a sense of shame. 

But in this project we are questioning 

that… What use do these images actual-

ly have, other than to act as a catharsis 

of some kind? Looking at images of war 

can actually short-circuit any kind of im-

mediate call to action. We get this every 

time we turn the page of the newspaper. 

One aim of our work is to try to put the 

burden of looking back on the viewer. To 

rob the viewer of the cathartic effect of 

looking and ignoring images of human 

trauma.

AB: Our images are not wholly useless 

though. They are not useful because 

they are beautiful, or useful as a blank 

canvas onto which you can project. They 

are useful because suffering does require 

a witness. To bring back a piece of paper 

that has been right there. To bring back 

that piece of paper, not a photograph 

but that same piece of paper and to pin it 

to the wall is to bring back some visceral 

form of evidence, more than that Bhutto 

image constitutes evidence. 

JS: Maybe you would like to elaborate 

on that more. Talking to people at the 

opening was an interesting experience 

because some where very taken by the 

images and intrigued by the combina-

tion of text and image, and others were 

quite angry. One woman described it to 

me as a ‘conceit’ which I thought was 

an interesting phrase because it was not 

necessarily condemnatory. You could 

see it as a literary conceit, an 18th cen-

tury game with words or images, maybe 

an allegory. The reactions were mixed 

and so it would be interesting to hear 

why you think that evidential character 

or the presence of the paper at that place 

was necessary or interesting. You could 

have exposed these things right here in 

Hoxton and no one would have been 

any the wiser.

OC: I think it would be useful to go back 

to the experience of being there and to 

carrying this box around with the Brit-

ish military. Of course the word ‘conceit’ 

comes to mind. You have a war going 

on, soldiers risking their lives and there 

we were asking them to carry this heavy 

cardboard box around while we filmed 

them. There is something subversive 

about that. There was an article in the 

Times about this project. When the jour-

nalist first arrived for the interview she 

was really angry about us having made 

soldiers engage in this absurd perfor-

mance, about us having co-opted the 

military. The journey of the box shows 

the mechanism, the workings of the war. 

AB: I think anger is an important re-

sponse. Why do images in the paper not 

anger them? What range of emotions 

could they go through looking at an im-

age of the war: they could go from total 

revulsion, which will stop them buy-

ing the newspaper, so of course editors 

won’t publish pictures showing the real 

effects of war on civilians. What they do 

publish are all these inoffensive imag-

es. There is an agreement between ed-

itors and advertisers which allow only 

certain images – none of which would  

anger people. 

JS: There is a performative element in all 

of your work, and you are made to think, 

not only about the image but your goal 

in recording it and what you do with it. 

One way of looking at the images on 

show here would be to project into them 

a sublime spectacle of violence and de-

struction or even of the appalling pro-

gress of the war in Afghanistan and all 

that has occurred in the last few years, 

but the video puts a very different light 

on it and almost presents you as lat-

ter-day surrealist jokers. Would you talk 

about the contrast between these two 

things?

AB: We discussed it in Brechtian terms, 

the way his epic theatre was based on 

a series of interruptions. That the per-

formance was so obscured that you 

became aware of the mechanisms, the 

workings behind it. An actor plays out 

the script but also makes you very aware 

that he or she is an actor. The fact that 

the box carrying the photographic paper 

appears in each scene undermines the 

spectacle. The unfolding of the conflict 

is constantly interrupted by this mute, 

comical witness that literally blocks your 

view during the whole journey. 

OC: The box acts as your proxy, takes you 

on this journey and shows you this war 

that you would never normally see in a 

journalistic context. To see the mech-

anisms is to see something ultra banal, 

the way the whole machine is construct-

ed to allow the war to function. 

AB: The editing was very important; we 

made the takes as long as possible. None 

of the montage decisions were based on 

trying to entertain, the same way the im-

ages are not, but it’s actually about draw-

ing it out so you feel the mundanity and 

the banality of war.  

“WE REALISED IMMEDIATELY 

THAT THE IMAGES WOULD 

ALWAYS FAIL TO REPRESENT 

ANY OF THE TRAUMA.”

Images from  the film shot by Oliver 
Chanarin and Adam Broomberg to 
accompany and document their project.
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Nancy Fraser is a 
celebrated critical 
theorist and a feminist. 
Europa asks her about 
the transnationalisation 
of the public sphere, 
radical justice and 
the crisis and pulling 
feminism back from 
neoliberalism.

EA: You are one of the leading theorists 

trying to develop the notion of the pub-

lic sphere. In what ways has globalisa-

tion affected the public sphere? Has the 

public sphere become more transna-

tional?

F: Today, the flow of public political dis-

course does not respect borders, but is 

often transnational. The result is a seri-

ous challenge to public-sphere theory, 

as originally developed by Jürgen Haber-

mas. What made Habermas’s idea of the 

public sphere a critical concept was the 

tacit assumption that the arena in which 

public opinion circulated and in which 

it could gather political force was a ter-

ritorial state - a bounded national com-

munity. Thanks to that “westphalian” as-

sumption, the public sphere could serve 

as the civil-society counterpart of the 

modern state. So it seemed that each of 

those indispensable two tracks of politics 

(the informal civil-society track and the 

formal-institutional track) were in place 

and well-matched, isomorphic to one 

another. Given those presuppositions, 

the theory could offer a relatively clear 

critique of actually existing democratic 

states: These democracies were flawed 

insofar as their public spheres lacked le-

gitimacy and efficacy—that is, insofar as 

the communicative processes through 

public opinion was formed were restrict-

ed and not accessible to all on equal 

terms; and/or insofar as public opinion 

lacked the political force to influence 

state actors and hold them accountable. 

In this way, the theory supplied a clear 

benchmark for evaluating social reality. 

But the clarity evaporates when we con-

sider the complex transborder circuits in 

which public opinion circulates today. 

Where are the institutionalized public 

powers to which transnational opinion 

is addressed and which it should hold 

accountable? Where are the public pow-

ers with the capacity to solve transbor-

der problems, such as global warming or 

financial meltdown, in the general inter-

est of transborder populations? Where is 

the shared political status (analogous to 

shared citizenship) that positions mem-

bers of transnational publics on terms 

of parity with one another, with equal 

participation rights and equal voice? 

All these things are lacking today, and 

the match between publics and states 

presupposed by public-sphere theory is 

nowhere to be found. Without a correla-

tion between the scale of public opinion, 

on the one side, and the scale of public 

powers, on the other, it becomes hard to 

envisage what the critical ideals of pub-

lic-sphere theory could mean today. 

EA: Can you give me any examples of 

how public opinion and state institu-

tions no longer seem to match up?

NF: There are two equal and opposite 

problems. In one case you have ad-

ministrative powers that operate on a 

transnational scale, but you don’t have 

comparably broad transnational pub-

lic spheres, where civil society actors 

can form and mobilise public opinion. 

This is the case in the European Union 

today, where you have a relatively pow-

erful administrative apparatus in Brus-

sels, but no genuinely European-wide 

public-sphere: debate is still national. 

We saw that in the French ‘no’ vote for 

example, which was driven largely by 

domestic considerations. In this case 

the scale of institutional power outstrips 

that of public opinion. European public 

opinion is not sufficiently transnational 

to hold European administrative powers 

accountable. 

But we can see the opposite prob-

lem, too, for example, in the world-wide 

demonstrations of February 15 2003 

against the impending US invasion of 

Iraq. There could not have been a clearer 

global outpouring of public sentiment, 

the culmination of tremendous flows 

of communication and argument in the 

preceding months. There something 

approaching a genuinely transnational 

– even global – public sphere did devel-

op, but what did it accomplish? A few 

weeks later Bush ordered the troops 

and tanks into Iraq. There existed no 

institutionalized transnational public 

power that could implement that an-

ti-war sentiment, no institutionalized 

agency that could make the opinion ef-

ficacious.  Here, then, is a case in which 

the transnational scale of public opinion 

outstripped that of global governance. In 

the absence of transnational institutions 

that could translate anti-war opinion 

into actual policy. Bush felt free to simply 

ignore it: there was nothing to constrain 

him. 

Until we come to grips with such 

mismatches of scale of both types, until 

we figure out how to overcome them, the 

theory of the public sphere will lack the 

kind of critical force it had before, when 

it presupposed the national frame.

EA: Do you think the global financial 

crisis calls for new transnational insti-

tutions?

NF: Yes: there won’t be any lasting and 

secure solution until we create demo-

cratically accountable transnational – 

in some cases global – institutions with 

the capacity to regulate markets, bank-

ing, finance. In this area, there exist 

deficits at both ends at the same time: 

public opinion is not adequately scaled 

up, but the regulatory institutional ca-

pacities aren’t there either. That is what 

makes the present situation so difficult. 

Normally, the process of democratisa-

tion works when institutions already 

exist, and publics and social move-

ments clamour to democratise them. 

So first you get monarchies, and then 

you get republics, right? Now our sit-

uation is a situation where we don’t 

have the global transnational public 

powers – we have to build them and 

democratize them at the same time. We 

have some powers like the IMF and the 

WTO, and those we need to democra-

tise for sure, but other necessary public 

powers don’t yet exist.

EA: Let’s move on to your thoughts 

about justice. You have written about 

the popular theme of ‘recognition’ in 

political theory, and how this should be 

understood. How do you understand 

the category of recognition?

F: My interpretation goes against 

the standard view of recognition as a 

matter of identity. In contrast to that 

view, I construe recognition as a ques-

tion of status. For me the issue is not 

whether others affirm my personal 

or collective self-understanding, but 

rather whether the institutionalized 

norms that regulate our interactions 

“OUR SITUATION IS A SITUATION 

WHERE WE DON’T HAVE THE 

GLOBAL TRANSNATIONAL 

PUBLIC POWERS – WE HAVE TO 

BUILD THEM AND DEMOCRATIZE 

THEM AT THE SAME TIME.” 
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permit me to participate as a peer in so-

cial life. On my view, then, the politics of 

recognition should not take the form of 

identity politics. Rather, it should aim to 

deinstitutionalize hierarchical patterns 

of cultural value that prevent some peo-

ple from participating on a par with oth-

ers in social interaction and to replace 

them with value patterns that foster 

parity. It should aim, in other words at 

dismantling status inequalities and es-

tablishing status equality.

Thus, I distinguish the politics of 

recognition from the politics of redis-

tribution. In my view, the latter is a 

response to subordination and stratifi-

cation in terms of class. Here the ques-

tion is whether or not everyone has the 

resources they need in order to partici-

pate fully in social interaction on terms 

of parity with everyone else. But even 

when they have sufficient resources, 

people can still be prevented by partic-

ipating on terms of parity in social life if 

they suffer from status inequality. In that 

case, the injustice is not maldistribution 

but misrecognition - an injustice that is 

every bit as serious, as material, as the 

former. Thus, I propose to understand 

the politics of recognition as aimed at 

combating status inequality and status 

subordination. Whether we are talking 

about women, racialised immigrants, 

ethnic minorities, or religious minori-

ties, struggles against injustices of mis-

recognotion are every bit as central to 

modern politics as struggles against 

injustices of maldistribution. For me, in 

other words, class and status constitute 

two orders of subordination, analytically 

distinct but inter-imbricated in modern 

societies.

EA: When you talk about ‘status injus-

tice’, what is the notion of justice be-

hind that?

F: I have a very demanding notion of 

justice as parity of participation. It is not 

enough, in my view, to have formally 

equal rights, or formally equal oppor-

tunities. It is not even enough to have 

the exact equality of resources or pri-

mary goods if that were even possible. 

What is necessary are social arrange-

ments that do not entrench systematic 

institutionalised obstacles to parity of 

participation. So justice for me is about 

dismantling obstacles to parity that are 

institutionalised in unjust social ar-

rangements. If you ask me how I justify 

this rather demanding, radical demo-

cratic interpretation of justice, I will give 

you a conceptual argument. I will say 

that the view of justice as participatory 

parity is a radical democratic interpre-

tation of precisely that famous norm of 

equal respect for and equal autonomy of 

all human beings. As I interpret it, equal 

respect simply means participatory par-

ity. Anything less makes a mockery of the 

notion of the equal dignity of all human 

beings.

I can also give you a historical argu-

ment. Over time, our notions of equali-

ty have become more demanding. For 

one thing, these notions have become 

broader, in the sense of applying in more 

and more spheres of life. Originally, 

equal respect had quite a narrow mean-

ing, namely, equal access to the courts 

and freedom of conscience in the sphere 

of religion. Later, people came to see that 

it applied also in political life—hence the 

demand for political voice, the expan-

sion of the franchise. Still later, came the 

notion that equal respect applied in the 

marketplace, that it entailed economic 

and social rights. Then with feminism 

came the idea that equality applied also 

in the family and in personal life. Histor-

ically, then, the norm of equal respect 

or equality has come to apply in more 

and more spheres, and the burden of 

argument has shifted – it is now incum-

bent on those who think that it shouldn’t 

apply in some given domain to explain 

why. Equality is the default position. 

At the same time, the idea of equal 

respect has become less formal and 

more substantive. So to take TH Mar-

shall’s famous example, it is not enough 

to say that in theory everyone has the 

right to sue in a court of law. To make 

that right real, everyone must have the 

means to exercise it: If you cannot afford 

an attorney, you will be provided with 

one. Here we see that equality has a ma-

terial dimension. Thus, the career open 

to talents require not only the absence of 

external impediments but also the pos-

itive means, such free public education 

and an equitable division of domestic 

labour. These examples show that the 

meaning of equality has become in-

creasingly substantialised and demand-

ing. In effect, it has come to mean parity 

of participation.

EA: Isn’t there a danger that by putting 

the emphasis of your critical theory on 

‘removing obstacles’ it sounds like you 

have quite a lassiez-faire attitude to the 

historical process? You have comment-

ed in some of your writings on the phe-

nomenon that the political right seems 

increasingly to be able to dominate 

ideological argument, and you associ-

ate that phenomenon with a decline in 

utopian thinking on the left. 

F: As a theorist of justice, which is to say 

of injustice, I am interested in diagnos-

ing the forms, structures and mecha-

nisms of injustice in our society. But I do 

agree that social movements have an-

other side – that is that they project what 

we can call an ‘utopian imaginary’ of a 

better life. That is simultaneously a ne-

cessity and a risk, as the utopian element 

can go bad and become authoritarian.

But I do agree with you: if we think of 

justice purely in procedural terms of fair-

ness then this does seem too thin to real-

ly motivate and inspire. So the question 

is how do we see it connecting up with 

other elements of a utopian imaginary?

EA: Let us ask you about one of the 

terms that may or may not be used by 

social movements, and that is the term 

of ‘feminist’. You are often described as 

a feminist, and I have the sense that you 

have no problem with the term. Howev-

er there are those who seem to see the 

term as a barrier, many who were part of 

the feminist movement in the 70s who 

now are no longer happy to see them-

selves described in that way. I wonder 

what you have to say about the idea that 

the term might be problematic.

F: I am more concerned with the oppo-

site problem. Everyone claims to be a 

feminist now. People like me who have 

long identified with feminism as a social 

movement aimed at combating injustic-

es of gender find that we don’t own this 

term any more. Others claim the term 

too, in the service of other agendas. So, 

for example, Sarah Palin claims to be a 

feminist, as do elements of the Chris-

tian Right in the United States, the very 

people who not so long ago ranted and 

railed against ‘femi-nazis.’ In general, 

feminist ideas have become so broadly 

disseminated that they have become 

part of common sense. Just about every-

one claims to be feminist now, but what 

does that mean? And what does that 

have to do with the social movement 

that I was part of? 

I have recently explored the hypothe-

sis that feminism is part of the new spirit of 

capitalism, that it has become an ideology 

that legitimates neoliberalism. We know 

that neoliberalism involves the massive 

entry of women into paid work all over 

the globe. What motivates these women? 

What gives ethical meaning to their daily 

struggles? It seems to me that feminism 

serves as the necessary moralizing force, 

at both ends of the spectrum, whether it is 

the professionals trying to crack the glass 

ceiling, or the temps, the part-timers, 

and EPZ workers who undertake wage 

work not only to earn their living but also 

in search of dignity and liberation from 

traditional authority. If that’s right, then 

we have the confusing circumstance in 

which a movement that once posed a rad-

ical challenge to capitalism’s androcen-

trism is now serving to legitimate, even 

glamorize, wage labor. And this poses a 

huge problem for feminists in the narrow 

sense like me. As our ideas are dissemi-

nated and resignified, we find ourselves 

facing our uncanny double, whether in 

the guise Sarah Palin or Hilary Clinton or 

Segolene Royal.  If everyone is a feminist 

now, then “feminism” has become a term 

like ‘democracy’ that can be used for any 

purpose, including purposes which run 

directly counter to gender justice.

EA: if it is the case that the feminist 

cause has been hijacked by the right 

how should the feminist respond to 

that?

F: First of all, this hijacking is a sign of 

feminism’s success. But the experience 

is not unique to feminism. Other eman-

cipatory movements, too, find their ide-

as hijacked for purposes at odds with 

their own. 

EA – the environmental movement for 

example?

F: Yes, and this takes us back to our earlier 

discussion about the public sphere. Any 

discourse that gains a certain amount of 

currency in the public sphere becomes 

available for articulation to a variety of 

different political projects. As feminist 

discourse becomes mainstream, it be-

come a token in ongoing struggles for 

hegemony. Thus, the question arises: 

Who will win the soul of feminism? Will 

feminism be articulated to the left or to 

the right? 

And yet, just as neoliberalism may 

have hijacked some feminist ideals, so 

its current crisis presents an opportuni-

ty. This is a moment where feminists in 

the original sense can try to reactivate 

the movement’s radical emancipatory 

potential. We might try to break the spu-

rious links between our critique of the 

family wage and marketisation, between 

our critique of welfare-state paternalism 

and privatisation. In other words, this is 

a moment when the “dangerous liaison” 

of feminism and neoliberalism could be 

broken. Feminism could reassert its cri-

tique of capitalism’s androcentrism, for 

example, by reopening the question of 

wage labour’s proper place in a humane 

form of life. We might ask: what role 

should wage labour play in a modern 

society? How should it relate to care and 

other forms of social participation?

EA: We’re in a time of crisis as you’ve 

said. There seem to be very few alterna-

tives being proposed by public intellec-

tuals or anyone else, if you compare it 

to earlier crises in the 20th century for 

example. I wonder what your diagnosis 

is for this slightly depressing state of 

affairs?

F: It is still very early in the crisis. If you 

think back to the 1930s, it took quite a 

long time before a real Left emerged and 

became self confident and developed a 

culture and a discourse that could gen-

erating alternative ideas. Today, how-

ever, we are facing an historically new 

situation, given the apparent delegit-

imation of socialism in the wake of the 

collapse of communism. Until ’89 there 

still seemed to be an alternative to cap-

italism, but everyone is understandably 

more agnostic about that now. I wouldn’t 

say that we know that there is no alter-

native to capitalism, but the pictures 

we had before of what that alternative 

might be like were much too simple and 

possibly unworkable. On the one hand 

there is a big question mark about polit-

ical economy – what would the political 

economy of a just society look like? On 

the other hand, both feminism and en-

vironmentalism are powerful world-pic-

tures which are now available, and  

it seems to me that those are both good 

starting points and ... well, we all have to 

get cracking thinking about these things!  

“FEMINISM COULD REASSERT 

ITS CRITIQUE OF CAPITALISM’S 

ANDROCENTRISM.”
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GLOCAL ART AT THE MARGINS OF EMPIRE
For an alternative 
artistic approach 
between an ephemeral 
global village and  
a reactionary appeal  
to tradition.

T
he emergence of art as a 

global institution (backed 

by a global art market) as 

one of the consequences of 

the process of financialisa-

tion, is an epochal event of our times 

that has rarely been commented upon. 

Commentators on New Capitalism 

have waxed eloquently about ‘infor-

matization’ and ‘dematerialisation’1 

and, about the ability of capital to val-

orise processes and objects which were 

outside the erstwhile value circuit (af-

fect and art are two prime examples) 

and to invent new, intangible, objects 

(e.g., financial derivatives), but what 

remain unsaid in that account is the 

fantastic concordance of artistic flows 

with financial flows leading to a cer-

tain Saatchification of contemporary 

art. In the mid-90s, Thierry de Duve 

wrote about an epochal transition – 

from Modernism to Postmodernism 

– premised upon art’s becoming a 

wholly self-referential category de-

fined entirely by circulation rather than 

by some extrinsic criterion (beauty or 

truth).2  While the tendency towards 

dematerialisation3 has been exacer-

bated in the subsequent innovation 

of ‘Conceptual Art’ followed by more 

‘ephemeral’ forms of non-representa-

tional art, a parallel process in geopol-

itics culminated in art’s globalisation 

or biennialisation which would re-

move the last vestige of art’s anchorage 

in specific places and times. Despite 

Clement Greenberg’s expansive claim 

about art as such (art did not go global 

until the late twentieth century) around 

the middle of the last century, think 

how localised was the context of his 

pronouncements – determined largely 

by his own location within the US ‘cul-

ture industry’ and the Cold War ideol-

ogy which shaped it. And when you 

contrast him with comparable figures 

of today who can make claims on be-

half art as such (rather than this or that 

– American or Japanese – art) – say, 

someone like Nicolas Bourriaud or any 

other curator/theorist of stature who 

shuttles across the globe with the ease 

of a business traveller and negotiates 

with non-western or even ‘tribal’ art-

ists with a flourish, it becomes quite 

BY BHASKAR MUKHOPADHYAY

clear that the law of general equiva-

lence (which is not the same thing as 

homogenisation) has permeated what 

can be called The Global ArtWorld Inc.4  

Art’s de- and reterritorialisation in re-

cent decades calls for a radical depar-

ture from theories (Bloch or Adorno) 

which valorized artwork’s transcendent 

qualities. 

In our radically delocalized world, 

upholding the claims of a tradition is 

bound to sound hypocritical and re-

actionary. In the context of the on-

going Tate Triennial, Bourriaud (the 

curator) has rightly asserted that 

Postmodernism, which was obsessed 

with the idea of an indentifiable origin 

and tradition, is no longer relevant for 

the world we inhabit. The state of the 

artistic world today is such that one has 

to, of necessity, start from “a globalized 

state of culture – [the artists] not an-

ymore working as logotypes of their 

own culture, or their own tradition. The 

question is not anymore where you are 

coming from but where you are going 

to?”

Yet, no one, except a miniscule and 

privileged minority of jet-set globetrot-

ters, actually lives in the famed global 

village – it is counterintuitive. While 

lived places are pulverised and under-

cut by centripetal global forces, there 

can be no denial that groups to benefit 

from this mobility are usually the priv-

ileged ones – it is the powerless under-

dogs whose fate is to remain localized. 

In fact, the same forces that engender 

mobility and movement also create en-

claves, ghettoes and camps where the 

‘dangerous’ populations are confined, 

trapped and un-homed. Glocal art does 

not espouse a certain fetishism of place, 

instead it destabilizes the very fixity of 

place by asking: who makes places out 

of spaces? What are the stakes in this? 

What is the politics of place today? And 

it is precisely in these ‘zones of excep-

tion’ – refugee camps, borders, ghettoes 

of illegal immigrants, depraved slums, 

zones crisscrossed by petty smugglers 

who cross borders regularly for making 

a living and other ‘dangerous’ subal-

tern population groups who are being 

deprived of their mobility and liveli-

hood and are being steadily localized 

by the operation of the global surveil-

lance machinery  – that the politics of 

place manifests itself. These places have 

nothing to do with the sense of shelter-

ing autochthony associated with the 

erstwhile idea of place. 

EmFacing the Defaced:  

The Art of Portrait in the Era of 

Displacement

Paradoxically, some of the most pros-

perous zones of the globe have enclaves  

teeming with the disenfranchised. 

Squeaky clean Singapore happens to be 

one of the wealthiest states of Asia (in 

terms of per capita income) but its red-

light district, Gaylang, has a large popu-

lation of immigrant, illegal sex-workers 

from China, Vietnam, Indonesia, India, 

Thailand and Malaysia. Many of them 

are not even professional sex-workers: 

they are housewives, daughters, young 

factory workers and college students 

from the large Asian hinterland where 

the operations of a globalised, ‘disor-

ganised’ capitalism in recent times 

have brutalised, ravaged and disori-

ented traditional life-style and patterns 

of expectations. They all worship the 

mighty Singapore Dollar and cross bor-

ders to make some fast buck. The heat 

of poverty and the dust of disposses-

sion have driven them to such extreme 

alienation that traditional notions of 

honour, shame, wellbeing – have all 

been forgotten. Theorists of ‘affective 

labour’ do not adequately recognise the 

degree of dispossession and degrada-

tion entailed in sex-work in the squalor 

and brutality of the Asian sex-industry. 

Joan Marie Kelly, an American painter 

who teaches drawing and painting at 

the Nanyang Technological University 

“THE SAME FORCES THAT 

ENGENDER MOBILITY AND 

MOVEMENT ALSO CREATE 

ENCLAVES, GHETTOS AND CAMPS.”

Joan M. Kelly, 
Throw the Lilly Under the Couch, 
175 x 114 cm, Oil on canvas, 2008 
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(Singapore), was shocked to find out 

that painting these sex-workers was 

not easy. The resistance came from the 

sex-workers themselves who felt inad-

equate and were reluctant to be repre-

sented: they felt that they are merely 

part of some anonymous and commod-

itized ‘flesh’!   

In this era of ‘conceptual art’ and 

‘performance art’ when painting has 

almost been relegated to limbo, exper-

imenting with portrait painting would 

appear to be anachronistic. The end 

of art-as-we-knew-it is a logical out-

come of the exhaustion of the classical 

(post-Renaissance) problematic of rep-

resentation whose aim was verisimili-

tude. The advent of photography and 

cinema in early twentieth century not 

only made painting, (qua representa-

tion) somewhat superfluous but also 

gave rise to a certain reflexivity which, 

instead of thinking of painting as a win-

dow to the world, began experiment-

ing with the materiality of the surface 

of the canvas, with the nature of col-

our and lines -- without any reference 

to the ‘world’. Around mid-twentieth 

century, this tendency exhausted itself, 

culminating in high abstraction, ‘ready-

mades’ and minimalism. 

The wheel has come in full circle 

and today artists are asking, once again, 

with Nicholas Bourriaud, whether, 

through art, “it [is] still possible to gen-

erate relationships with the world” in a 

way that would circumvent the prob-

lematic of ‘representation’. Joan Kelly is a 

self-conscious practitioner of ‘relational 

aesthetics’ (an art taking as its theoret-

ical horizon the realm of human inter-

actions and its social context, rather 

than the assertion of an independent 

and private symbolic space).5 She looks 

at portraiture more as an ethnographic 

encounter rather than a mimetic activ-

ity: the purpose is not simply to paint 

a face but to generate an encounter be-

tween the artist and the social milieu 

of the subject to be painted. The idea is 

to use portraiture as a form of ‘concep-

tual art’ in order to engage with mar-

ginal communities in different parts of 

the world – illegal sex-workers in South 

and South East Asia, the unemployed 

and the homeless in the US, the ref-

ugees and the immigrants in Europe, 

factory workers in China who lost their 

limbs in accidents and were thrown out 

of their jobs -- living on the margins of 

society. As is well known, the purpose 

of traditional portrait is to re-present a 

person’s inner persona. Kelly’s portraits, 

far from wanting to capture a subject’s 

expression, seek to valorise the process 

of interaction itself (between the artist, 

the model and his/her milieu) and the 

resultant portraits are the material re-

mains, or witnesses – to this inter-sub-

jective exchange and the resultant es-

tablishment/reinforcement of sociality. 

The face is what represents the 

person. To be human is to have a face. 

To be a person, to be acknowledged as 

a person, means to be acknowledged 

through one’s face. It is not possible to 

contemplate a relationship of love, ha-

tred or friendship with a faceless per-

son. Human beings without faces are 

not quite humans. And yet, social mar-

ginality – professional sex-work and the 

kind of affective labour it entails – is pre-

cisely a way of rendering the sex-worker 

faceless. To concentrate on the face of 

a sex-worker is thus to redeem his/her 

humanity on the face of a ‘reality’ which 

seeks to reduce him/her to mere flesh. 

Kelly’s invocation of Levinas’ ideas on 

‘the face of the other’ (he wrote about 

the ‘defenseless nudity’ of the face of the 

other – the ‘widow, orphan or stranger’) 

--  is significant. According to Levinas, 

in the human face is found the origi-

nal ethical code. From a look into the 

face of the Other we become aware of 

basic human responsibility and mean-

ing.6 To emface the faceless through ar-

tistic encounter (Kelly attracts crowds 

of onlookers whenever she paints the 

sex-workers in public) is thus to restore 

the human in the dispossessed other. 

Lipstick Zihad and the Sex  

of Things

By now it is widely acknowledged that 

the commodity is ontologically het-

erogeneous: it does not mean the 

same thing everywhere. Mia Jafari is 

a British-Iranian artiste who has been 

drawn to Iranian public commodity 

culture and her artistic work (textiles 

and photomontages made from staged 

photographs taken in Iran) on Iranian 

women’s engagement with mundane, 

mass-produced western consumer 

goods deserves critical interrogation 

as glocal art. Iran is one of those few 

places in the world where a self-con-

scious anti-globalization, anti-consum-

erist agenda permeates the state ide-

ology and public culture. Predictably, 

most Iranian art (diasporic art included) 

today is undergirded by a certain artis-

tic angst about the illiberalism of the 

Islamic regime.    

   As is well-known, the Islamic re-

gime of Iran is critical of consumerism 

and for some strange reason consum-

erism is viewed as ‘western’ (while the 

crassest of the consumerist dystopias 

are located in the Middle East and South 

East Asia). While it would be difficult 

to brand Jafari’s work either as pro- or 

anti-consumption, what is clear is that 

a certain irony about the semiotic sta-

tus of mass-consumer goods in Iranian 

feminine imaginary is pervasive in the 

textiles she makes. The subtle perver-

sity of the façade of a washing-machine 

made from shiny, shocking-pink rough 

fabric (with a golden door and instruc-

tions written in Persian) arises out of a 

shrewd play with the politics of gender 

in contemporary Iran. The transposi-

tion from cold, smooth white metal to 

warm but rough pink not just feminizes 

this mundane gadget but also seeks 

to characterise the defiance of young 

Iranian women whose affiliation with 

visible markers of westernisation (loud 

make-up, flashy clothes, shiny trinkets, 

high heels etc.) shocks the conservative 

public.7  It is chic, wry and simultane-

ously disturbing and attractive.  

Jafari’s photomontages depict 

staged scenarios of semi-veiled young 

Iranian women in colourful clothes 

playing with replicas of various mun-

dane gadgets. What gives these scenes 

a certain dream-like quality is the back-

ground: a derelict but rugged and pic-

turesque landscape (rural, sparsely in-

habited areas outside of Tehran) remi-

niscent of absence, emptiness and apo-

ria. It is in this utopic non-place that the 

romance of young Iranian women with 

western gadgets unfolds. 

Jafari’s Iranian works compels us to 

rethink not just Islam but also the ontol-

ogy of commodity. The received binary 

of use- vs. exchange value is of little use 

in making sense of Islamic feminine 

engagement with consumption. The 

thrust of feminine consumption is on 

mass-produced mundane gadgets of 

quotidian use (the regime disapproves 

of ‘conspicuous consumption’ – western 

cosmetics, for example) whose semi-

oticity is nearly zero because these are 

use-values – utilities. Yet, as modest and 

non-spectacular metonyms of the west-

ern commodity imaginary, these do not 

remain mere passive things. It would 

not occur to anybody here in England, 

for example, to ask: what does a wash-

ing-machine mean? Our quotidian fa-

miliarity with household gadgets has 

rendered them banal: a washing-ma-

chine or a refrigerator does things for 

us (washing and cooling, respectively) 

– these have no meaning beyond their 

functionality.  The ontological precar-

iousness of the branded washing-ma-

chine in Iranian feminine imaginary 

arises out of the fact that its semioticity 

surpasses its functionality. Their artis-

tic re-presentation in Jafari’s art-works 

becomes doubly enigmatic when she 

characterises her own work as ‘kitsch’! 

In sum, her work on commodities in 

other places makes us rethink not just 

the problem of alterity but of our en-

gagement with things as such. 

Glocal art at the margins of empire 

is not about the ethnographer or the 

activist taking over the artist. These art-

ists claim no ‘authenticity’, nor do they 

have any hang-ups about ‘tradition’. 

They are plain outsiders in the terrains 

where they work. But in important ways 

their engagement with life-worlds em-

bedded in specific places – passages of 

coming and going, territories deterri-

torialised by the violence of states and 

wars – marks a clear departure from a 

line of thinking that would attribute an 

unthinking homogeneity to art prac-

tices. The global/local binary, conceived 

under the Enlightenment episteme 

which opposes universality to autoch-

thony, is no longer adequate for artic-

ulating the planetary experience of un-

homliness: our world is no longer dou-

ble, it is many.     

Bhaskar Mukhopadhyay lectures in the 

Centre for Cultural Studies, Goldsmiths

“THE GLOBAL / LOCAL BINARY 

IS NO LONGER ADEQUATE.”

Subscribe to Europa and become a member 
of European Alternatives. Receive copies of 
the magazine straight to your doorsteps, a 
complimentary copy of our yearly perfect-
bound journal, and free invites to all events 
and festivals we organise.

Visit www.euroalter.com/support

Footnotes
1. Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, 
Empire, 2000.
2. Thierry De Duve, Kant after Duchamp, 
1996. 
3. See Ephemera 7:1, 2007 (theme 
issue: Immaterial Labour).
4. Charlotte Bydler, The Global Artworld 
Inc., Uppsala, 2004.
5. Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational 
Aesthetics, 2002.
6. Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and 
Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, 
translated by Alphonso Lingis, 1969.
7. See Shahram Khosravi, Young and 
Defiant in Tehran, 2007.
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Mia Jafari, 
Facade of washing machine, 
80 x 120 cm, Digital print,  
sequins and fabric, 2008
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CITY 2009: 
BRINGING DOWN THE BARRIERS

April 30: City 2009

Opening Symposium
The Festival opens with a discussion between curator and Serpentine Gallery director  

Hans Ulrich Obrist, architect and editor Stefano Boeri, and architect Markus Miessen  

on the European and the global city.

Courtauld Institute of Art, 5.30 – 7.30pm, FREE

MAY 1: theatre, art, sound

LOCUS SOLUS
Locus Solus is a intermedia project and performance-based installation exploring the  

idea of science in relation to accounts of contemporary and historical utopic imagination. 

Shunt Vaults, London Bridge, 8.00 – 11.00pm, £10

MAY 1: walking, words, theatre

MIDNIGHT PROCESSION
Concluding the performance of Locus Solus, artists, musicians, poets, and philosophers will 

move from London Bridge towards Shoreditch for a midnight walk including readings recitals 

and performances.

London Bridge to Shoreditch, Friday Midnight, FREE

MAY 3: Discussion and Tour Around the Olympic Site

UTOPIA CITY 
Join us for films and discussion on urban art and a guided artistic walk near the Olympic Site, 

followed by a picnic and video projections after sunset.

Arcola at 5pm for film, discussion & walk

or Hackney Wick Station at 7.30pm for only the walk, FREE

KAPUSCINSKI AND THE OTHER
Literary discussion of the legacy of Ryszard Kapuscinski (d.2007), celebrated journalist  

and photographer and one of Europe’s most cosmopolitan writers.

Purcell Room, Southbank Centre, 7.45pm, £10 (£5 concessions)

keynote political debate

european cHoices
Senior figures from the leading European political parties come to London for a lively  

debate one month ahead of the European elections, discussing the different political 

alternatives available at the European level.

Old Theater, London School of Economics, 7.00 – 9.00pm, FREE

MAY 9 AND 10

TRANSNATIONAL CONGRESS: 
The Congress for new transnational politics and culture is an annual appointment exploring 

the meaning and potentiality of a post-national approach to the most burning political, 

philosophical, and artistic questions of our time.

Rich Mix, 35-47 Bethnal Green Road, (top of Brick Lane)

Saturday and Sunday, all day, FREE

MAY 9: congress day one

Transnationalism,  
Neoliberalism, Globalisation

DAY 1 PROGRAMME: Saturday May 9th

10.30am: Opening Address / A Utopia of Change and Changing Utopia 

11.00am: Opening Plenary / Transnationalism, Internationalism, Globalisation and Europe 

1.30pm: Europe and the Neoliberal Inevitability 

3.30pm: Session1 / Europe: Transnationalism and Solidarity 

5.30pm: The North and the South; Transnationalism and Global Justice 

7.30pm: Performance Art and Music

MAY 10: congress day two

Art, Feminism,  
Politics of the Left
DAY 2 PROGRAMME: Sunday May 10th 

11.00am: Opening Plenary / For a Transnational feminism 

1.30pm: Session 1 / New Geographies of Art 

3.00pm: Session 2 / Migration and Artistic Strategies 

4.30pm: Session 2 / Environment 

6.00pm: Closing Plenary / For a Transnational Left 

7.30pm: Artistic Closing
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The London Festival of Europe is organised by 
The London Festival of Europe is organised by European Alternatives, organisation devoted to 
European Alternatives, organisation devoted to promoting intellectual and artistic engagement 
promoting intellectual and artistic engagement with the idea and possibility of a new transnational 
with the idea and possibility of a new transnational politics and art.politics and art.

We publish a magazine and run projects and 
We publish a magazine and run projects and events throughout the continent on the implications 
events throughout the continent on the implications of globalisation and the potentials of the 
of globalisation and the potentials of the European project.European project.

www.eu roa l te r. com 
www.eu roa l te r. com 

MAY 8 
FRIDAY DOUBLE BILL

THE MYTH OF

organises:



A p ri l  3 0  –  M a y  1 0 , L o n d o n

TH
E 

MY
TH

 O
F



pa
ge

 2
24

OCTOBER 09THE MYTH OF EUROPA



pa
ge

 2
25

OCTOBER 09 THE MYTH OF EUROPA
S

A
R

A
 S

A
LE

R
I

B
E

LE
N

 G
O

N
G

O
R

A



pa
ge

 2
26

OCTOBER 09THE MYTH OF EUROPA



pa
ge

 2
27

OCTOBER 09 THE MYTH OF EUROPA



pa
ge

 2
28



pa
ge

 2
29



pa
ge

 2
30

OCTOBER 09THE MYTH OF EUROPA



pa
ge

 2
31



pa
ge

 2
32



pa
ge

 2
33

40

14
16

15

13

21

EU 
Member 
States

Non EU Europe

Asia

America

Africa

Oceania
Other

350000

E
U

 A
ve

ra
ge

P
ol

an
d

R
om

an
ia U
K

G
er

m
an

y

Fr
an

ce

It
al

y

B
ul

ga
ri

a

S
lo

va
ki

a

Th
e 

N
et

he
rl

an
ds

P
or

tu
ga

l

300000

250000

200000

150000

100000

50000

0

N
um

be
rs

%
 o

f p
op

ul
at

io
n

40

14
16

15

13

21

EU 
Member 
States

Non EU Europe

Asia

America

Africa

Oceania
Other

350000

E
U

 A
ve

ra
ge

P
ol

an
d

R
om

an
ia U
K

G
er

m
an

y

Fr
an

ce

It
al

y

B
ul

ga
ri

a

S
lo

va
ki

a

Th
e 

N
et

he
rl

an
ds

P
or

tu
ga

l

300000

250000

200000

150000

100000

50000

0

N
um

be
rs

%
 o

f p
op

ul
at

io
n

All immigrants

26 27 28 29 30 31

(years)

Nationals

Non-national 
EU immigrants

Non-EU
immigrants

Morocco

Ukraine

China

India

Bolivia

Albania

US

Turkey

Brazil

Russian 
Federation

0 50 100 150

(Number in thousands)

All immigrants

26 27 28 29 30 31

(years)

Nationals

Non-national 
EU immigrants

Non-EU
immigrants

Morocco

Ukraine

China

India

Bolivia

Albania

US

Turkey

Brazil

Russian 
Federation

0 50 100 150

(Number in thousands)



pa
ge

 2
34



pa
ge

 2
35



Lecture Series: 
THE UNRESOLVED BORDERS OF EUROPE

AUTUMN 2009 PROGRAMME:
- 12 November: screening of the documentaries “Warte Mal” (by Ann-Sofi Siden)  
and “Sudeuropa” (by Maria Iorio & Raphael Cuomo);
- 18 November: lecture by Chantal Mouffe;
- 25 November: lecture by Paul Scheffer.

Location: NAiM/Bureau Europa,  
Avenue Ceramique 226, Maastricht,The Netherlands.
Organized by the Euregional Forum, the Jan van Eyck Academie  
and NAiM/ Bureau Europa.

For more info: www.bordersofeurope.janvaneyck.nl
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 CIRCULAR MIGRATION 
AND DEVELOPMENT

 European Alternatives Research has

 recently published a report by Danai

 Vassilaki on the European proposals 

 for promoting circular migration and 

.its relationship to development

 All our research reports are sent in

 hardcopy to our members and are

 :downloadable from 

www.euroalter.com/research

 To join European Alternatives for 

 :as little as £10/10 visit

 www.euroalter.com/support

 EUROPEAN
 ALTERNATIVES
RESEARCH
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AUGUST SANDER: 
VOIR, OBSERVER 
ET PENSER (SEE, 
OBSERVE AND 
THINK)
August Sander (1876-1964) is known as one of 
the most acute photographer of the social realities 
of the Weimar Republic. He is mostly famous 
for its portraits. The exhibition ‘Voir, observer, 
penser’ (See, observe, think), at the Fondation 
Cartier-Bresson in Paris, presents these portraits 
in resonance with less famous photographs of the 
artist of landscapes and nature, like one of snails. 
The exhibition illustrates perfectly the naturalistic 
approach of August Sander who thought there were 
no better ways to show the world than by strictly 
reflecting the nature. 

Fondation Henri Cartier-Bresson, 
2 Impasse Lebouis, 75014 Paris, France
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S.TRAORE (Mali), Série Rêve non réalisé, 2008, exposition panafricaine © Salif Traoré
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FEDERICO GUERRIERI
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DANAI VASSILAKI

COLIN ROWLANDS
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DEMOCRACY
EQUALITY
CULTURE
BEYOND THE NATION STATE

DEMOCRACDEMOCRACYY

THETHE NATIONNATION STATESTATE

European Alternatives is a civil society organisation devoted to exploring 
the potential for transnational politics and culture. We believe that today 
the challenges of democratic participation, social equality, and cultural 
innovation cannot be effectively understood and addressed at the nation 
state level.
The organisation is unique in being at once a breeding ground for new 
ideas and proposals for politics and culture at a European level and in 
being a political and cultural actor with a truly transeuropean activity,  
staff and support base.
The reflexion and action of European Alternatives is targeted in the first 
instance at the European Union and European nation states, but the 
political and cultural horizon of the organisation is global, as are the 
collaborations it tries to foster. 
Here’s what we do and why:

IMAGINING ALTERNATIVES
• Research, publications, and transnational seminars to formulate, from 

the ground-up and through the participation of citizens and members of our 

local groups, a wide series of political proposals for the Europe to come.

• Transeuropa Festival, an innovative simultanous festival taking place in  

4 cities mixing cultural, political, and artistic engagement across borders.

• Artistic projects, such as the recent Polis21, inviting artists to imagine 

alternative proposals for society and political community.

DEMOCRATIC PARTICIPATION
• LOCAL GROUPS: we stimulate active participation from the bottom-up 

in all areas of our work through many active local groups running a rich 

programme of local activities

• DEMOCRATISING THE EU: we push for greater democratisation of 

the European political process, advocating greater participation of 

citizens, civil society and social movements in the decision-making of the 

European Union. We do so by representing these voices in consultations 

with the European institutions, by running initiatives reinforcing the 

role of the European parliament, and in promoting the emergence of a 

political Europe of alternative choices by analysis and debate of current 

European policies.

• CAMPAIGNS: we contribute to the emergence of pan-European social 

movements working to transform national demands and campaigns into 

transnational advocacy. We do so by running regular campaigns on themes 

as varied as media pluralism and women’s rights.

TRANSNATIONAL PUBLIC SPHERE
• We publish a printed magazine in English and an online magazine in 

3 languages to stimulate interaction with our work and contribute to 

the shared formulation of political proposals across language barriers, 

promoting the development of a transnational space for interaction and 

discussion of political and cultural issues.

BASIC BELIEFS
European Alternatives is not affiliated to any political party or movement. 

At the same time, we believe that to promote responsible participation in 

the future development and direction of the European Union it is necessary 

to express clearly delineated and coherent proposals.

The following basic beliefs guide our work:

• DEMOCRACY AND PARTICIPATION: The ‘democratic deficit’ so often 

associated with Europe must be understood as applying also to national 

institutions. Europe must reinvent forms of politics and participation 

which will address this situation at a transnational level, stimulating new 

avenues of engagement that include, expand, and go beyond traditional 

representative democracy.

• EQUALITY: Inequalities between rich and poor, between men and 

women, between migrant and non-migrant, between different ethnicities, 

exist at a level beyond the nation state, and the nation is no longer the 

most appropriate level of governance to address them. The horizon of 

egalitarian politics must become transnational instiutions if it is to address 

discrimination and injustice in a globalised age. Only in this way will the 

challenges of global development can be effectively addressed.

• EUROPE AND THE WORLD: Transnational solidarity means reinterpreting 

the political and cultural relations between countries, including those 

between the European and non-European space. This implies working for  

a fairer global system based on co-development and global justice.

• CULTURE: Politics must not be reduced to legislation. Finding better 

ways of living together is a cultural pursuit in which the arts  

and humanities have an essential role.

Between 2000 and 2006 Eskildsen travelled together with the writer Cia 
Rinne through seven countries to obtain more in sight into the life and 
culture of the Roma. The result, The Roma Journeys, has been applauded 
internationally for its splendid photography. 

Joakim Eskildsen and Cia Rinne’s trip began in Hungary and by chance 
expanded to include India, Greece, Romania, France, Russia and 
Finland. As Eskildsen and Rinne came to know more about the culture, 
language and living conditions of the Roma, their interest developed 
into solidarity. The countless profound encounters proved a great source 
of inspiration during the project. Eskildsen and Rinne often stayed for 
long periods as guests with various families and could work with their 
subjects’ full confidence. The photographs reflect the intensity of the 
contact between the Roma and the photographer. Together with the 
Calé, Sinti and other groups the Roma constitute Europe’s largest ethnic 
minority. Colloquially they are however all generally called ‘gypsies’. The 

Roma community has been wandering through Europe for six hundred 
years now, in search of a place to settle permanently. Right down to this 
day they must defend themselves against discrimination and distrust 
from surrounding societies.

Joakim Eskildsen (b. 1971, Copenhagen) was for some time in training with 
the Danish court photographer Rigmor Mydtskov. In 1998 he graduated with 
an MA degree in photography at the University of Art and Design in Helsinki. 
Among Eskildsen’s publications are Nordic Signs, from 1995, and iChicken 
Moon, published in 1999. The book The Roma Journeys (2007, Steidl), which 
appeared to accompany the exhibition, has captured several photography 
prizes including the Deutscher Fotobuchpreis (Gold) in 2009.

Joakim Eskildsen, The Roma Journeys
6 March - 18 April
Noorderlicht Photogallery, www.noorderlicht.com

ABOUT THE FRONT COVER PHOTOGRAPH: 
JOAKIM ESKILDSEN
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The series ‘Rooms for sleeping standing up’ is a testimony to an 
investigation of location and memory: two characters pose in front of 
the walls of the rooms of an pension home that has been abandoned 
for 10 years. Only small variations in the motif of the carpets or 
the presence of cupboards tells us that we have moved, in each 
photograph, from one room to another. The characters keep the same 
position, neither sitting nor standing up, their backs to the wall, 
under the old machines which used to hang above the beds of the 
pensioners. Almost transparent, their two bodies live in the images 
like fragile apparitions: there is no indication of when the images 
were taken, and their positions do not resemble any particular 
action: the absence of any narrative is a deliberate choice not to 

recount any particular episode in order to let the strangely captured 
atmosphere emerge on the skin of the photographs. This series is the 
opportunity for the artist to play with the relation between the body 
and architecture: the body of the characters becomes an element in 
the construction of the image, encrusted, melted into the substance of 
the building which shelters them.

Barbara Noiret, chambres à dormir debout, 2002
ensemble de 3 photographies couleur 
3 x (50 x 75 cm) 
Curtesy Galerie Frédéric Giroux, Paris

ABOUT THE PHOTOGRAPHS:
BARBARA NOIRET, CHAMBRES À DORMIR 

EUROPEAN SOLIDARITY AMONGST CITIZENS WILL BE ”“ .PERHAPS FIRST CREATED AND EXPRESSED IN EDUCATION

CONTINUED FROM COVER <

?WHO SAID SOLIDARITY
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A COPERNICAN REVOLUTION 
IN POLITICAL FORCES?
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LIN CHALOZIN DOVRAT

Democracy is based on the presupposition that there is a regime 
that may enforce a fair game. It promises that at the beginning 
or the starting point of the political game, all participants are 
equal. This equality is based on identity. If we talk about direct 
democracy, it makes sense, right, because if we talk about Ath-
ens all the participants were white males and they enjoyed, also, 
some kind of equality of class. So, when we try to reproduce this 
same regime on a larger scale we have a big problem, because 
at the starting point everybody has to be equal.

JAFFA, TEL AVIV

THANASIS TRIARIDIS

To me, democracy does not exist. It is a big word, very nice, but 
it does not exist, it is similar to God, love or immortality. I cannot 
define democracy in any other way rather than a chimera, which 
sounds nice to our ears, but in Greek mythology it was a monster, 
a dreadful monster.

THESSALONIKI

TONE OLAF NIELSEN

I think the biggest threat to representational democracy as 
we know it in the West, and I am speaking in particular from a 
Danish point of view within Northern Europe, in my opinion is 
the turn to the right and the collapse of the traditional political 
spectrum in favor of a consensus of the centre politics.
I am very interested in Chantal Mouffe’s writings, a political 
scientist who has been describing this development quite 
clearly. According to her, you could say, that “third way” politics 
as it was proposed and practiced first by Bill Clinton and later 
by Tony Blair and Gerhard Schröder, resulted in a collapse of 
the traditional leftwing project as a constant contestation and 
challenge of the power-relations in favor of an acceptance of 
the so-called unavoidability of globalization. This means that 
voters lose confidence in the parliamentary political system 
and  move to the extreme ends of the spectrum, which is where 
they find true contestation, true opposition. And, of course, the 
danger according to Mouffe is that once you have people, voters 
moving to the extreme ends of the political spectrums, they are 
outside of democratic discourses and form and practices, which 
leaves room for fundamentalisms, nationalism, various phobias, 
sexism, xenophobia, homophobia, and so forth.

COPENHAGEN, JAGTVEJ 69, WHERE THE YOUTH HOUSE 
USED TO STAND BEFORE IT WAS TORN DOWN

JO VAN DER SPEK & 
CHEIKH PAPA SAKHO

JO VAN DER SPEK: For me, this location is a symbol of democra-
cy, of Dutch democracy, because this complex was built because 
a majority of  Dutch voters wanted repression of immigrants. 
People want illegal migrants to be thrown out of the country. 
And this is where they were kept, before they were brought to 
a plane to go back to Dominican Republic, Ukraine, Bulgaria, 
Surinam, Libya... There are about 300 people detained here. And, 
the fact that a fire could start here and could kill 11 people is, in 
a way, the climax of that politics of detaining migrants.
So instead of looking away, instead of locking away, instead of 
putting these people in a place far away from civilization, I just 
want to show it: this is it, this is your bloody democracy. 

CHEIKH PAPA SAKHO: How to make people understand? You have 
to show me. I don’t feel good; I am traumatized. Every night I 
have bad dreams. I don’t know why to deport you they keep you 
for three months or one year. I was three months in this jail and 
three months in Tilburg; only to be deported. And I have family, 
I have seven children. I have been here for seven years, and I 
could not see them. Where is  democracy? They tried to deport 
me to Italy and the Italian police brought me back. And the next 
day the fire happened and the eleven people died. You heard 
them screaming in the fire. Can you imagine, how the eleven 
people died in the fire? Slowly, and nobody helped them. That 
makes me crazy.

JO VAN DER SPEK: It is normal for people to try to find a way 
to live. If you fight that freedom, you kill yourself in the end, 
because it is Dutch democracy that died in that fire. Let’s start 
building another democracy by stopping to oppress people 
looking for happiness.

AMSTERDAM, DETENTION CENTER AT AMSTERDAM 
AIRPORT SCHIPHOL

What is 
Democracy?
Excerpts from video-interviews 
featured in Oliver Ressler’s artistic 
project “What is Democracy?”
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Ulrich Beck is one of the world’s 
leading social thinkers, professor 
of Sociology at the University of 
Munich – where he is the founding 
director of the research centre 
“Sonderforschungsbereich-
Re�exive Modernisation” – and at 
the London School of Economic 
and Political Science. Hi is 
best known for his writings on 
globalization, cosmopolitanism, 
and risk society.

 
ULRICH BECK
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ABOUT THE 
PHOTOGRAPHS:
ERNESTO 
MORALES
In the last decade Ernesto Morales, an 
Argentinean artist born in Uruguay 34 years 
ago, has developed his professional career 
between Buenos Aires and Europe. In the 
last years Ernesto has worked on the themes 
of exile and distance reflecting through 
videos and paintings on the connections 
and lacerations  which both unite and divide 
Argentina and Italy. The exhibition “Tiempos 
Migrantes”, from which these images are 
part, has been presented from the 22nd of 
March to the 10th of April in the Gallery of 
the Italian-Latin American Institute (IILA) 
in Rome. In “Tiempos Migrantes” Morales 
reflects on the problems, resistances and 
changes imposed by migrations, considering 
in particular the thousands of Italian who 
went to seek their fortunes in Argentina.

Ernesto Morales
above: Invierno Porteño
100x150cm –oil on canvas 2009

left: Vacas migrantes
120x80cm –oil on canvas 2010
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TERESA PULLANO
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INTERVIEW BY JACQUELINE SELLEM
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THE BACKGROUND: THIRD PART OF A FILM TRILOGY 
The film project, entitled “Espèces d’images” is a conclusion 
of a work period of eight years in European shopping centers 
and public spaces. The project is the third and final part of 
a trilogy: A Monument for the Invisible, filmed in Helsinki, 
Finland in 2003; and Soprus-Druzhba (Friendship) realized 
in Tallinn, Estonia in 2006.  

LES HALLES: SPACES OF CAPITALISM 
AND THE SOCIAL IMAGERY
Les Halles is a shopping centre and a commuting transport 
network situated in the heart of historical Paris and the most 
popular place in the world for tourists and romantic souls.  
More than just a Crystal Palace, Les Halles is undoubtedly an 
image in itself as well as machine to produce images. But 
images of what? This question has not been answered properly. 

The actual location of Les Halles, completed at the early 
eighties, was meant to be an urban and luxurious space for 
modern lifestyle of shopping, commuting and leisure. 

In the eyes of many Parisians the Les Halles Project 
is a failure partly because this solution had to include also 
the question of how to deal with the multicultural suburban 
populations.  Those are the common users of the suburban 
transport network, but do not represent the clichéd images of 
Parisianness and luxury. 

The actual multicomplex at the heart of the project 
seems to be an attempt to include and exclude the suburbian 
working class and immigrant populations to the great Image 
of The Central Paris:  it certainly lures these vast populations 

in so that they consume all goods displayed, but presents no 
invitation to leave the commercial area in order to mingle with 
the surrounding quarters.  As result the suburbians tend to 
station in there whereas the Parisians tend to avoid staying at 
les Halles more than what is necessary to take the transports. 

A WAY OUT OF THIS IMAGE?
As one of the greatest commuting center, the location of Les 
Halles is actually nicknamed ‘the Flipper’. This accurately 
depicts the uncertain and violent nature of the liberal world: 
one has to stay as long as possible in the game, meaning to 
submit to its rules, to make it its own, and to be prepared to be 
thrown away at any moment. 

The location of Les Halles is symptomatic of this current 
order of things, and yet it is charged with memories of its 
own past reaching 2000 years back to the history of European 
urbanism.  Certainly the people whose paths cross everyday 
at Les Halles are constantly squeezed between estimating 
gazes of the other citizens, the social clashes and diverse 
histories. Standing out of the crowd, exposing their bodies and 
appearances in the architectural and everyday lived project of 
Les Halles means to cope with the Social Imagery, to sustain or 
to possibly break it. 

I believe the participants of my project are watchmen 
and witnesses on this layered soil, where our experiences of 
today’s world are inscribed and scripted.

“ESPÈCES D’IMAGES”: 
A COLLABORATIVE WRITING INTO PUBLIC SPACE

In order to question the mechanisms and imageries of the 
spaces of capitalism, my films are based on a collaborative 
process. Parisians and suburbians from different ages and 
experiences, all connected by the knot of Les Halles, have 
participated in the making of Les Halles film project. 
The script, which served as a preliminary structure for my 
film, worked as a contract between me and the participants 
of the project. The dialogues, acts and scenes of the film 
were constructed little by little during the shooting while 
rehearsing or improvising in front of the camera, in order to 
create scenes in which participants would challenge their 
ways to inhabit those spaces. Thus, collaborative fiction is 
a way of questioning the Real: a possibility to overtake the 
abstract materialization of capitalist rules. Discussions, video 
workshops and writing are for me powerful ways to create other 
images, which have something of a shared nature. 

THE FINAL FORM: 
CROSSING PERSPECTIVES ON FIVE SCREENS 
AND ENDLESS REPETITIVE TIMES 
The final form of “Espèces d’images” film project is a five –
screen video installation. It intends to create an architectural 
space echoing the crossing perspectives of Les Halles and its 
central hall of exchanges, ‘the Flipper’. On these five screens, 
individuals are momentarily appearing closer to the camera 
and further away from the chewing rhythms of the everyday. 
The horizon, poetic possibility of escape, is to be reached 
somewhere beyond the visible world. 

ABOUT THE PHOTOGRAPHS:
ESPÈCES D’IMAGES (SPECIES OF IMAGES)
A PROJECT BY ANU PENNANEN (2007-2010)
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Get involved!  www.euroalter.com  /   info@euroalter.com  /   @EuroAlter  /   euroalter  /   European_Alternatives

Never before has the planet needed
an adventurous Europe 

as much as it needs it now
Zygmunt Bauman

The journal of European Alternatives has always been a 
campaigning journal, whether for gender equality, Roma 
rights, migrant rights, media freedom or democratic 
renewal: through it readers, writers and artists since 2007 
have been informed about and joined our campaigns, 
joined our movement, joined our organization for 
democracy, equality and culture beyond the nation-state. 
10 years after the beginnings of European Alternatives 
and its �rst publications, we take a moment to gather 
many of them in one place, to take a look back at the 
journey we have travelled, share what we have seen with 
new acquaintances encountered recently on our route, 
before turning our faces resolutely to the wind, looking 
into the distance, and continuing our adventure together 
as friends.

Together with our readers we ranged over Europe, to 
North Africa, the Middle East, the Americas, China and 
elsewhere, knowing that Europa is never to be found 
where you expect, and that frontiers are the limits 
of our imaginations and understandings, sometimes 
to be overcome, sometimes to be interrogated and 
sometimes to be opened-up or breached by dialogue and 
experimentation.
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