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DV: In your article “Art and the Ethics of In(ter)vention”, you
speak of the need for new configurations of collective action
against what is perceived as accelerating alienation, not just of
labour but of the spirit. Of course, for us as a group this is very
important. We come together to reclaim collective agency. It
would be good if we could talk a little in this direction. How do
you see the relation of this agency to the dominant power? How
can they dissolve its dominance? Which means of production do
they have in their hands?
JF: I waver between pessimism and optimism on this issue! In
recent times we have witnessed violence committed between
communities struggling over conflicting national narratives –
Northern Ireland, the Balkans, various African states, to name a
few – undoubtedly fuelled by state economic and political
interests. Nonetheless, there has been a move towards some
‘resolution’ of these problems, in part because globalisation
itself has changed the stakes, such that ‘local’ issues are now
seen to be part of the ‘global’ landscape – ecologically,
politically and economically – and have to be reconfigured
accordingly. When one thinks of collective action against the
‘dominant power’, however, one is immediately faced with the
question, where is this power located? Up to the 1980s one
could still identify state institutions and elected officials as
targets for political activism; but the power exercised through
invisible, transnational corporate interests in collusion with
some sectors of the media is rather less easy to confront. Part of
our impotence and ethical outrage is witnessing the blatant
hypocrisy of the state, which is perceived as acting as a buffer
zone for these interests rather than attending to the welfare of
citizens.
However, there was an optimistic moment at the turn of the
millennium with the mobilisation of collective action like the
Mexican Zapatistas, Anti-Capitalism and Reclaim the Streets,
which seemed to confirm Hardt and Negri’s thoughts on the
mobilisation of the ‘multitude’ or Agamben’s identity-less
‘community’ that would by-pass the rigid structures favoured
by the state. An interesting facet of these actions is that they
took advantage of the communications technologies of power (as
did later, of course, Islamic ‘terrorists’!). I was also interested in
how these movements were conducted in the spirit of Bakhtin’s
popular carnivalesque, but unhappily this approach to change
has been overshadowed by an escalation of atrocities, which feed
into now overt state promotion of fear. We are all now hostage
to two quasi-religious fundamentalisms.
Have there been signs of such mobilisation in artistic practice?
Yes, insofar as only the market clings to the myth of the
transcendental artistic subject, and more artists are willing to
form collaborations with non-artists and address public issues,
as Documenta11 was bold enough to show. The question is, as
you say, can artistic political intervention lead to collective
agency? In itself, I would say no. At best it can inspire a new
vision of reality. The difficult part is how to translate insight
into action. Under technological-capitalist hegemony, organising
the Big Revolution seems no longer an option, so we are left
with the hit-and-run tactics of guerrilla warfare. If there’s to be
resistance, it has to happen from the more ‘local’ level by
processes of diffusion. There is also the question of how to
change people’s consciousness in the face of the power of the
media. As we saw in Britain this year, even the more ethically
aware news media can be silenced when they challenge state
policies, so that they are finally forced into ‘self-censorship.’
DV: It’s the same situation in Russia. But for us, for an example,
the point of our optimism could be formulated as follows: we are
a small group of people, but at the same time, we have control of
our independent media, in some way; for us, it’s important to
construct a situation at least in the cultural field. […] Let’s take
Petersburg. We have a community of six or seven people who
can produce a ‘zine, make public actions, exhibitions and other
things. Now imagine if we had not one just a one community but
six or ten, each of them with about six people, who would maybe
develop in their own fields. I’m sure then we could stop many
things or do them differently. The real question is how to
stimulate the growth of more communities of this kind…
JF: I think for art now it’s also a question of inventing new
social spaces or imaginaries. That was why I was interested in
the Peruvian “Wash the Flag” action, which activated the
downfall of Fujimori’s corrupt government, and which I think
inspired Francis Alys’s collaborative action, “When Faith
Moves Mountains”, which in its absurdity was a ‘carnivalesque’

action. It was an action performed outside the institution, but
nonetheless in part funded by it. The art world contains many
art worlds, but its public face is controlled by the interests of
the institutions. So inevitably the more critical art is almost
always on the periphery, or with those artists who seem to be
doing one thing but are actually doing another. When we ask
whether there can be an art of resistance, and by that I mean a
resistance to the exclusive instrumentalizing languages of
hegemonic discourse, I think about earlier strategies. For
instance, with the historical avant-garde, or political activism
from the 1960s through the 1980s, the attitude was invariably
oppositional. There are many reasons why I think that
oppositionality is no longer a viable strategy. I’ve mentioned the
problem of locating power, and also the question of reinventing
language. Resistance has to happen in a more subtle way to try
to penetrate institutional structures and undermine their claims
to truth. Local networks need to make alliances with greater
networks to form an internationalized ‘community’.
DV: But don’t you think that there’s a big problem with some of
these groups? Some of them are really internationally know but
locally marginal. Of course you can play around with local
cultural institutions, but then you see that it makes no sense –
now they can swallow any type of message, especially when it is
packed into a seductive visual form…
JF: Yes, this is true, but we have to acknowledge the limitations
of the institution – its physical structure, its ideological
framework, its sources of funding, etc. But for artists, it’s still a
question of inventing new social spaces and forms of public
engagement, as the institution is still an inadequate structure for
any art that wants or has any kind of social or political
consciousness. This is why it is important that artists build
more fluid networks that do not depend wholly on narrow local
interests, but through which the local concerns can be brought
into a dialogical relation with the global. It’s a question of
connecting local singularities that might become a ‘multiple’ on
an international level. In any case, as the saying goes, one is
never a prophet in one’s own country! I have to make alliances
with those with whom I can have a conversation, even if they’re
globally dispersed, as a way of sharing experience and
knowledge.
DV: But how far the role of the institutions has changed? In
Scandinavia last year, there was a lot of talk about the
institution’s power, and Scandinavians are very much concerned
with rethinking the institutions as the most powerful means of
production for the artists who engaged with social texture of
local communities. Taking into consideration these rather
progressive case, how do we trace the difference between
collective and institution?
JF: I can’t see any change in institutional power or structure
without a genuine change of consciousness, or will to do so, The
art institution has undergone changes, but only under pressure
from changing forms and requirements of art practice. I teach a
class in the construction of ‘otherness’, multiculturalism and
postcoloniality to curatorial students, and I am happy to say
that some awareness of these issues has crept into their projects.
However, they still all want to be curatorial ‘stars’ in prestigious
institutions! My hope is that maybe they can function like
Gramsci’s “organic intellectual”, someone who comes from the
community but is able to visualize and actualise possibilities for
change. Likewise, Michel de Certeau’s ‘shifter’ (in The Capture
of Speech), or Deleuze’s ‘minoritisation’ of language by
dislocated communities seeking to reinvent their subjectivities.
Now, I think artists potentially can perform this function, since
to change consciousness of a given situation is to reconfigure
community, which admittedly demands time and patience. It is
true what you say that any grassroots group can become a fixed
structure; the question is, how do you encourage flexibility and
openness given that there are always ‘interests’ at stake? Other
than insisting that any structure is subject to changing
conditions, and this is precisely what art can reveal, I don’t
know the answer.
DV: Do you think that art can be considered as a tool for
empowerment of those who are normally excluded, who have no
voice in this new global order? Can art be one of the most
important tools for empowerment through creative engagement?
JF: Disempowerment is being deprived of individual and
collective subjectivity, of imagining new possibilities of life.
This was the problem of imperialist subjugation. For
dispossessed peoples, the issue has been to reclaim selfhood and

cultural renewal through and against the alien ideological
structures imposed on them. An example here is James Joyce who
exiles himself from Ireland because he could find no place for
himself as a speaking subject under English colonial rule. Joyce
‘resolves’ this in Finnegans Wake by contaminating English by,
among other things, Irish orality and the scriptovisual labyrinths
of the Irish Book of Kells, which forces it to mean ‘differently’.
At the same time he reinvents literature! One could also quote the
emergence of African American culture through the reinvention of
musical and literary idioms that play across European and African
traditions. The influence of African America on global popular
music means that its political messages to some extent also get
carried across. Art, alas, doesn’t possess the same capacity for
diffusion, but it is still a valuable tool for self-representation.
DV: Yeah, I agree, right now it is somehow in the air that many
people have simultaneously started talking about the idea of the
radical public. We should also imagine another level of public, not
a passive consumer, but people who actively participate in the
process of art’s production by permanently reinventing art. I think
this is one of the most current questions: how do we activate the
public? In an ideal situation, this public will be split into some
different communities which has their own task and their own
configuration, but can join each other at one point of the Event.
JF: I would agree that has to continually reinvent itself and its
relation to the public sphere. One of my problems with activist
art is its tendency to think a critique of the status quo is
sufficient; it is valuable to give public awareness of social
injustice, but activist strategies tend to end up looking too much
like sociology. For me, art is also about imagining a reality that
isn’t necessarily the reality one lives in, that is, it’s about enabling
new insights on contemporary existence and how we might inhabit
the world differently. I think that one of the main problems for
artists goes back to Adorno and Benjamin’s debates on mass media
and information culture respectively, and the extent to which they
condition both our idea of reality and our capacity to transmit
experience. Or, indeed, that under industrialised capitalism the
worker was not in control of his or her own means of production.
Perhaps the new audiovisual technologies and home computers
can alter that aspect and enable people a more creative relation to
work? De Certeau considered it was too facile to assume that
consumers passively absorbed what was given to them. That, in
fact, like the bricoleur, they selected and combined what they
needed, often in ways that subverted the intentions of producers.
More recently, in speaking of current trends in art, Nicholas
Bourriaud has called this ‘post-production’ and attributes it to the
influence of the Web and the pop culture of ‘cut-n’-mix’.
However, I would say that this tendency is predated precisely by
the survival tactics of dispossessed cultures under colonial
regimes. They present lessons of hope that people can still take
the power of invention into their own hands.
In thinking of art and its social efficacy, we might reconsider
Benjamin’s question about the transmissibility experience;
experience not as something that ‘belongs’ to self-presence but
that connects us in a shared existence. Here I’m also thinking of
Jean-Luc Nancy’s insistence that Being is not a self-enclosed, self-
generating entity, but always and at its inception a ‘being together
with’. In this sense, what it important in art may be less what it
says than what it does at an intersubjective level. It is this that
distinguishes it from most mediated forms of representation,
which, as Benjamin pointed out, don’t transmit experience but
information. In Britain art has to an extent been incorporated into
the entertainment industry (vis-à-vis, the popularity of Tate
Modern, blockbuster shows and the Turner Prize). Rather than
lament this, we should encourage this non-connoisseurial viewing
public as a new collective experience. Against instrumentalising
technologies, is it not experience and its transmissibility that must
be reclaimed? We can only ask that art be capable of touching an
unrealised aspect of our own experience of the fragility of the
human. These are the conversations we need to have – and this is
how I understand Bakhtin’s popular carnivalesque!

       London, October 2004

What do we have in common? What does the common mean? How can we invoke this common,
realizing it and by doing so, maintaining its existence? Contemporary global capitalism realizes total
communization, the exchange of people and things, but this communization takes the form of a
rupture of all social connections. In departing from its initial revolutionary impulses, Soviet
“communism” created an alienated, unjust system as a consequence. By the 1970s, this system
brought on the atomization of society and the victory of an ideology of individualism and consumerism,
comparable to the situation in bourgeois societies. But the Soviet experience also had another side: the
“common” or the “collective” really was not appropriated fully; in the bureaucratic system of
collective irresponsibility, it often turned out to be unneeded, belonging to no-one. The Soviet landscape
– a landscape that continues to entrance artists, directors, and writers to this day – is a landscape of
abandoned construction sites, empty lots, or the open street-doors of Petersburg, where one could
easily urinate or drink a little bottle of vodka...In many senses, the common remained vacant and
free... In spite of itself, through a “cunning of history”, the Soviet regime achieved a free common
where it was not looking for it...Of course, all of this was uncomfortable and ineffective, and the new
bourgeois prophets of the Perestroika began by pointing at this scandalous trait of Soviet
“communism”, suggesting to privatize it in order to tie humanity more closely to the material “base”
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of its surroundings. But for now, none of this has worked: the new private owners have little respect
for the world of things, which is why they have subjected this world to predatory exploitation (based
on the same disrespect), while disrespect for the public sphere is so much of a part of our very
existences that we still hardly worry about the environment in our everyday lives; we never fix up our
hallways and are rarely capable of uniting for any action in protest.

The common, however, belongs to no-one. In their total worldliness, empty lots play the role of
sacral spaces, segregated “zones”. The sacrality of the profane – let’s call this the formula of
democracy...The real common, the common aside from exchange, the common without the universal,
lies beneath our feet at the exact place where it is nobody’s. The question is actually, on the one hand,
how to preclude the usurping of this common (through bureaucracy or capitalism), and on the other
hand, how to preserve the relationship to it: after all, people, once they are deeply involved in their
private lives, hardly notice the common void that chases all of these particular little worlds. In order
to answer this question, one needs to act in common. This action will not only realize the communal-
mimetic energy that we have accumulated, but will be the first step taken toward a free common,
owned by none.
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Artem Magun (A.M.) Dear Jean-Luc! In how far the community changed, in your view, since 19861?
Among other things, we might speak of the world’s repolarization and repoliticization. In this landscape,
there emerges not only the question of solidarity and being-in-common, but also the question of
collective action, of action that would be both constitutive of the community and effectively realizing it.
Can we imagine action, common praxis, that would not be “work” (in Arendt’s sense), production,
oeuvre?
Jean-Luc Nancy (J-L.N.) The community has changed before 1986. I think that it started to change
when the collective relationship to the active transformation of history shifted. Instead of aiming at
a community produced in the praxis-type action, one moved attention to a community of gestures or
symbols, a community of expressions or manifestations, rather than of action: this, in fact, corresponds
to a community of existential, spiritual, or aesthetic testimony. This is true, for an example, of the
Lettrist international, then the Situationist international.  This is also true of the process of weaving
discrete, loosely organized relationships among people with a similar feeling of the world, but without
a program. (This kind of groups has always existed. It was precisely the community defined by
action and program that was a new phenomenon, emerging with the French revolution out of what had
earlier been a political faction. But in this “faction”, the “cause” was usually the coming to power by
a person or by a group, and not a general intention related to society and world. At the same time, the
national and international communities reached a point of disaggregation, where they were once
strong, and the smaller infra-national communities reidentified themselves as defending the cause of
“minorities”.  Speaking globally, the general and generic being-together of the  approaching
“communism”  dissolved at about the same time, because it had either dispersed or recrystallized into
many discrete elements. Hence, there appeared the necessity of thinking being-together as such. The
“collective” became problematic because of the very large numbers involved (these numbers have
perhaps never been truly thought through). A humankind with a perspective of soon numbering 10
billion people, and with the intensification of communication all over the world – both change the
entire mode of “being-together” as such, a mode that had previously been posed in a very determined
fashion.
To say this in slightly different words : manifestation or performance replaced the operational activity.
But at the same time, the question on the nature of relation came to the foreground: if the “common”
is no longer dominated by finality (“total man”, “society without classes”), in what does it consist?
We are not finished with this question…The action that is not work and does not produce an oeuvre
is  political action, in the sense of Arendt, indeed, in the sense of exchange among citizens. This
presupposes the city (cit?) (2): but where, today, is the city? Citizenship has partly vanished during
this very same transformation, to be replaced by the new “communitarian” identities that block the
political being-together for the sake of a fusion or of an essentiality of the “common”…
A.M. Should we return to the notion of an acting collective (would that be a subject ? would this be a
subject in the Hegelian sense?), or do we need perhaps to revise the cult of action and to return to the
“autonomous community” or the “inoperative” community, to use the formulations of Bataille and
yourself? What is to be done of communities (like Bataille’s “communities of lovers” or simply groups
of friends) that are vibrant  and ready to share and to “impart”, but who also share the refusal of all
universality, that is, of politics?
J.-L. N. These communities of lovers or friends are not communities, from my point of view. They
are rather unions or, if we can experiment with the word, communions. Community, on the contrary,
is ordinary being-together, without any assumption of a common identity, without any strong intensity,
but exposed to banality, to the “common” of existence: it is egalitarian in the sense that our existences
are all equivalent, thus making the existing inequalities even more salient. The responsibility of the
universal is the responsibility of this equality – of the common (banal) – of the equality that we need
to think, given all the necessary disparities of places, roles, etc. Egalitarianism is a flagrant abstraction,
but its concretization has yet to be thought through: how to think a differential equality, if I dare say
so…
A.M. If the community is not a subject, but a place, and if the expansion of the subject signifies the
bureaucratization and technologization of the world, what is to be done of the expansion of places?
Isn’t this reminiscent of empire and imperialism?
J.-L. N. Why don’t we turn these terms around? The expansion of places, in the sense of the
indistinction and general connection among places, is precisely what technicization means. On the
contrary, the “place” as a locality of “someone”, like the “there” of Heidegger’s Dasein that is
“always mine” (3), this place, precisely, is the “subject”! Not the subject of a self-relation, but rather
the subject of the finite infinity of the relationship to this presumed “self”. Community is the
connection of relationships to self that pass through the Other and become infinite in the Other, as far
as s/he is the Other as such. To think this, we have to abandon the model of the “individual”: yet
today, the individual suffers so much that s/he has been placed into the foreground. The individual is
glorified in his/her success, in power and money, and s/he suffers in the isolation and deprivation of
sense. It is not the question of alleviating his/her destiny, but of the “aufheben”4, of sublating it in a
being-in-common that would however not be a collective super-individual.
A.M. Community founds itself in liberty as extasis, in the transcendence of people and things toward
the sharing of what is impossible for them to share, of the unshareable. But what is this liberty: is it the
decision to transcend oneself toward the indeterminate unity, to the negative of the common? Or is it,
on the contrary, the negativity of the opening, of the indifference? Where is the free community, between
the militant democracy and hospitable liberalism?
J.-L. N. Liberty is neither an opening toward an indeterminate unity, nor indifference : on the contrary,
it is liberty for difference, for the difference of each “one” who can only differentiate oneself in a
relation. This is why, in a relation, liberty always meets with the unshareable of being-oneself – this
self, as far as s/he is just self, is insubstantial and impossible to situate. The task is to hold on to the
unshareable as the reason (in the senses both of ratio and of foundation) for sharing. How do we share
the obscure knowledge of our own finitude? In fact, we have been always already sharing it, and it is
this “always-already” that makes communities, families, societies, all sorts of connections, subsist
and insist. We need to grasp again this knowledge, that has already been there. The effacement of
religions both hides this knowledge and makes it more necessary. Religion used to supply us with the
common reason of existence. Today, the one who exists should not give oneself one’s own reason and
account, but should rather learn that he has had it already: that he “possesses” this knowledge, as far
as it is impossible to possess.
A.M. The last decades have seen a spectacular intensification of the terrorist politics. This terrorism,
when it definitively transcends the limits of civil or partisan war in the traditional sense, largely relies
on the media, on the spectacle. Thus, the  nostalgia of a “community” that you have criticized in your
book led to the nihilist theatralization of community, to a pornographic parody of community and
sovereignty. Thus, again, in a new sense, there is a return to a certain fascism, a fascism that is openly
desperate and suicidal this time around.
In affirming their sovereignty, terrorists sacrifice themselves and the others. These deaths have a
spectacular effect, they make people express their solidarity, but this ends quickly, and the “solidarity
in the face of terror” remains little more than a state ideology. Terror burns out the common, in the
very place of the common. Thus, we return to a question posed by Bataille, by you, by Derrida: how
and where do we find the common and the sovereign, if not in death? How and why to search or to
practice the community, if, perhaps, it cannot even be “founded” or “constituted”?
Oxana Timofeeva The onological need for community is animated by the desire to reject the suicidal
logic of the contemporary individualist societies. Is it possible to transform this desire of not producing
death any more, into some sort of political exigency? The familiar political languages do not satisfy

this exigency because they hide the mortal truth that lays behind the presumed immortality of the
absoluted and isolated subject. Do we need, perhaps, to invent a new “politics” based on the thought
of community – a political language that would correspond to the ontology of the being-in-common?
J.-L. N. One needs, in my view, to start by distinguishing between the being-together and politics :
we should not confuse them. Politics is the sphere of the distribution of functions and roles, the
maintenance of equilibrium. But politics does not absorb everything: community exists in multiple
ways (i.e. in aesthetical, affective, religious, economical, technological ways). Maybe one even has to
say that it is no political community, but a politics in general that opens and makes possible the
various singular exercises in the different orders of the “common” (e.g. literature or literatures, arts,
sports, sexuality, etc.). Of course, this presupposes that politics has this openness for its  principle
(such is democracy) but not that it pretends itself to fill in the opening (democracy remains without
identity).
But the opening toward the common, shared in different modes, does not open only towards death !!!
This is important: death only exposes the renewed suspension of sense. But there is also life: there
is the conatus (5) of the living-existing, the perseverance in being of the one who does not commit
suicide. Why do we continue living? Why do we make works, make children? Why do we go to the
doctor to receive treatment? What is this obstinate insistence to live and to make sense, even  in an
imperceptible way? Here is the “common” in the sense of “banal”: this banality may also be presented
as an incredible, permanent heroism of humans – and this heroism is always in common, never strictly
individual. So far as the individual is only busy with the “self”, s/he is lost, because this “self” does
not exist. The “authentic”, Heidegger’s “Eigentlich” (6), is always of the order of sharing (sharing
language, speech, affect). Death, for its part, may only be understood as a suspension of the exchange
– and we also exchange this suspension. But as a voluntary, productive gesture, that aims at
accomplishing a meaning, it is rather the denial of death... The core of the question is this: either a
superior “cause” is worth voluntary death, that is, it is worth of putting oneself into the place of
death itself, of its contingency and of its character deprived of sense – or death can only represent the
senseless and the meaningless, which we should leave to err and to occur. Of course, risking one’s life
to save someone – for example – makes sense: this is precisely the sense of a community in being
exposed to death, and this sense remains “senseless…” But to die to “save” the humankind or any
given society suggests, on the contrary, that this “salvation” would have a sense that would not be
meaningless, that it could be represented and assigned…
A.M. You were recently in Moscow. Russia is, no doubt, a country with a very special history of
community and even of “communism.” Today, this community lies in ruins; its remainders have lost
their universal character. How do you find, in comparison, socio-political situations in Russia and in
France? Can we find something in common, questions or struggles, between France and Russia, all
in recognizing the vast divergence of situations, problems, etc.
J.-L. N. Situations are obviously very different. In Russia, I was astonished by the distant attitude
that intellectuals usually hold toward politics. Even if they stress their position on Chechnya, one
easily sees their reservations as to political programs, as to the political sphere as such. On the other
hand, the scale of the problems is such, and the political reality is so complex, with all its mixture of
the remainders of the Soviet past with the uncontrolled development of various powers (financial
powers, social networks, etc.), the necessity of assuring the power of the state is so strong and so
ambivalent, that I easily understand why one can be skeptical, suspicious, and even paralyzed. In
France, representative democracy, political programs, and the control of the state by citizens, as well
as the authority of the state, seem to be in their habitual condition, at least insofar as appearances are
concerned. However, there are many signs of a general shift in this “democratic” situation: the
authority of the State and its representative character are more and more reduced, as is the role of
parties and trade unions; we are in a situation where any “socialist” perspective is absent or at least
hollowed out, so that one doesn’t really know what the “left” actually means (this becomes a word
for morals rather than for politics). Financial – and sometimes moral – scandals are incessant; in
France and Italy, they divide the “political class”  and testify to the weariness of a certain image of the
state and nation. In this condition, a new kind of internationalism emerges, diffuse and confused,
lacking any program, of course: the international of the mondialisation is the one of a certain difficult
everyday life that is deprived of landmarks or perspectives; it is an international of the growing
disparity of resources among the regions of the world and among the layers of society, an international
of deaf consciousness, of the general absence of ends or projects, of an absence which cannot be
replaced by technological progress, which only contributes, on the contrary, to the dispersion of
“ends”. But one should add that this is also a situation of a very strong international tension between
those who want to “globalize” and those who refuse to do so, those who want to emigrate and those
who are afraid of immigrants… The “international” does no longer corresponds to the concept that
used to be accessible to us before. But in general, the problem is the angle from which to attack
capitalism…
A.M. There is a considerable reception of your philosophy of community in Russia – but it is, for the
most part, anarchist and even apolitical. Your readers often hold the communities of artists and lovers
for the paradigm of community. What do you think of the possibility to link the deconstruction of the
community with a (neo-)communist politics?
J.-L. N. I certainly would not like the community of artists and lovers to become a paradigm !!! This
is a misinterpretation of what I tried to write: I would rather like to make it clear that the communitary
link – including, if you want, that among lovers, friends (and artists, but this is another story) – is
always an untied, unbound link, and that relation in general presupposes “non-relation”, a spacing
inherent to relation itself. By definition, relation implies a rupture with proximity. A “neo-communist”
politics as you say could be a politics of spacing as well as of collecting, a politics of the singular as
well as the common. But these formulas do not yet amount to a “politics” – far from it! A philosopher
does not have a politics to propose: he has to explicate the conditions under which politics is possible
today. And these conditions are perhaps now in the process of becoming very different from those we
have known: that is, first of all, that “politics” cannot aspire to the totality of social existence,
common or not common. Marx wanted politics to disappear as a separate sphere, “to impregnate all
spheres of social existence”: but today it is the proper distinction of the political sphere that requires
renewed attention (because it is this distinction that liberalism wants to undermine if not to suppress).

Editorial notes:
1. In 1986, there appeared the book by Jean-Luc Nancy, “La communauté désoeuvrée” (in English
translation: The Inoperative Community). In this book, relying on the philosophical tradition of 20th
century, mainly Heidegger and Bataille, Nancy attempted to show that all being is by definition
dispersed, shared together, and therefore cannot be appropriated.  It is this irreducibly multiple mode
of being that Nancy calls the “common”.
2. City in the sense of civitas: a republican political space.
3. For Heidegger’s notion of Jemeinigkeit, the irreducible singularity of the human mode of being, see
Sein und Zeit, par. 9.
4. Aufheben, “sublate” – the key term of Hegel’s philosophy that means both “to annul” and “to
keep”.
5. A key term from Spinoza’s Ethics, which signifies the internal force that makes humans love
activity, to live and act only for the sake of living and acting.
6. “Eigentlich”, for Heidegger, is such a mode of a human being’s relationship to his/her own being,
that freely recognizes death as his/her “possible impossibility”.
Also Sein und Zeit, par. 52-60.
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To sacrifice oneself, to expose the king, and to come out in psychological attack – this is the mind-
bending madness of Talev’s style. It’s only a shame that there are so few figures in chess. Laughably
few.
Sergei Spirikhin, “Possibly, Beckett”

Alexander Skidan (AS): I would like to start with a simple but cardinal question. What exactly is
the Factory of Found Clothes (abbreviated to FNO in Russian)? Is it a fellowship? A collective? A
community? Or is it something more? How do you think of yourselves?
Gluklya (G): We’re a group and this says just about everything…
AS: Two is a very strange constellation; usually a group consists of a number of people, three as a
minimum. From the earliest days of the first Christian communities, the spirit of collectivity has been
defined by the presence of a third party. But two isn’t quite a community, or a collective. At the same
time, the “Factory” in “Factory of Found Clothes” implies a process of production that involves an
entire multitude of people, some of whom are completely anonymous and unknown. They can come
and go, but like fertile topsoil, their presence in the background can give rise to something that is later
given the name of art. This is the kind of growth of collectivity that I would like to talk about with you
today.
Tsaplya (Ts.): In the very beginning, in 1995, we used to say that FNO is a “well-organized day-
dream”. And we didn’t only construct this space of the “daydream” on the territory of art, but in life
at large. Of course, this was so typical for Petersburg, but at the time, it was important for us to create
a game with rules that might seduce other people aside from ourselves. This, actually, is what
happened, which is why FNO made the impression of being this huge organization.
AS: But you immediately called yourself a Factory, a word from a completely different context...
G: This was irony in relation to Warhol, the complete opposite of his Factory. For Warhol, the main
thing was mass-production, the refusal of anything subjective and personal; even if his freedom was
the freedom of a robot, some kind of unthinkable lightness shines through. With us, it was the exact
opposite: things that seemed very subjective and appeared to be very intimate and autistic actually
revealed the secret emotional experiences connected to hidden processes of living together...
AS: In my view, this dissonance has created a gap, a creative opening. Sure, these were little nets,
traps and pitfalls, but they were extraordinarily productive just because of their lack of convergence.
But the word Factory itself with its mechanistic connections rhymed successfully with the uncertain,
washed-out form of collectivity that the Petersburg tradition represents. Unconsciously, FNO was
heir to this very form, a form that was disconnected and not tied down to one form of activity or
another. I mean “The Engineers of Art”, “The Society of Friends of Mayakovsky”, or Kurekhin’s
“Pop-Mekhanika”, for that matter. Their activities couldn’t be reduced to some product, to paintings,
texts, performances, or concerts, but basically produced a life-style. It is as if the mechanic quality of
the name held together and concentrated the elusive spirit of the community to a single point,
endowing it with a formal boundary. Strictly speaking, dissonance is a poetic device, the failure of the
names to correspond with their things. In this failure to correspond, there is a certain amount of air to
captivate and capture the audience, to involve it in the process of co-creativity. This moment of
“capture” is veiled and simultaneously stimulated by its “absurd” name. We could remember the
Oberiut-school of transrational poetry, and their famous performance “Three Left Hours” in the Dom
Pechatnika (House of Printing) toward the end of the 1920s, a performance that was absolutely
essential to the Petersburg tradition: at some point, someone was reciting poetry on the corner of
Nevsky and Sadovaya, which they announced in the House of Printing and paused. Of course, no one
in the audience could hear the poems being recited, but what was important was the absurd gesture
per se.
In connection with this, another question comes to mind. There is also a failure to correspond or a
conflict between living and partying together spontaneously and developing artistic strategies that
demand a conscious approach, reflections, and planning. How do you cope with this? Where is the
boundary between your inner experience of living together and the outer frame of the project’s
realization?
G: Of course there’s a conflict if you try to build everything on relationships between people: these
relationships are always full of conflict, and if there’s no asceticism, no spiritual practice, then
everything just falls apart.
 Dmitri Vilensky (DV): What’s spiritual practice, I don’t quite understand...
G: I understand “spiritual practice” – and the quotation-marks aren’t casual – as the constant
pressure that results from working not alone but with others. This really is tension, and not a sense
of fellowship. The result is that you feel responsible in a twofold way, for yourself and for the other.
For me, for an example, it was really hard work to develop a kind of virtual organ for the asceticism
of uniting my own space with the space of some strange. Because beforehand, a great deal of strength
was exerted in defending my space from the intrusions of the outer world, in the course of which I
negated what was actually most positive. Because when you work with someone, you’re always
sacrificing something, which gives rise to the feeling of fellowship in favor of the common. If you
don’t like the term “spiritual practice”, let’s think up some other term, maybe like disciplinary
practice or self-education.
Ts.: Work in a group like ours is always difficult and takes a path paved by compromise. These
compromises limit you and create an external pressure. This leads to inner tension, which then results
in something you yourself had not expected. In this way, compromise becomes a positive phenomenon,
and this, to be honest, is something that is difficult to realize a lot of the time.
G: I wouldn’t call it pressure but exchange...

DV: An exchange thanks to which you continue to develop. Like with the classics: the free development
of every person becomes the price paid for the development of everyone.
Ts. What exactly is free development? After all, there’s always conflict.
G: This is why I’m talking about disciplinary practice as an inevitable framework that allows you to
turn conflict into a stimulus for development.
Ts.: Actually, you know, two people usually work together, because it’s love that  connects them.
AS: Love for one another? Or to some third party or object that unites you?
Ts.: Both for one another and to some third party. Because the third party is actually a densely
packed space between the two, consisting of different efforts, desires, games, but also conflicts and
contradictions. This is actually may be what distinguishes art that is made in a group. It has the
potential to be more tense, and because of this, it also becomes more interesting. But a pure working
relationship might also be possible, which is probably also capable of changing something or another...
AS: From what you are saying, one can actually extrapolate two traditions of collective creativity.
You could say that one of them is from Petersburg and is based on intensive experiences of living
together, on affective connections; the other, I don’t know, maybe we could call it the Moscow
tradition, is based on deeply professional relation. Is this difference important to us?
G: This is where our favorite theme of the purity of action comes in. In Petersburg, everybody wants
the purity of living together – pure pleasure, and the pure intoxication of the moment, not polluted by
some document. But the world is moving in a direction that makes that kind of purity impossible, at
least for those who consciously feel themselves to be artists.
AS: But isn’t this where you become a director, constantly constructing your life as a spectacle or a
play?
G: Yes, and this is exactly you find yourself up against another purity, the purity of directing or
staging, of fixation. But you can’t fix everything; you have to leave something for private life. So we
find ourselves returning to the old model: on the one hand, there’s private life, and the other hand,
there’s art.
Ts.: Yes, you’re right, it really is very hard to direct your own life all of the time as if it were a play.
This is how Warhol lived and this is actually why he was so great. We also tried to live like this, but
at some point, you understand that this situation is over.
AS: You’re right in saying that the situation in Petersburg changed drastically at some point, and the
vivid success of Timur Novikov’s “New Academy” was a symptom of this change, because it
consciously began to give form to a strategy of self-representation according to a Warhol-Muscovite
model, if one understands the latter as placing an accent on products, documentation, and on aggressive
self-promotion through scandals...
DV: You’re right, but I’d like to think that at some point, in historical perspective, the success of the
“New Academy” will be perceived as a curiosity, while completely different people – like the “New
Stupids” (Novye Tupye) were creating things that were really important, which, of course, are
genetically far closer to us. Changes of this kind usually take place eventually, only that as of yet, too
little time has passed. So it depends on us and the form we give to the history of our local artistic
community. But Sasha is actually asking which combination of circumstances leads to recognition. I
think the problem with groups, as with individual artists, is that they need to hold out in some
historical moment and defend their right to make a statement in this framework. In a sense, it is far
easier for groups to do this, but in another sense, they’re far more vulnerable than any solitary figure.
Very few people are capable of dedicating themselves to a common cause today, of making sacrifices.
This causes sharp problems of leadership and also draws sharp boundaries of inner compromise. All
too often, groups fall apart at a very early stage, before the moment of their condensation.
Ts. The aspect of readability is also important: it was easy to read the “New Academy”, just like it
was easy to read the “Mitki”. But what exactly are the “New Stupids”; no-one really knows. They
were too local in their search for meaning and associated them with nothing but local spaces, with the
circle around the gallery “Borey” and local, marginal philosophers...
DV: That make sense, but this is actually where we have the right to universalize this phenomenon.
Some tragic hitch or slip-up took place with the “New Stupids”, and I don’t know why, but I almost
feel guilt that we’ve lost them, and that we only understand now how many important things were
woven into what they were doing, things that are still provocative and intriguing today. Essentially,
their efforts amount to a local re-actualization of Fluxus, which means that in this context, the local
tradition was combined with the international context in a paradoxical, highly productive manner.
AS: But before Fluxus, there were the Dadaists, the Nichevoki and the Oberiuts (=two absurdist
schools of the 1920s). Plus the philosophy of Sergei Spirikhin, this combined Daoism, Heidegger and
the Russian culture of laughter. These layers, of course, are not so easily read, nor are they accessible
to a broader public. This is the source of the “New Stupids” problems with public recognition. Dima
is right in saying that their lack of success is more valuable than other people’s success. Their
collective creativity continues the tradition of hidden art, the art of resistance, arising now and here,
without any expectations for success. It’s also important to remember that the “New Stupids” called
themselves a “fellowship of comrades”, a fellowship that was successful in doing the most important
thing: by following Beckett, but also Vvedensky and Daniel Charms, they confirmed that “to be an
artist means to suffer misfortune like no-one has ever dared to do, that failure is, in fact, the artist’s
world, and any attempt to evade failure is a form of desertion, skilled artisanship, good husbandry”
(Beckett, “Three Dialogues”).

St. Petersburg, Aprill 2005
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David Riff (DR): In a recent text, the Moscow critic and curator Ekaterina Degot argues that while
“the capitalist system of art institutions is oriented toward the [singular] product, […] the communist
system of art institutions was oriented toward [collective] creativity. This is why the communist system
did not consist of galleries and collections, but of communities and groups, ranging from the artist’s
union to the narrow “circles” of nonconformist art. All of these groups were organized according to
the principle of the autodidactic circle.” Do you think it makes sense to talk about continuities of a
“communist model” of art, and which vector of development do you see in this model? What happened
from the late 1980s and 1990s, when there was an explosion of community-based art? And where is
this experience heading today?

Viktor Misiano (VM): I would agree that it is of crucial importance today to show that the Soviet
artistic experience is not peripheral, that it is part of modernity. It is indeed possible to achieve this
by insisting upon the uniqueness of Russian art, which – unlike Western art – is incomparably more
deeply rooted in the tradition of the avantgarde. However, on the other hand, one can also demonstrate
how closely international and Western artistic processes are related in terms of typology. In this
sense, the Soviet system of art – including both the official Artist’s Union and the underground –
recognize themselves rather magnificently in the analyses of Pierre Bourdieu, who was able to
uncover the presence of different types of markets in culture, one of material, the other symbolic.
From this perspective, there is much in the experience of the Moscow underground corresponds to
the practices of Fluxus and many other phenomena in Western art, all of which tend toward the
creation of closed communities, oriented toward inner communication, i.e. toward the formation of a
symbolic market. One can pay attention to the fact that not only the official Artists’ Union appeared
as a corporation stagnating under economic protectionism, but that something of the sort happens to
any artistic establishement; it is, in fact, enough to look at American corporate collections or even the
exhibitions at major museums in order to understand how the market is often controlled by an
encapsulated group of people and institutions and oriented toward a very limited selection of names
for years at a time. At the same time, objectivity demands that we recognize that the Artists’ Union
and its Artistic Foundation (Khudozhestveny fond) were hardly strangers to the mechanisms of the
market; in fact, they were a laboratory of market relationships. Actually, the Moscow underground
was also structured in terms of the market, and here I am ready to testify as an eye-witness; its market
institutions – and I am sure that future researchers will be able to prove this – were not, in fact, very
different from those of the Western system of art.

If we focus more closely on the subject in question – the problem of communities – typological
similarities in terms of sociology can be found on both sides of the “Iron Curtain”. Beginning in the
1960s, Soviet society was hardly monolithic or faceless, but was woven from a multitude of closed
yet mutually intersecting communities. In this sense, one can actually apply the definitions that
post-modern sociologists have offered in appraising Western society, the “tribal society” of Michel
Maffesoli, for an example. Without taking this social context in account, the practices of Andrei
Monastyrsky and “Collective Actions” cannot be understood in full, since the essence of their work
consisted in problematizing this polysynthetic society, broken up into circles and communities, in
relation to which (including the community of the Moscow underground) “Collective Actions” took
a meta-position, to use their terminology.

If we try to answer the question as to what happened in the 1990s, then we could say that this social
complexity disappeared when Soviet society collapsed. Post-Soviet society is characterized by an
extremely schematic, primitive quality – it found itself divided into a Lumpenized mass, a certain
aggregate of mafia-type communities, not to say brigades on the one hand, and disoriented, hysterical
loners on the other.

Thus, it is only logical that once it was deprived of both state protectionism and any real capitalist
market, the artistic milieu attempted to differentiate itself from the Lumpenized masses by creating
communities whose function was two-fold. On the one hand, they held the character of “competing
programs”, to use a term of Anatoly’s from those years, pressure groups, whose members championed
their interests in a situation of social and economic chaos. At the same time, on the other hand, these
communities fulfilled a compensatory function, replacing the social relationships that had dissolved.
It is this aspect that I was concerned with when I theorized on the phenomenon of “confidential
communities”, to which I relate the experience of a number of my own curatorial projects, as well as
Dmitri Gutov’s “Lifshitz Institute”, the artistic groups that Osmolovsky organized, as well as a
number of other initiatives.

One could also be more specify and say that these initiatives that took on the quality of community
were themselves a part of the artistic community at large, the tussovka, the “in-crowd”, the scene,
which, in and of itself bore a performative, simulative, compensatory quality...

Can we speak of these groups as “inoperative” communities, using Nancy’s term? Can we call them
“idle”? Probably, especially if we accentuate their performative productions, their ephemeral practices,
their non-artefactual products, or their non-disciplinary type of organization. But of course, the
answer is also no, especially if we pay attention to the social significance of their work, at the
pragmatism that motivated them, at the presence of the symbolic capital that they were producing...

AO: If we’re talking about the 1990s, I can say is that there was, in fact, such a thing as collectivity,
but that it existed in a kind of hysteria or paroxysm, as Viktor would say. In my attempts to organize
collectives, about 90% of our energy went into interpersonal relations, beginning with arguments and
ending in fistfights. Conflict, in the end, was really the essence of these collective bodies. As the artist
and critic Vladimir Salnikov once noted quite aptly in one of his articles, the relationships within
these groups were a lot like those among teenage gangs; that is, the main principle of such relations is
that in order to be a leader, you have to be a hero, to take risks, to always be at the forefront of the
attack in order not lose authority in the eyes of your peers. I have called this type of heroism the
“mobilizational” principle. Your heroic performances would mobilize your friends, especially when
they came to bail you out of jail. The thing is that community based on this kind of mobilization
cannot exist for very long. First of all, nobody is a “terminator”; nobody can work in constant conflict
with his surroundings for very long. Second of all, it is impossible to enter into any kind of long-term
creative, theoretical, or ideological relationships, if you’re constantly forced into heroism in order to
mobilize your community. We couldn’t sit down around a table and just talk …

There is also another problem with collective projects. The Western European, capitalist machine of
representation operates according to the principle of constructing subjectivity, that is, it attributes
collective art-works to one author. Under the conditions of capitalism, such collective activity is
always a form of resistance, because it attempts to create its alternative system, right down to the
personality itself. But no tribe, group or community can survive in an isolated state; it needs to enter
into some form of dialogue with the capitalist machine of representation, which immediately begins
to differentiate and divide this community according to its own laws. More often than not, the
capitalist machine of representation doesn’t favor ideologists, authors or creators, but the most vivid
actors or the most competent managers. So what I’m really saying is that the relationship between the
capitalist machine of representation and the group leads to inner conflicts. When we founded the
“Extraordinary Control Commission” in 1998, we had already made this experience, which is why we
felt ourselves to be a political group agitating “against all parties” rather than an artistic community.
But the problem is that we lost, that we were crushed by the FSB. In the end, I think that a
collaborative project can only work if it really resists the capitalist machine of representation by
refusing to show its work in museums and showing its work in its own museums. But of course, this
is a utopia, which is somewhat infantile. This is why I’ve turned away from such practices now, and

have begun working with the Stella Art gallery, which I feel is the most progressive form of artistic life
here in Russia today. This collaboration could be considered as a new experiment in collective work,
because I’m entrusting them with the means of collaboration: through Stella, I can take part in all
kinds of collaborative projects and group-shows, but they are the ones who are responsible for these
relationships, formalizing them. After all, I don’t have access to all of the resources required to engage
in all of these collective communications; I’m not an institution, after all, so that the gallery becomes
the place that is capable of administering and formalizing collective relationships. I derive real pleasure
from this interaction, but on the other hand, it’s hardly easy; it’s like a mine-field full of dangers,
which is why it’s a real experiment for me…

DR: Perhaps it makes sense to analyze both Anatoly’s recent turn away from building and working
within the framework of communities and the efforts of our group “What is to be done?”, which are
directed toward developing new forms of collectivity rooted in the emergent structures of alternative
forms of social composition, not only in Russia, but all over the world. Both seem to be motivated by
one and the same phenomenon. It seems obvious today that the “relational aesthetics” of the 1990s
are in need of a fundamental critique, even if – in my view – this doesn’t necessarily mean a return to
the thinking of autonomism or a complete admission of “defeat”...Incidentally, this critique of
collaboration is not only taking place in Russia, but pretty much everywhere. For an instance, I
recently read a great article by Stephen Wright in “Third Text” where he writes that the kind of
interactive projects prevalent today often block genuine, politically significant collaboration with
performatives. This ties into what Anatoly has said about “heroism” in an interesting way. Wright
also notes that for the last 30 years, art has been redefined as a “set of competencies and practices that
are considered morally neutral”; this is problematic, because these “practices” can easily be integrated
into the capitalist economy, which is more and more interested in flexible, post-disciplinary techniques.
According to Wright, such instrumentalizations of collaboration “can be avoided only if the ethical
horizon against which collaboration takes place is explicitly defined.” Which “ethical horizon” are
we in need of today in general and in Russia in particular? How can this horizon manifest itself in art?

AO: I’m currently writing something about the relationship between ethics and aesthetics. One of the
ideas I’m exploring there is that the striving toward autonomy in art leads to the crystallization of
aesthetics and ethics. The absence of ethical orientation-points is only possible in environments
where ethics and aesthetics are not separated from one another. Crime, in this sense, is when ethics
switch over to aesthetics, when aesthetics begin to justify crime. So if we begin to crystallize out
aesthetics, this will affect ethics in an oblique way, because we can’t affect ethics in their pure form
outside of religion. Since this has become impossible, art plays an extremely important role, affecting
ethics through aesthetics.

Unlike in the West, art is not perceived in its pure form as art, unlike in the West. It is always
perceived through some other codes, through the codes of politics, show-business, or mass-culture.
Take, for an example, Kulik. But in Russia there is no place for a person who is just doing art and no-
one really knows what exactly an artist actually is. This is why I feel that in Russia, here and now, it
is an extremely radical political challenge to establish the autonomy of art.

DR: But doesn’t your insistence upon autonomy make you politically passive?

AO: No. I’ve simply become a proponent of a more realistic position. For an example, Clement
Greenberg’s article “Avantgarde and Kitsch” is a vivid example of a realistic position. Here, he writes
that art always belonged to the rich and powerful of the world, and if you’re involved with art, you
belong to the rich and powerful anyway, because they’re using you and they have the money and time
to do so. We have to come terms with the obvious fact: capitalism has triumphed. You have to realize
where you stand, who you’re talking to and under which conditions. If you don’t agree with these
conditions, you have to create a political organization. But political organizations and art are two
different things. I’m not actually refusing to take a civic position; I can still collaborate with the
political parties I prefer. But not as an artist, but as a citizen. Politics doesn’t need artists; it needs
good managers and creative professionals. Right now, I give lots of ideas to Ilya Ponomarev, the leader
of the Communist Party’s Young Wing, because I like what he’s doing. I give him these ideas free of
cost, without any authorial signature. It would be cynical to use political parties to implement my
artistic ideas, as Limonov does with his National Bolsheviks.

VM: I see the situation differently. The artists’ civic position really isn’t decided through his party-
membership card. Instead it is primarily a question of your existential and ethical experience. There
are moments in which your civic position will manifest itself as political indifference, but there are
also moment in which indifference is simply the triumph of conformism, which is directly reflected
in the feasibility of your creative product.
In the 1990s, capitalism was triumphant in the sense that it proved capable of de-ideologizing
society, enfettering it with the media spectacle. In this spectacle, the aesthetic and the political
dissolved into one another, while the ethical was simply deprived of any substance. This is why
forms of neo-ideological protest – including those that Anatoly was involved in – turned out to be
media spectacles, which is, by the way, exactly what made him develop his program of non-spectacular
art in his search for a non-conformist position. This is also why one of the forms of a consequent non-
conformist position could also become political indifference, which consciously declines any form of
medialization. This, for an example, is the position Yuri Leiderman was defending throughout the
1990s. This desire to leave behind medial forms of communication pushed other artist with an ethical
sensibility to insist upon the political and ideological quality of their work and to make affected,
obscurantist statements.
The specificity of the situation today consists in the fact that on the one hand, a system of art is in
the process of forming, supplying the artist with a professional distance to the media-industry. On
the other hand, social movements are also ripening, and these social movements are capable of
accumulating and politically articulating non-conformist motivation. From this, it follows that the
sustainability of artistic statements is not proven through its medial effect, but through the expert-
reaction of the art-system. At the same time, the ethical and non-conformist impulse pushes the artist
toward the deconstruction of this system and its inner analysis.
At the same time, it goes without saying that the ripening of social movement in the political context
does not yet raise the question of art’s party-allegiance, but offers the artist the opportunity of
participating in a broad dialogue on political perspectives and the development of new social value.
Here, there is a great need for the artist’s voice, speaking both as a citizen and as an artist. However,
this statement can no longer be affected, fanatic, or obscure, but needs to be communicative and
dialogic.
From this point of view, both Anatoly’s efforts and those of the workgroup “What is to be done?” are
highly symptomatic. Anatoly is attempting to critically assimilate the experience of the art-system’s
formation, while you are trying to integrate art into a broad discussion of a critical world-view. It
seems as if you haven’t even realized in how far your position actually compliment one another!
DR: But even if we seem to have reached a point of dialectical opposition, there must be some
synthesis, some interest we all have in common…

AO: This common, or as the spin-doctors say, our point of consensus, is art. Because, first of all, it
is what we understand and love. To me, art is an a priori affirmation. It is the point at which we can
begin to collaborate, but it is also the point where some kind of differentiation takes place. Who loves
what and why? This is what we have to talk about, actually.

Moscow, March 2005
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How did the Lifshitz Institute form? Was it your own initiative? Or did the group come together
collectively? Could you tell me a little about how you came together?

The “Lifshitz” Institute was conceived as a social movement that concerned the discovery of a
new phenomenon, namely Soviet Marxism, primarily of the 1930s. A small number of people
discovered that there was, in fact, such a phenomenon, a phenomenon that was completely
original, substantial, completely incomprehensible and forgotten. Our idea was to re-read old
Marxist texts with new eyes, as the final chord of the Communist drama was fading.
All of this happened toward the end of the 1980s. Many people probably still remember what
was going on in the country at the time: anti-communism was rampant. If you read Lenin, people
looked at you as if you were an idiot, and if you chose works that were written during the epoch
of Stalinism, it simply seemed scandalous. The “Institute” was founded on the initiative of Kostya
Bokhorov and myself. It was very important to find at least one other person to discuss what
actually interested me. But we didn’t found any kind of formal organization.
By the early 1990s, public disinterest in and mockery of Marxism had reached its apogee. It was
then that Kostya and I decided to turn our efforts into an organization, to search for allies. The
shelling of the parliament in the autumn of 1993 and the complete triumph of liberalism only made
us even more determined. The name “Lifshitz-Institute” appeared in early 1994. At this point, our
meetings attracted an extremely broad and colorful group of people: students, political activists,
doctors of art history, professors of philosophy, Duma representatives, radical artists.
Our idea was very simple. All we wanted to do was to drop a seed (who, for us, was Lifshitz) into
the solution of the time, so that related phenomena would crystallize around it. It was our goal to
collect those who were interested in classical Marxism and the communist view of art. All of the
meetings that took place then had me in a state of constant stress. It seemed impossible to find
any common language, and the perspective of spreading Lifshitz to any kind of broader public
seemed incredibly dim.
After 2000-2001, when the situation changed yet again, there was a new upwind of interest in
Marxism, and we continued our vigil with the next post-Perestroika generation.

How exactly does the institute work? Which role do discussions and collective activities play in
your work as an institute?

For the last years, we have been working in two modes. The first of these is when we gather in our
narrow circle of 7 to 9 people and hold our discussions at feasts of friends, usually talking about
texts that we have selected in advance. It is our deep conviction that we need to restore the rights
of elementary axioms, which is why we select our authors correspondingly: Hegel, Marx, Lenin.
The basic principle of this practice is the construction of human relationships in which, to use
Hegel’s magnificent expression, you “feel at home”. Ever since the “Lifshitz Institute” arose, we
have been searching and constructing these kinds of surroundings. Every personal obsession finds
its place as long as there is agreement with regard to the general goal, which is to discover
something that was unjustly forgotten in the speechless world of the Soviet past.
Our second mode of working consists in organizing social events in public space, to which we
invite anyone who is interested. For an example, we held a public discussion of Lifshitz’s article
“Phänomenologie der Konservenbüchse” at an Andy Warhol exhibition in the gallery Stella Arts.
Or, another example: we arranged a presentation of Lukacs’ “History and Class Consciousness”,
which had appeared in Russian for the very first time. From the point of view of reaching a deeper
understanding of the subject’s essence, these events are more reminiscent of parties than of serious
discussion. Their aim is popularization.
Another distinct activity consists in the organization of exhibitions. For an example, we held an
exhibition dedicated to the 20 year anniversary of Lifshitz’s death at the ArtKlyazma festival in
2003. This exhibition was prepared in an intensive email correspondence, fragments of which have
been published. This correspondence included all of the institute’s participants and is a free
exchange of ideas, suggestions and analyses of the artistic situation in Moscow at the time. This is
a great document, a document I hold dear.

Which role do creative differences or disagreements play in the Institute’s work? Do they add
anything to the understanding of Lifshitz?

In 1994-1995, we lived in a situation of permanent, heated disputes. This was hardly very
effective. This is not why the “Institute” was founded. Lifshitz once noted that complete
agreement is the ideal of the human race. He said this in 1970, when dissident culture and free-
thinking had reached its apex. This is one of our most basic principles: complete agreement. You
might think that this is dogmatic, if you like. But we only argue with our outer surrounding. There
is no place for argument within the community.
There is a certain threshold of agreement on fundamental positions, beyond which any discussion
is inappropriate and impossible. Actually, this is where what is most valuable begin. Our talks
begin to reveal meanings that eluded us until then. For an instance, Kostya Bokhorov is currently
studying Aristotle in preparation for one piece, which is something I never had time for, and has
pointed me in the direction of those passages that influenced Lifshitz. Or, another example: Kirill
Chelushkin recently found a rare book of different interviews with Picasso, published in the
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Russian language in 1957, which also helps to clarify certain passages in Liftshitz’ critique of
Cubism. In order to repay my debt to my colleagues, I told them about Marx’ letters to Arnold
Ruge from 1843, which also explain a great deal on Lifshitz’s work in general.
All of this has nothing at all to do with differences or disagreements, which are completely
counterproductive to our activities. Actually, if someone doesn’t agree with Lifshitz’s aesthetic
views, he simply isn’t a member of the “Institute”; if he agrees, then there is no place for
arguments. All deviations are understood as diversions or pathologies, and are not subject to
discussion. The word “pluralism” is not popular in our group.

Does your interpretation of Lifshitz add anything to Lifshitz?

How can you add anything to Lifshitz? It isn’t interpretation that we strive for. Understanding is
what is demanded of us. Go into any big bookstore in Moscow, New York or London and you will
find innumerable reserves of books that will only grow in geometric progression. To navigate this
ocean, you need maps, one of which the “Lifshitz Institute” is in the process of creating. What is
required of us is the drafting of such an atlas, so that anyone who is not indifferent to Marxism
and its relationship to art could use it to locate and reach this island in the ocean’s midst. Any
rational being will realize that these books are presenting something incredibly valuable as soon as
he opens them. Thus, the only real challenge is to make people aware of their existence. Our goal
is far more modest than to add something to Marxism.

How important are opponents or “others” to the Lifshitz Institute? For an example, Tolya
Osmolovsky, who’ve you been in a dialogue with for many years? How important is he is as an
antipode? And can such antipodes add something to your understanding of Liftshitz? Can
communities like the Lifshitz-Institute exist in a vacuum?

If the “Lifshitz Institute” were to exist in a vacuum, it would simply wither and die. In this sense,
Osmolovsky is the most important of elements. With his ceaseless outbursts and incursions. In
this particular case, he presents the kind of opposition that forces us to defend ourselves and to
re-read texts that already seemed to clear in their meaning. Actually, many of Lifshitz’s own works
were written in bitter polemics with his opponents, which literally forced him to formulate an
entire series of assumption in a harsher, more clear-cut form. This applies to both the literary
discussions of the 1930s and the discussions of the notion of “modernism” during the 1970s. By
the way, many of Marx’s most important works also arose from polemics with his opponents.
Of course, we need to understand here that arguments can never open anyone’s eyes. If you’ve
spent many years in thinking through one subject or another, it is highly unlikely that someone
from the side will point you toward something you haven’t noticed before or something that you
haven’t yet understood. But even completely senseless, dilettantish judgments force you to
concentrate. But little more. We need to understand the difference between the negation of negation
and the affirmation of the affirmative.

Many contemporary neo- and post-Marxists follow Derrida’s maxim that there is not one but many
Marx, defined by multiple readings and deconstructions. How important is the diversity brought on
by such re-readings to the development of Marxism as a whole?

Among all of the diverse views, the “Lifshitz Institute” is only interested in views that correspond
to those of the “Lifshitz Institute”. The institute was not founded in order to enrich the world
with yet another shade of Marxism. As far as the quickly changing world is concerned, the
Institute aims at preserving what was once already gained. Not improving it, but preserving it in
its pure form. Under the conditions of the most possible hostile environment, the most effective
action is anabiosis. Grandiose efforts that attempt to preserve the phenomenon of life for better
times. Seen from the outside, this might seem like passive existence, something like the wise
silence of medieval monks. One might say that Lifshitz is Marxism in its state of anabiosis.

Your opponents accuse you of being a sect…

This definition would be rather senseless. There are sects and then there are sects. What do the
authors of this accusation actually want to say? If we’re talking about a system of inner
limitations, then yes, this system is especially strong with the “Lifshitz Institute”. Anyone in
search of a breadth of views will go to some other place. But as the ancients claimed, nothing great
can arise without limitations.
On the other hand, our community’s doors are always open to those who are ready for these kinds
of limitations.

Moscow, April 2005

(1) Mikhail Lifshitz (1905-1983) was a hard-line Marxist philosopher and aesthetician of the Soviet
period. Unlike many of his contemporaries of the 1920s, Lifshitz remained highly critical of the
avantgarde’s utopian program and dedicated himself to the study of Hegel and Marx, criticizing
both Stalinist aesthetics for their descent into stereotypical banality and the incumbent late
modernism of the 1960s as a symptom for the decadence of capitalist society.
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Alexei Penzin (AP): The word “community” first somehow became significant in the context of the
post-Soviet period, when old notions or words like the “collective” were rejected and the necessity
arose to define the new forms of social relation that were arising. But then again, there is a great deal
of nostalgia for the collectivity of the past, even if this nostalgia cannot yet give itself a name. At
present, the state is actively trying to develop and utilize it, pontificating on “uniting against the threat
of terrorism”, for an example. Recently, the public sphere that was opened up in the 1990s has been re-
appropriated by the state. As a consequence, much of the critical-intellectual milieu finds itself artificially
ghettoized into small communities. But at the same time, there is a demand raised both by a broader
public space as well as the state, and this demand is connected to a wholly uncritical nostalgia toward
collectivity.
Oxana Timofeeva (OT): Nostalgia for collectivity lost is actually nostalgia for the childhood of
humanity, for some golden age. So my childhood was Soviet, which is why I often remember it as a
happy childhood. But there are also more refined attempts at nostalgia that eviscerate or emasculate
the past, reducing it to some ideal form, getting rid of any excess, and finding the iconic notion of
community behind which the “countenance of the divine” would loom. In its pure form, community
always bears a religious character.
AP: This nostalgia actually appeals to idealized constructions that present communion or community
as a certain type of happiness, a bliss in common that we relished in the past. Can we think community
beyond nostalgia, subjecting it to a renewed examination from our specific historical condition?
Oleg Aronson (OA): To me, the connection to nostalgia seems highly significant, be it the nostalgia
toward archaic societies or the nostalgia to a sense of community lost. Marx attempted to transform
this feeling into nostalgia for the future (communism). In a certain sense, nostalgia is exterior to both
history and utopia. And the images of nostalgia can be interpreted as images of the common that
always step into a polemic relationship with images of the social or the historical. Nostalgia is the
first step toward not thinking the community as a form of collectivity. When we speak of the
community, we are speaking of a certain way of thinking a situation in which the individual’s right to
thought is constantly called into question; in appropriating any act of individual thought, the institutions
of power also raise this question, incidentally. Thinking through the community means thinking non-
individually, beyond the values of the subject, the personality, individuality, and the “new”. Today,
thought is something with little value. In following the path of this deprecated value, we are following
the path of the community.
AP: So you’re affirming a mode of thinking that doesn’t have any ambitions, that isn’t attempt to
organize its own “career” within the framework of power?
ÎÀ: It is a mode of thinking that doesn’t want to confirm itself as proprietary. There are values that
immediately need to be reconsidered as soon as the notion of community is introduced. For me, these
are the values of property, labor, freedom, justice... All of these notions need to be forgotten for a
moment; then, one need only look and see what remains after the fact...What is left belongs to the
community.
AP: In other words, community is a procedure of effecting a change in the intellectual’s mode of
existence and its conception, a certain philosophical machine.
ÎÀ: Yes, but this is a different philosophy, a philosophy that it located outside of philosophy’s
historical framework. The community asserts that thought carries something “dirty” from philosophy’s
point of view. And this “dirtiness” alone is its entity, its involvement in life.
AP: If we admit that thinking itself loses all ambition and no longer evaluates anything, no long
attempts to establish universal justice, but always decides it in the conditions of the community, what
should we do with the critical function of the intellectual? Is a critical position possible at all under
these circumstances?
ÎÀ: Nietzsche says “What can we set against the truth? Only honesty”. In thought, the moment of
communion or communication is more important the establishment of truth. Thought, in action, is
inevitably modified and “misunderstood”. The community does not rest upon one and the same
common, but upon misunderstandings, on our common feeling that we do not actually want to
commune. This is always the community of those who do not want to be together. It is based on an
injustice that is quite material and on the falsity of thought itself. In this sense, honesty consists in
confirming life as a connection with lies instead of any politics of truth.
AP: In keeping with a tradition that begins in the Renaissance, we have always imagined the intellectual
as a individual hero, even if, after Foucault, the intellectual was no longer a universal figure but now
broke into the concrete zones of a given society in order to show how unjust or disgusting these zones
actually were, now only operating locally. But once we introduce the community, does this mean that
we can no longer construct this figure of the heroic intellectual-enlightener? Even if the community
itself is extremely critical in its zone of action?
ÎÀ:  If you use the thought that the community rests upon as your point of departure, the critical
function come true on its own. The logic of the community demands that you side with those values
that are not dominant. And this is not the demand of one power or another. Dominant values such as
property, individual effort, work, freedom, justice, and equal rights do not fit into the frame of the
community. The community is the immanence of a life that manifests itself when these values get
stuck in the mud. In this sense, “being honest” means answering the demands of life, demands that
you yourself know nothing about, demands that are not written down anywhere. This is far more
difficult than partaking of the “truth”. But this thought steps into contradiction with reflection...It
moves along the paths of falsity.
OT: But doesn’t this transmission of “misunderstood” thoughts manifest itself as a certain product of
the community’s activities?
OA: It isn’t a product, but the activity of the community itself. Or, to be more exact: the community
is activity. I cannot appropriate the injustice of thought. This thought is always stolen; you can only
recognize it through whoever understood it incorrectly.
OT: In a community of friends, for an instance, utterances are always appropriated or return as
reinterpretations; a mechanism of necessarily mutual references is in operation, even if it becomes
difficult to separate your “own” thoughts from the thoughts of the “others”.
OA: This is the only way that thought actually operates, in philosophy as well among other things.
Even more: the honesty that Nietzsche speaks of consists in understanding thought as an object that
is made especially to be stolen, not appropriated. When a thought is stolen, you remain anonymous
as a producer, and your work or piece is not a product or a commodity; instead, it still contain the
wind-worn poesis that is the language of life itself (if we speak of any language at all in this case).
Within appropriating any artifact of production, located in endless becoming, this poesis organizes a
moment in which people who would ordinarily never communicate at all, who might even be in a state
of enmity, come together in action and turn out to be accomplices. There can be no community
between friends: friends understand and trust one another. Instead, the community unifies singular
existences that are incompatible with one another in principal.
AP: You’re introducing an understanding of politics much in the vein of Carl Schmitt, introducing the
friend-enemy relation and the community; the result is that there is a certain political form to the
community you describe.
OA: On the contrary. The division into friend and enemy is a necessary material precondition for the
community. Schmitt’s idea of politics is based in the recognition that “friend” and “enemy” are not
individuals and not even political subjects in the conventional sense. For the division into friends and
enemies to take place, the common already needs to exist as an immanence of being-in-common. In
this sense, the community is a certain “action” that we have not become aware of, an action that is
recognized as such by politics, which actualizes it in notions like friend and enemy. Politics sees the
community as a threat: it always attempts to erase the community as its precondition, because the
community as a condition of politics assumes the possibility of other forces. Then that war is not an
opposition but the power of life, a necessary function, much like a feast or a carnival... What is a
carnival? Not a pause of work, but the necessity of life. Work is only done so that people may play
or make some sacrifice...
AP: But Marx’s idea consists in reaching an alternative form of labor without throwing the category
of labor overboard as a whole. In the 1960s-70s, there was a widespread idea that that labor or
“work” is an exclusively repressive figure which actually hides the function of keeping society in a
state of obedience, so that the only form of insubordination is the refusal of labor. But we shouldn’t
exclusively think of work as a negative category: instead, it can be positive. Even if I accept your
position of refusing labor, I would ask you what can separate us from labor, actually.
OA: I’m not refusing labor, but want to find in labor that which is not only co-participant to laziness
(carnival), but also to the gift, sacrifice or war... All of these notions are not social, anthropological, or
political, but non-representative notions of the community’s action, or, acts of thought... Following
Deleuze, for an example, one could surmise that that the brain is the world of those notions that are
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located beyond labor, notions that are not produced. In his concept of the brain, Deleuze finds a way
of overcoming the working body. The body does not work. It simply does what it cannot help but do.
Deleuze assume that there is only one brain in common but many bodies, and that we participate in
this common brain’s wondrous activity with our bodies. A common brain... As you philosophize, you
should never forget that your brain is sitting across from you in a foreign body, listening but failing to
comprehend, misunderstanding you... And the logic of the community demands action and not
arrogance. You only have the duty to explain Hegel or Lacan to your random neighbor on the bus
because s/he needs this explanation.  Even if you don’t have the same supports that you’re used to
from your professional milieu, not enough terms, or notions to effect this explanation. You are
doomed to misunderstand everything, but this – in fact – is honesty. This is how you overcome the
narcissism of philosophy.
AP: On the one hand, you are protesting against the fetishization of the “purity” of thought (i.e. against
transcendentalism), but on the other hand, you’re talking about the elusive nature or the ruptured
relation to values and truth. It seems to me that this is yet another purism that blocks the operation of
analytical languages located beyond such notions of community. In other words, it places a prohibition
of a certain zone of the empirical. But actually, I would still like to expand the location of the community
from the perspective of a different empiricism; for an instance, I would like understand whether it isn’t
constructed according to the same logic that capitalism is connected to in a such a productive and long-
lived way. Isn’t the community itself a valuable experience which the state (or power) hunt down and
capture in order to build it into their functioning? After all, late capitalism is a system that is constantly
actualized by one community or another. It seems to me that something very important has happened
since 1986: the critique of immanentism has lost some of its value. Capitalism supports refined, non-
immanent communities with a great deal of enthusiasm. Take, for an example, all the ravers that live
their life in the club: anonymous people meet on the week-end and open up to all of those commercial,
power-controlled mechanisms of entertainment, remaining “free” at the same time, because they
understand that all of this, in fact, is “nonsense”.
OA: Under capitalism, you are being “used”, but what’s more important is that the others are being
“used” as well. And to think as a community is an experience (an experience that is quite empirical at
that), an experience that passes along this path of loss or injustice...
AP: It seems to me that Oleg is actually introducing a hidden theological narrative of the community as
a certain “ordeal” of poverty, lies, and dirt...
OT: I would even say that his narrative is Gnostic.
ÎÀ: Even if it is theology, among other things, it is actually quite secular. In a sense, Christ, in the act
of the Eucharist, recreates the primal community. Bread and wine are primary material or empirical
conditions of the common. We all partake of bread and wine, but have forgotten that these are not so
much needs as much as life itself. As Lévinas wrote, we eat to eat and not to live... This is the trivial
level on which reflection has been suspended. And this is exactly where we need to search for the
community. I want to separate out this material layer from the general religious problematique. This
is why, for an example, I oppose miracles and revelations to one another radically. The community is
a constant miracle (and not an ordeal!). It takes place through witnesses. Only this is life. The
community is based on valueless, anonymous, absolutely trivial things. Their value has been erased on
the strength of their banality, which is why the common can restore them to thought. The point of this
movement is not to invert the poles that structure value, but to find a sphere in which value no longer
works, but which, nevertheless, is a material pre-condition of thought as an act of life. Thought is an
affective moment in which the common is more important than any accretion of significance. In and of
itself, the community is neither a goal nor a blessing; instead, it is far closer to injustice, which still
knows nothing of the abstraction of justice. The community is theology insofar as by following the
path of injustice, we reach a point at which injustice becomes affirmative and is no longer thought
through death. And then labor, love and war take on a new significance. The same can be said of parties
or states...
OT: It seems to me that first and foremost, the primal injustice of life lies in death. Life is something that
was stolen from those who did not survive, an injustice with relation to the dead. But let’s remember
Benjamin, who said that in the moment of the past, in the “missed” opportunity of what did not survive,
I need to recognize my own opportunity: revolution, understood in this way, is the point of communication.
OA: I’m far more concerned with survival. Take, for an instance, the Jews who went off into the
desert... No-one knows who they were. There are plenty of rational interpretations for exodus. But
they had to go out into the desert to become the Jewish people, to undergo the experience of injustice
that makes a people.
AP: This exodus is one of the most promising political forces of our time.
OT: So the community consists of those who have left, and not of those who have come to something.
OA: The community consists of those who are leaving, those who have lost. Politics actualize them
as a “force” in a secondary movement. But for me, it is important to linger on that moment of exodus,
at the moment before its actualization.
AP: But what if the pensioners go out onto the streets to protest actively and turn out to be the only vital
political force, the way they did this winter? At same time, they simply vulgarize the concept of the
“inoperative community”...
OA: What’s important is that it wasn’t some “civic position” that brought them to the streets. They
are those people who don’t know that they are citizens, who essentially know nothing of their own
rights. They suffered damage that threatened their zone of survival; they found themselves in a
situation of injustice that they endured up to a certain point, until injustice didn’t become their
principle of action.
AP: Essentially, when the pensioners went out onto the streets, this was, in fact, an exodus... In this
case, isn’t the community, again, a certain imposed, forced form? You’re being pushed or forced out,
forced to run away and to leave...
OA: It seems to me that the source of coercion is always lost or false... You simply need to gain life,
and so you come to a place where it seems that there is no life (to the desert), where individual survival
is impossible. There, you can only be-in-common. And this is because of the most trivial things.
AP: I can’t help but think of Gulliver’s Travel in the lands of Lilliput and Brobdingnag. The case of the
community that you describe is as if these two places were combined into one country, with some kind
of miniscule dwarves running back and forth between the legs of the huge giants of power. Some
crumbs fall from the table and the Lilliputians steal them, but no-one notices, because these are nothing
but trifles! And they don’t want to get in touch with the world of the giants or to do battle, because this
world simply belongs to a different biological order.
OA: As a Lilliputian, you can develop your muscles as much as you want, and in the best case, all they
will do is put you in the ring to fight a cockroach.
AP: But they’re doing something or another after all. They organize their little circles and recite
poetry...
OT: Still, no one has ever proven that the big form takes priority over the small form. There are certain
organisms that we don’t notice, but which live far longer than we do nonetheless. Among other things,
they maintain and share a certain “zero-level of life” with us, which, for an instance, Agamben has
talked about. A certain minimal level of weak being.
AP: All of this amounts to a rather bleak picture, worthy of a new Swift. It is really possible that there
aren’t any other figures? Could one say that the only political manifestation of the community could
be withdrawal or exodus? In speaking of the community in this way, we’re introducing the figure of
the end: from your argumentation, it follows that anything else is simply impossible. In this context,
the community denotes an absolute position: we accept that the end has come and agree to live in the
desert. And that’s it?
OA: It’s not the end. The end happens through actualization, whenever we chart something as a
community. Here, we are dealing with what Deleuze called “transcendental empiricism”, or the material
quality of life in becoming. The community that we have charted and fixed has been objectified and is
already dead, while the movement of exodus is continual and is only carried out by those who think
with their bodies, like the pensioners, thinking with their bodies, hit the streets and become a part of
life.
OT: This is their perseverance in life; after all, it is essentially their lives that someone wanted to
deprive them of. Maybe it is this perseverance that actually forms the community’s basis, supplying the
foundation for these or those forms of practice in what follows, not excluding certain forms of political
struggle.
OA: There are lines of life that politics always captures, but we can take outdistance politics. But we
can only outdistance politics as a community; as subjects, we always come in last.

Moscow, 31.03.2005



By now, we can already say that the Radek Community is our
attempt at answering the question of what the community is and
how we can be together in the contemporary world. Throughout
our entire history, we were always burdened by one and same
pressing question: are we really realizing the potential that
collectives seem to entail? Are our efforts really all that different
from ordinary individual attempts to interact with this world? I am
absolutely convinced that this question is inevitable for any
community. Once it has asserted its identity in some way, once it
has presented the world with evidence of its existence as an
independent space for communication, no community ever finds
itself at that euphoric point of complete clarity again.

We could even assert that every history of a community’s becoming
is also the history of its falling-apart. Once it has arisen and has
manifested its own existence in a broader social context, the group
is doomed to constant repetitions of self-identification. This leads
to a constant delineation of boundaries, a constant battle for
independence, a war with the rest of the world. After all, the
alternative communicative practices that form the nervous tissue
of any community are not reinforced by the kind of mechanisms
that stabilize the belief in the meaningfulness and necessity of the
outer world’s dominant practices. Seen in contrast to these, the
community seems spectral or illusory, and sometimes even
contradicts them directly. Any pause between the community’s
acts of self-identification is yet another occasion to call its existence
into question. Because the rest of the world never comes to a stop.
For its very inception, the project of the Radek Community was
based on far broader premises than just manifesting collectivity on
the territory of art. We were always interested in the possibility of
the group as such, in light of the entire totality of its relationships
to the outer world at large. We were not only interested in the art-
world. The fact that the Radek Community was identified with a
group of young artists is little more than a logical step in the
development of the given group’s possibilities in the present
situation in Russia and Moscow, but it wasn’t the result of any
conscious strategic idea. It just happened.

It has become our continuous practice to manifest collectivity
through the artificial construction of a set of symbolic images that
reflect a certain community. We dress in women’s clothing, wrap
banners around our necks as if they were giant red scarves, carry
around chairs (founding a movement of “Chairers”), and wrap one
another up with colored scotch tape (Scotch Party). The Scotch
Party is probably the most consequent strategy for manifesting
collectivity. Calling ourselves “Scotchers”, we declare that nothing
aside from a common love for wrapping one another with scotch-
tape unites us. Throughout 2001, this was our guiding principle:
we held parties, gave concerts, made performances, and appeared
on TV. We also developed Gruppen-Scotch, which became our
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main instrument for introducing the new community to the public
at large; the Scotchers would run into a crowd of people and bind
them together with colored duct-tape. Thanks to the mass-media,
this simulation of new type of collectivity soon became a belief in
the Scotch Party’s authenticity.

The community arises at the moment in which a group of people
dreams a common dream. The attempt to implement this dream in
reality, or to uncover alternative mechanisms for its production,
generates versatile communicative practices and experiments. These
experiments pulse with existential importance. The community’s
dream cannot be reduced to some concrete goal, which all of the
community’s participants are working toward. Quite on the
contrary: once the dream is formalized and becomes a palpable,
instrumental goal, the community begins to fall apart; the dream’s
formalization signals the end of the group and turns it into an
organization. After all, the whole point of the community is to
construct a kind of sociality in which the dream itself seems
possible. But the presence of a concrete goal testifies to the fact
that the necessary sociality already exists. All that is left is to find
the appropriate strategy for the realization of its goals. Here, there
is no experiment, no place for a new community. “Hunger-strike
with no demands”: there is nothing left in this protest-action, other
than the form of hunger itself; all content, all concrete demands
have already been lost. In this sense, the action represents the
functional principle behind any community. It is this principle
that really presents an alternative to the dominant sociality in that
it produces an independent and encapsulated event. After all, the
demand is little more than an assertion; all it does is reformulate
the complete dissatisfaction with concrete goals which bear no
relation whatsoever to dissatisfaction itself, since they are no more
than additional confirmations of the existing order of things, where
there is always someone asking and always someone giving.

...We believed that we were strong enough to create an experimental
space for the development of new communicative practice for the
development of this new society by realizing a miniature model of
this possible alternative. We were fascinated by the aesthetics of
1968: posters, slogans, bombs, and terrorists. However, at the
same time, we understood that we needed other technologies to
affect the outer world, some other way of communicating. This is
why we stand on a pedestrian crossing and wait for the traffic light
to turn green. People keep coming and coming, finally forming a
huge crowd. Each of them is going somewhere or another. Everyone
is minding their own business; nothing connects any one with all
the others, excepting the desire to cross the street. When the light
finally turns green, we cross with all the others. And then, we raise
red flags and banners above our heads. This is our “Demonstration”.
It is defined by our disappointment with and our hope for the
prospects of finding a new language.                       etc. etc. etc.

Why should we speak of “the community”? In its everyday usage, this word simultaneously
carries a note of nostalgia and the aftertaste of an almost inadmissible pathos. We constantly
hear trivial words on the “international community”, the “scientific community” or the “expert
community”. Can this word be endowed with any other kind of meaning, a meaning that would
not simply point toward the attributes of some group of individuals or toward the fact of small
“groups” and their coming-together in “societies” and “collectives” of a more complex
configuration? Even in this usage, the word community does not correspond to “society”, nor
to “group”, nor to “collective”. It still hides a shifting meaning in the shadows of its
commonplaces, a shifting meaning capable of bringing us to the epicenter of the political and
philosophical thinking of the last decades. For this thinking, the conventional opposition
between collectivism and individualism already appears as all too naive. Today, collectivity is
carefully modeled by the power of the state, while individuality is guided by the market’s
“invisible hand”. Both collectivism and individualism would be incapable of becoming anything
more than a failed attempt at escaping a certain kind of “biopolitics”, a strategy of controlling
the masses, which does not only affect consciousness, but life itself, the body and its basic
habits, its automatisms.

Comments on the web site

http://g2bs.narod.ru/2004/12/radek-
community-not-finished-yet.html:

--------------------------------------------

This is the most adequate interpretation of
this whole story I’ve seen so far. There
weren’t any other interpretations in fact,
if I’m not forgetting about anything. Only
endless self-manifestations.

--------------------------------------------

It’s funny but now, ever since communities
as art-groups has stopped existing (for
quite some time), people still keep asking
for the “radek-community”. And the “group”
is already being simulated at a number of
events. The rest of the world tells us to be
a group: constantly demanding (sending us
back) those “auto-manifestations” which we
no longer believe in.

-------------------------------------------
What do you think? Can the group live (be
reborn) in some other quality? Not as an
“art-group”.

We talked about this when we met, and I want
to ask the same question again. What do you
think? Can the group live (be reborn) in
some other quality (without becoming an
organization)?

 � � ! � � � " � � # � � � � � $ 	 � � � � ��� � � % � � � � � � � � � � ��� 
 � � � �
So what is left over when the “epoch of global oppositions” finally comes to a close and its
biopolitical constructions finally come undone? Of course, people will still have something left in
common, which they share with one another. This will hardly be what people call the “consensus”
reached through democratic discussions. And can you really say “This is what we all need
objectively, independently of any formal democratic process”? Is this common something that
everyone can make use as the “common good”? Is it something that “touches” everyone
affectively?  Or is it what answers to our rational interests? All one can say is that this common,
much like the community in which it is shared, is no “law” or “rule”, but rather an exception that
cannot be appropriated. It is impossible to control, no matter who lays claim to the steering wheel,
be it the seemingly “lost” proximity and warmth of companionship, or global biopolitics, which
soaks up the warmth of lives densely packed together by the fear of yet another threat. In this
uncontrollable community, we might see the possibility for its coming, a practice of life, stubborn
in its nonconformity.

But alas, today we can already confirm that we have lost our dream.
The date of its death: 2004.
Hail to the Radek Community!
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