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In this fragment of the 8th thesis of the politico-philosophical manifesto “On
the Concept of History”, Walter Benjamin demonstrates that the exaggeration
of emergency that comes from fascism coexists nicely with the liberal faith in
the constant progress towards the better.  Benjamin demonstrates that the
exaggeration of the emergency that comes from the fascism coexists nicely with
the liberal faith in the constant progress towards the better. Talk of emergency
complements this faith. If we believe that everything, in principle, is getting
better and better, then any crisis or conflict will appear as extraordinary,
scandalous to us. We are like the angel of history (a critical, ironic concept,
contrary to popular opinion) who flies “progressively” forward, but who looks
at the present from the point of view of a better future, thus perceiving the
present as a pile of ruins. Fascism plays on this situation by turning trauma
into value, by joyfully imposing the state of emergency and by making it a
regular state of affairs. But emergency in the fascist sense is not truly exceptional,
precisely because it is also regular (i.e. contaminated with liberalism), and thus
neither exceptional nor regular.
It is somewhat more difficult to make sense of what Benjamin means by the
effective state of emergency – the one that is used without quotation marks.
Benjamin explains what he means further on. In the 14th thesis, he opposes a
different kind of history to the liberal model of continuous time. This other
kind of history builds on the revolution as the explosion and rupture of
historical sequence. “Thus, for Robespierre, the past charged with  “now-
time” – the past that he extracted out of the historical continuum – aus dem
Kontinuum der Geschichtå heraussprengte”. Here Benjamin uses the same
prefix aus- (ex-)  that makes up the word “Ausnahmezustand”, state of exception
or emergency. The gaze of a critic and  fighter neither looks out of the future
toward the present, nor does it look from the present to the future; instead, it
looks out of the “now-time” back into the past. The revolution brakes history
and inserts the reprisal of an unaccomplished event of the past into the newly
formed, striking hiatus of time. This past is extracted out of the frame of
history through repetition. Thus, it does not appears as a surpassed moment
but as a “prehistorical” and “posthistorical” being that is festively excessive
and residual in relation both to history and to itself. In this sense, the effective
state of exception is not a tragic choice out of many futures, on the crossroads,
but a comic repetition that takes place against the horizon of the pending end
of history.
Here, one should note that the effective state of exception does not fully
annul the fictive state of emergency in the sense of liberals and fascists, but
that it results from the purifying critique of the former. After having ironically
noticed that the “state of emergency” was, in fact, regular, we do not only
start searching a new, authentic notion of the exceptional, but we also realize
that the state of exception had always-already taken place, that it left its
imprints on our here-and-now.
Hence the accent upon the past and the factual, and not upon the future, the
virtual, or the unforeseeable. Hence also the radical democratization and
rendering-prosaic of the exceptional, which, as it turns out, does not necessarily
impose emergency. Meanwhile, it is everyday life that is truly outstanding.
The everyday is the state of exception minus the state of emergency.
Thus, in the same 14th thesis, Benjamin suddenly compares the effective,
revolutionary state of exception to fashion. Fashion, like revolution, envisions
what is most current and up-to-date, but it also penetrates the depths of the
recent past by committing its “tiger jump” there. Fashion is theatrical, mimetic
– but so is revolution. Except that fashion is such for the passive bourgeois
public, and revolution is such for the active participants of the feast. But
most importantly, revolution combines habit and repetition with singularity
and novelty. This is one of Benjamin’s main ideas. Habit is more radical
(exceptional) than shock; reproduction is more radical (exceptional) than the
aura; repetition is more radical than uniqueness.
Why? To understand this, let us return to the thesis which says that the “state
of emergency” in which we live becomes the rule. If it is, should we use words
like “exception” or “emergency”, or “normal” and “regular” at all? Don’t they
lose any and all sense or meaning? Or does each moment pose the question of
norm or exception? But how do we distinguish moments from one another?
How can we recognize the exceptional (or messianic), if we have not ever seen
it? Or, if we see nothing else but the exceptional?
The issue here is not just the recognition but the capacity for lateral, non-
thematic  vision – the capacity to turn the perceptive and institutional structure
upside down at any point in time. That is to say, perception and law require
a certain “cunning” that actually catches what it pretends to neglect. A good
structure is not simply open, but intentionally oriented at what it misses, or
to what it only alludes. Thus, Kant once called abstraction “negative attention”.
Benjamin shows (especially in his “The Work of Art in the Age of its
Mechanical Reproduction”) that, in spite of the universality of the exceptional,
reality includes the substructures of experience that allow the recognitions of
the new and the unexpected – the substructures that train negative attention.
These structures de-focalize and distract (zerstreuen) it. It is this function
habit plays. Habit helpfully takes most of the world out of our consciousness.
But it does so not without leaving traces. Habit forms the enormous periphery
of the world – a periphery that we do not perceive but which embraces us. An
eye trained by habit will always, in any structure, any law, and any form of
work, be able to notice, for example, that the sky had suddenly turned 180
degrees (one more example from Kant, for whom it was one of the most
difficult tasks of thought to notice such a turn). Habit, thus, is an experience
of a profane illumination, a worldly analogy of sacral practices. Apart from it,
there are other analogous practices, such as the experience of awakening, or,

again, fashion. And, of course,  contemporary art, art of the “age of mechanical
reproduction”. Such art transforms shock into tradition, institutionalizes
distraction and makes therefore a good adversary to shock-laden, fetishist
fascism. Thus, habit is the true name of the exceptional: exceptional minus
emergency.
If we now return to the sphere of law, we will have to note the following.
Giorgio Agamben, in his exhaustive analysis of the notion of “state of
exception”, notes the principal danger that it contains. In this state, the law
pretends that it controls a zone that it, in fact, always fails to control. This
“fictitious state of exception” is the legal analogy of metaphysics – of the
system which recognizes the transcendent but which pretends to control it.
But, one could object to Agamben, this does not mean that any invasion of
law into the zone of lawlessness would be a metaphysical colonization!
Contrary to the famous formula by Wittgenstein (“Of what one cannot speak,
one should remain silent”), thought (and law) can only live if they constantly
reach (transgress) into a zone that they do not and will never control.
Here, there is another danger – the danger against which Carl Schmitt reacted,
after Benjamin. Benjamin showed how the illusion of permanent progress
canceled all progress and created the permanent state of emergency. Likewise,
Schmitt writes in his “Law of the Earth”, the expansion of abstract Western
law, understood as a system of rules, is today leading us toward the
disappearance of all criteria that would allow the application of such laws.
The further the expansion goes, the less there remains of territories that are
foreclosed for this “universal” law, the less acceptable “the rights of man”,
“democracy”, and other legal fictions become. They degenerate into ideological
nonsense, which they originally were not. Here, the exception from law is
made not according to the law on the “state of exception”, but either by way
of omission, or by way of exiling problems into a few non-colonized zones.
The issue is, then, not as much the state of exception but rather its original
non-recognition. Thus, in Russia, the authorities systematically refuse to
declare state of emergency in Chechnya, which generates absurd situations:
for instance, there is a battle, dozens of casualties on each side, etc., and then
the first thing they show on TV is the state prosecutor who “opens a criminal
case”, as though we were dealing with robbers and not with a hostile army. As
a result, the law is not applied at all, and we have a situation of total anomy,
but under the façade of formal law. And this is true not only of Chechnya.
Clearly, it would be more honest, in this case, to have declared a state of war
in Chechnya and to introduce some other rules of the game that would be more
realistic but that would actually apply.
At present, the Russian Duma is considering a package of laws introducing a
system of “terror alert” regimes, which allow the suppression of a number of
important civil rights. This means that our government may turn from the
bureaucratic non-attention to exception to a voluntarist attempt to master
them. Such passage would mean the opening of the conflict and the relative
loss in legitimacy for the regime, something like what is currently happens, on
a global scale, in the foreign politics of the USA. We saw in Benjamin that, in
fact, abstract liberalism and emergency-based fascism, are two sides of the
same medal.
But does this mean that we should generally refuse from the legal reasoning,
from law, and from exceptional provisions in the constitution? Hardly. The
creation of an effective state of exception is, among other things, a creative
effort at building a new, unusual nomos. This new law should certainly not
prescribe the exact rules of behavior in the exceptional situations, it should
not pass all responsibility for those to an exceptional figure that would embody
the exception. But the constitution should necessarily found in lawlessness.
It should, firstly, contain provisions that would derive from the eventful,
revolutionary emergence of the constitution. Constitutions should contain
traces of their birth. These provisions are usually the most creative, the most
playful of the entire constitution. Constituent practices are always mimetic.
IN the zone of residue and excess, one human being is always exceptionally
open for the impact of the other. Besides, revolutionaries, acting without law,
need to pretend that the new order had already existed; they need to pretend
that the whole age-old machine of oppression had suddenly dissolved into
thin air. That is (as Marx had already noticed), the very temporal structure of
mimesis and mimicry is constitutive for revolution. Hence its link to fashion.
Generally, the more creative and playful is the constitution, the better it
refers, alludes (word of the same root with “ludus,” play) to what is outside
it.
Secondly, the constitution should contain the right of resistance, as it did in
the Middle Ages – not the right to defend this very constitution, like today in
Germany, but the right to resistance in general, up to the point of private war.
Resistance should be regulated not during its course, but post factum, after
one party wins or a compromise is negotiated, allowing for an international
open trial among the government and the rebels. Thirdly, the constitution
should provide, in case of a serious political, economic, and military crisis,
not only a reinforcement of the executive, but a convocation of a broad all-
people congress which would have the authority to change the constitution,
like the Congress of the people’s deputies during the Perestroika.
Thus, such exceptional provisions of the constitution would not necessarily
colonize the void of anomy. On the contrary, they are borderline provisions,
which give, so to speak, volume and extension to the border of law, in all its
ambiguity between fact and right, between the norm and the singular. Law has
and makes sense if it looks, distractedly, at what is outlawed. There, on its
borders, law is exceptional and normal at the same time. And these borders are
populated.
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“The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘state of emergency’ in
which we live is not the exception but the rule. We must attain to a conception
of history that is in keeping with this insight. Then we shall clearly realize
that it is our task to bring about a real state of emergency, and this will
improve our position in the struggle against Fascism.”
 
Walter Benjamin, On the Concept of History
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Alexei Penzin (AP): In formulating the theme for our discussion, we departed from things that are
obviously social and political. An atmosphere of a so-called “threat of terror” is being drawn up all
around us. The state acts as if it were already in a state of emergency, without ever declaring it
officially. It suspends the operation of constitutional principals and introduces special regimes of
surveillance and control (e.g. the passport-regime in Moscow). Russia’s constitution actually contains
a law of the state of emergency, as do many other constitutions. But our legislature has added a regime
of “counter-terrorist operations” to this law, and is currently attempting to add yet another juridical
regime, a law on the “threat of terror”. In other words, we live under the conditions of a deferred state
of emergency, under which the government multiplies the corpus of juridical rules for emergency
while intensifying its rhetoric of threat. It seems that a “real” state of emergency is about to be
declared, but this never really happens. Either the government is incapable of implementing this state
in reality, or it is simply playing a propagandistic game, constantly flirting with foul play. In preparing
this issue, we were inspired by a fragment by Walter Benjamin, which says that we need to supply
the “state of emergency” with a broader philosophical and critical meaning. The state of emergency
(Ausnahmezustand) is inscribed into history’s very progression, uncovering the ontological emergency
or exception of class-society itself. How would you assess the attempts undertaken by a number of
contemporary thinkers, such as Agamben, for an example, to turn the “state of emergency” into a
notion capable of offering a diagnosis for our contemporary condition?
Alexander Tarasov (AT): If we feel ourselves to be leftists, questions concerning bourgeois law
should be our least concern. Speaking ex cathedra, Agamben reflects upon Schmitt and Benjamin,
upon how this or that term has developed and which conceptual game it operates in. The interest of
the Western left in what could be called “linguistic philosophy” is simply a means of evading real
problems while living in the countries of the “First World”, which continue to exist in affluence by
exploiting the countries of the “Third World”. This affluence erases and confuse class-oppositions.
The Western Left doesn’t want to recognize this and continues to play these kind of games with the
Right, discussing linguistic and historico-philosophical problems instead of fighting for economic and
political emancipation. In one of my pieces on Chile, for an example, I was able show, how the
military did not persecute Pinochet’s political enemies, once it had proclaimed a state of emergency,
but simply went after those who they owed large sums of money to. Do you think that they were at
all concerned with which constructions of Roman law provided the basis for their “state of emergency”?
Needless to say, the juridical side of the state of emergency takes on a tactical meaning in the course
of struggle among the various forces within bourgeois society, within its ruling elite. There are various
groups struggling for power, groups who have staked their interest, who are concerned with the
possibility of coming to power and giving up power without giving up their property or their lives.
But as soon as the struggle moves beyond the bounds of the social contracts within bourgeois society,
it becomes clear that the “normal” juridicial regime no longer applies. In the United States of the
1960s, as the so-called “African-American uprisings” were taking place, the Army was unable to stop
these rebellions without introducing a state of emergency. By declaring a state of emergency, they
were able to mobilize the Army and the National Guard stationed in other, neighboring states. It’s
completely obvious that the decision to declare a state of emergency was only made because of the
situation’s direness and the force of the opposition at hand.
AP: In other words, if power has the possibility of hiding a certain state of affairs, of undertaking
some kind of major operation without attracting too much publicity, then it does. But if this is
impossible, it comes running to a state of emergency for help. Are you saying that the law simply
plays an instrumental role?

AT: Of course. The laws plays an instrumental role on the battlefield of class interests. Needless to
say, these are easier to defend under the conditions of a state of emergency. In this case, you aren’t
simply basing your actions on a temporary order that will be reversed the day after tomorrow.
Instead, you use a certain juridical scheme as your basis, especially if this scheme, for an example,
provides for the validity of verdicts passed under a state of emergency, once this state of emergency
has been recalled. The state of emergency is a regime under which you can carry out repressions more
freely and calmly, on a much larger scale, and, in doing so, guarantee that those who carried out the
repressions will go unpunished in the future. If it is only necessary to implement repressive measures
against a small group of people, then no one will declare a state of emergency. After all, you can draw
up false charges against them personally or simply get rid of them quietly. You can secretly rub out
5 or even 20 people under normal conditions, but 10,000 is just too high a number.
AP: You said that Agamben, in one way or the other, relies on the juridical interpretation of this term,
and is only concerned with the legal mechanism, that he is only interested in things that are not located
in the sphere of practical politics. But Agamben bases his work on the interpretation of Schmitt and
Benjamin. Even if Schmitt is associated with the Right, you can hardly deny that his analysis is rather
cutting.
AT: Schmitt was writing on the Weimar Republic and the reality of its legislation. After all, the norms
of Weimar legislation allowed Hitler’s rise to power without any legal impediments. The laws of the
Weimar Republic were constructed in view of the emergency article in the Weimar constitution,
which, in fact, allowed the appointment and subsequent change of the Reich-chancellor without the
consent of the Reichstag. At some juncture, it became necessary to appoint a chancellor who would
be able to oppose the “ danger of Communism” most effectively: this turned out to be Hitler. This is
actually why the Left in West Germany fought against the revival of the constitutional article on the
state of emergency throughout the 1960s. Schmitt looks over the bourgeois state’s juridical pettifoggery
and brings the mechanisms of real politics to the forefront. This is exactly what Benjamin was
interested in, because this is a real battleground: Schmitt is a worthy adversary and is not just venting
hot air. Formally, if you stand up against the bourgeois state with a weapon in hand, they will tell you
that all of their laws say that “violence is something bad”. You answer, “But your system is a system
of violence, based upon the army, the police, courts, and other instruments of non-economic coercion.
You impose them upon us from an early age onward, and yet you claim that there is no such thing as
violence.” This is reminiscent of the proverbial conversation between deaf and the blind. But a
polemic exchange between two opponents like Benjamin and Schmitt is an exchange in which both
sides accept reality. Why, for an example, did Marx pay such special attention to Machiavelli’s
political thinking, which never ceased to astound him? Because, in fact, Machiavelli described the
factual operation of the existing political mechanisms, refusing to describe them in the same way as
his contemporaries, whose writings were inevitably mystified by religious consciousness. Benjamin
avoids any and all conversation according to the rules imposed by the bourgeoisie. If people are dying
of hunger, this is a state of emergency. The bourgeoisie find this normal; it only becomes something
of the ordinary when those who are unwilling to starve to death rise in revolution. Nothing of the sort,
says Benjamin. The situation that you think is normal is actually a state of emergency.
AP: There isn’t actually any real contradiction in terms here. To put it simply, Agamben is reminding
us that we live in a state of emergency, in both juridical and socio-psychological terms; we’ve
“adapted” to this state insofar as we do not focus our attention on it. At the same time, I might add,
we are in a constant state of global misbalance; there are different ruling elites, connected to the
American or European projects, but there is no real consensus between these elites, nor is there any
consensus or compromise with those people that are occupied as employees. This also concerns
Europe’s social states, which are being dismantled without any show of compromise.

AT: The world has been in misbalance since the demise of the USSR and the Eastern bloc. But there
are huge differences between the situation in America and the situation in Europe, notwithstanding all
of their similarities. For an example, in Europe, Muslims are not arrested on the grounds of suspicion
alone, nor or they held indefinitely in jail without trial according to some equivalent of the PATRIOT
Act. The events of September 11th should not be understood as a revolutionary attack or retaliation
against American imperialism, but were probably provoked by the ultra-right wing of the USA’s
ruling class in some complicated way, since this faction was attempting to implement an expansionist
foreign policy, fighting against other – isolationist - factions. Much in the same way, the Russian
government was unable to prove that it did not plant the bombs that destroyed two apartment houses
in 1999. From the materials of this case, which has been classified and is now being kept secret for
some inexplicable reason, it is clear that three of the people who were convicted of this crime were
transporting something to Moscow, but that they didn’t know what exactly it was. They might have
been transporting explosives, but then again, they may have not. This is no proof of their guilt. The
government escalated the situation on its own. At that point, the regime was falling apart, and this had
become obvious. In order for the elite to retain its power, it was necessary for Putin to become
president. In order to do so, one could have either instituted a dictatorship directly, or one could have
chosen a non-standard solution. This solution was found: it consisted in diverting the people’s
attention from the pressing needs at home to the war in Chechnya and the “threat of terrorism”.
Generalizing from the experience of history, one can draw up two scenarios. 1. When the state
searches for a way out of a crisis, it has far greater access to authentic information than the opposition.
It has the possibility for taking preemptive measures. Sometimes, this is a mistake. You can find one
example in the history of Czarist Russia: in the early 20th century, the Czarist government took
preemptive measures to avoid revolution by starting a “small, victorious war” in the East. But the
Japanese war of 1905 was lost, and had the opposite effect that it was intended to fulfill. 2. The
second scenario takes place when the existing elite or a part of the elite wants to acquire more powers
or more added value than it can under the normal conditions of legality. In this case, one can provoke
a state of emergency by artificial means and do one’s business under its guise. This second variant,
which takes place when power is in a strong position, is actually less common. Usually, power only
opts for this course when it feels its position is stable and that it is possible to go ahead in forcibly
consolidating its might.
AP: The events that followed in the aftermath of the hostage-drama in Beslan don’t fit into either one
of the two scenarios that you just described. After all, they took place in parallel to the lawsuits
against the oil company “YUKOS”. These lawsuits were undertaken from a position of strength, but
at the same time, the leadership of the company was implicitly accused of some kind of “emergent”
plan to take control of power.
AT: Beslan should be seen as the next step in a chain of provocations: the attacks on the apartment
houses in Moscow, the second war in Chechnya, the Nord-Ost Musical hostage drama. I fully share
the classical Marxist attitude toward analyzing a concrete situation at a concrete place in a concrete
time. In a way, all of this bears witness to the regime’s weakness, which shows that the regime
understands that it can only retain its position by applying force. Yet on the other hand, it shows that
the regime is quite strong: in fact, it is so stable that it can afford to forget about its previous promises
and the rules of the game that it used to play. For an instance, it can dismantle the social state, which
the West is currently doing under the guise of the “threat of terrorism”.
AP: The regime of the state of emergency is one of many elements in the instrumentarium of power
in its struggle for resources and against the opposition. Does this mean that the position of the state
of emergency is not privileged in any way?
Oxana Timofeeva: Or does it mean that the state of emergency exposes conditions of emergency
within the structures of power whenever they are threatened, a condition which is usually veiled by
some form of legitimacy or its revocation?
AT: It is masked because capitalist society gives rise to the struggle between different factions of the
ruling class. And this is considered the norm. In fact, this is the way things should be, according to the
pragmatic point of view of the elite. The possibility for inner struggle without any real attack on the
principles of the system heightens its overall stability, since it means that the strongest power is
selected by natural means.
AP: There are several meanings of the statement that any society in history is essentially in a state of
exception or emergency. In the first sense, if you look at power from the point of view of what it
actually does, it always acts in an exceptional way, using any means possible, including illegal
measures, in order to establish itself and to pursue its interests. On the other hand, we – “we” means
the tradition of the Left – find that this condition, in and of itself, is a constant “emergency”. If we
remember the connection of the “state of emergency” to the notion of dictatorship, there is the
analysis-projection of the “dictatorship of the proletariat”, of the revolution as a state of emergency,
beginning with Engels. Is this, in fact, the case?
AT: Revolution is a form of open class collision, civil war, in other words. Any war is not a juridical
but a real state of emergency. This is not the kind of state of emergency declared by the authorities,
which makes it necessary to demystify juridical terms and tear away all the masks; instead, it is an
obvious state of emergency. Whenever they tell you that you have freedom of choice, but your
freedom of choice is limited by the variants that power provides you with, there is no “choice” and
no “freedom”. But if you have no possibility for making any choice at all, and if there is only one
obvious dictator, there is no need to prove that there is no freedom of choice. Some situations are so
transparent that there is no need to lay bare the demagogy of power.
AP: So then revolution and dictatorship are two poles in which we see the situation stripped bare of
all pretenses. But there is one more modification, if we look at the phenomenon known as the “velvet
revolution” and the most recent events in Ukraine. On the one hand, they seem to lay bare a certain
reality – for instance, we see people protesting on the streets of Kiev. Yet on the other hand, they give
rise to hypotheses as to the real subjects of these processes, which are kept behind the scenes. A
network of activist organizations and foundations “to support democracy” comes into being and is
even reminiscent of a network of terrorist cells! In a certain sense, power copies the strategies that
oppose it. And the ruling class of another state, namely Russia, carries out a propaganda campaign to
unmask the “technologies of the velvet revolution”. Whenever power uncovers these “secrets” itself,
it seems to me that the position of suspiciousness has already been compromised. If it lays out all the
facts anyway, why should one even bother to be suspicious? If we are going keep saying, “Everything
is determined by technology anyway, strange and terrible forces everywhere!”, we will never reach
any kind of revolutionary situation. We will keep saying, “This is no revolution! This is nothing but
yet another ploy!”
AT: I would say that the system of the “velvet revolution” is not reminiscent of a terrorist network,
but of power’s idea of what a terrorist network should be. During the 19th century, the powers in
Western Europe frightened the enlightened layer of society with its stories of the terrible terrorist
organization by the name of the “International”. In Russia, this organization was known as
“internatsionalka”. This term was used by Dostoevsky, for an example. In his mind, the
“internatsionalka” was a monstrous underground organization, who tentacles and feeler had taken
hold of the entire civilized world. This underground is firmly in control; it sends out bombers,
distributes leaflets, prints newspapers and books, organizes revolts and revolutions, and “corrupts”
the youth. As far as the official revelations of the “velvet revolution” are concerned, they can be
explained by the fact that in Russia, the state is acting like a fire-brigade. It doesn’t think in strategic
but in reactive terms. Since it has lost the confrontation in Ukraine, it tells everyone everything it
knows about its opponents. It also talks about its real fears, because it recognize the weak links in its
own strategy. At the moment, everyone is talking about the export of the “Orange Revolution” from
Ukraine to Russia. The ruling class understands quite well that Ukraine’s political structure is very
similar to that of Russia, namely a clannish-criminal bureaucratic-bourgeois system, created by the
former Soviet nomenclatura in alliance with the mafia. If it was possible to inflict a blow to this
system there, then it might be possible to do so here as, and it doesn’t matter with whose help. Power
in Russia is horrified at the very thought, instinctively.
AP: In your analysis, you suggest a kind of Realpolitik. This would not be the cynical Realpolitik of
the Right, but a point of view that allows a focused and critical appraisal of power’s actions, coming
from the political and theoretical context of the Left.
AT: One needs to see the reality beyond all the rhetoric and propaganda. If we speak of the juridical
notion of the state of emergency, we need to realize that this is nothing more than a mechanism of
defending and reinforcing the position of power. If we move beyond the confines of this purely formal
understanding, any socio-political formation in which class divisions, exploitation, social inequality,
and unequal economic and political rights exist is a state of emergency. This, in fact, is the emergency
that we need to get rid of.

Moscow, December 29th, 2004

“We still have yet to understand that the emergency laws are a general offensive aimed at political
democracy, led by the bosses of capitalist society; a general offensive of the rulers against the ruled; a
general offensive of the ruling class against all of those who do not want to become part of the system of
total consumption... What the bosses want now is nothing less than a parliamentary ratification of their
policies, a confirmation of their growing power... Our goal lies in the democratization of both state and
society. The struggle against the emergency laws are but one of the means of achieving this goal, one of
the means of overcoming the dictatorship of capital over state and society. But we will never be able to
achieve this goal if all we do is continue to resist being transfered from a large prison cell into a smaller
one, forgetting that the only real liberation from prison is escape”.
Ulrike Meinhof, “Notstand-Klassenkampf”, 1968
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The changes that have been taking place in Russia for the
last five years can be called exceptional to the point of emer-
gency. These changes express themselves in a completely
new rhetoric of power, which, in contrast to previous systems,
has succeeded in constructing its ideology through the com-
plete ambivalence of political priorities.
Under these conditions of the full indeterminateness of any
ideological choice, the state has only succeeded in creating
a simulatory “patriotic field”,  which accumulates all of the
traumatic symptoms of previous regimes: sovereign monar-
chism, Russian-Orthodoxy, Communism, the war in
Chechnya etc. It has also been  successful in combining
contradictory types of PR: xenophobia and the struggle against
it, “friendship” with the West and an undeclared war led to
regain the positions lost during the post-Perestroika period,
the declaration of net surplus and the refusal to make social
investments.
This type of state-rhetoric, which is devoid of any declaration
of choice, is subversive in terms of form and utterly opaque to
civil society. This, incidentally, is the kind of “opacity” that Alex-
ander Tarasov has aptly defined as the main characteristic of
any authentic revolutionary movement. It is symptomatic that
one of the main tools of revolutionary activity has also been
appropriated by the state.
However, the main subtlety behind the rhetoric of opacity hardly
lies in that we fail to understand the reforms’ intentions or
their future results, but that there is, in fact, nothing to discov-
er. The secret is that there is no intention, and that there never
was. All possibilities are left open to allow for their usurpation
if necessary. This kind of total reversibility of all notions and
ideologemes is something entirely new to Russian politics.
Why are such modern “subversive” means that are so “na-
tive” to revolutionary struggle so easy to integrate into a total-
itarian system? Perhaps this is one of the main questions
one should ask in approaching the contemporary state in
general and that of Russia in particular.
Maybe this is happening because society faces one of the
most vicious and simultaneously desired (one of the most
subversive) questions about the Big Other?
During the 1930-1940s, this image was sacralized, while to-
day, it is subject to eroticization. The Big Other is both every
citizen’s intimate interlocutor and the symbol of a unified, to-
tal body of government. This image becomes subversive
when the gap between the abstract notion of the state and the
attempt to transform it into a “desired body” is smoothed over
and triumphs as ontology.
Doesn’t revolutionary propaganda operate according to this
very principle? Any movement spreads through the superim-
position of a political program as an ontological given. This
type of politics and existence is an exception, an emergency.
This is why I would venture to say that in the situation at hand
it is the state that is in control of the rhetoric of revolution, that
the state has appropriated the technologies of creating an
emergency. The recent events in Ukraine illustrate this idea
quite well.
If revolution is an array of technologies, the arsenal of artistic-
revolutionary instruments seems rather insignificant in com-
parison to the might of the contemporary state’s political de-
sign-machine. For this reason, the narrative of revolution or
of a personal, more intensive emergency is not as important
in the current situation as wariness, which many artists lose
as soon as they come into contact with the economic ambi-
tions of their own country, with the prestige of their so-called
“motherland”. In fact, the radical turn of all mass-media has
pulled along a large number of intellectual publishing-house,
writers and artists in reanimating the notion of “Russia” and
“all things Russian”. It is far easier to develop a narrative of
resistance than to suppress the ambitions and traumata of
the state. There is a slim chance of remaining an artist or a
philosopher if one is unable to overcome one’s own attach-
ment to the main point of reference, the priorities of the state
(this most unconscious of all substantiations).
As far as criticism is concerned, both artistic and political
discourses have shown that any critical position has become
or proven to be reversible, since any type of discursivity is, in
fact, capable of being reversed. The mass-media and adver-
tising have taken hold of the possibilities for creating new
forms or means, a function that any avant-garde artist still felt
to be her-his life’s work in the not-too-recent past. Since the
territory of art has been broached from all possible sides, the
artist’s main goal lies in resisting the seduction of choosing
her or his “favorite” narrative and in remembering the gaps
between politics, creativity and existence.
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The First Moscow Biennale of Contemporary Art has chosen “The
Dialectics of Hope” as its theme, which, incidentally, is the title
of a book I wrote in 1980. Naturally, I have no exclusive claim to
the word “hope”, nor to the word “dialectics”, for that matter, nor
to their combination. However, the organizers of the Biennale have
never hidden the fact that the name of the project has been connected
to my book from the very beginning; what’s more, they have made
several public announcements to this effect. Thus, I feel that I
have the right and even the duty to make a few remarks on the
processes that are taking place around the Biennale.

My book, which was banned from publication in the Soviet Union of
the 1980s, was dedicated to examining the perspectives for the
development of a world-wide left-wing movement. For this reason, I
expected that the biennale would develop in this very direction. Yet
now, I read in the press that Evgeniy Zyablov, the commissar of the
biennale, and Joseph Backstein, its curator-coordinator, answer the
direct question as to the political direction of the biennale with
a clear no: this artistic project will not favor “the Left” in any
way. Of course, the organizers of the biennale have the right to
decide upon its political direction, but then why use the name of a
book which is so obviously and unambiguously linked with left-wing
ideology?

All of this gives rise to an unexpected and somewhat paradoxical
situation: the context of my work is used to legitimate a project
that enjoys the support of the Russian elites, who have hardly ever
been very sympathetic to the theory and praxis of the left. Of
course, “leftist” and “progressive” rhetoric has become fashionable
again; for an example, it accompanies any legal project focused on
depriving the working class of yet another privilege. The same thing
seems to be happening in culture, where it seems quite natural and
timely for official culture to appeal to left-wing discourse.
However, for progressive, independent art, this “improper” use of
words and images is inadmissible, even fatal.

For contemporary Russia, and for the entire world, it is extremely
important to realize projects that supply form to new radical-
democratic models of cultural development, since little else leaves
much hope of implementing authentic left-wing principles in cultural
work. In the sphere of politics, the rise of social forums supplies
a model of this type, becoming a basis for the formation of a network
or movement that broadly opposes the world-wide order of imperialist
capitalism. In culture, an analogous network of independent artistic
communities seems to be emerging. I would have thought that a
biennale with the name “The Dialectics of Hope” would have continued
in this vein, developing new models for the dialogue and representation
of these communities, who are interested in changing and politicizing
the space of culture on a grass-roots level. Groups and artists of
this sort already exist today, both in Russia and in the West. The
ongoing discussion on the Moscow Biennale, which unfolded on the
pages of the “Moscow Art Magazine” in 2003, gave me the impression
that serious work in this direction was already taking place and
would continue along these lines.

[On August 24th, 2004, an open letter was published at http://
www.gif.ru/themes/culture/no-miracle/open-letter/. This letter
demanded an official clarification of the reasons for the removal of
Viktor Misiano from the curatorial group.] I find myself sharing the
concerns of the authors and signatories of [this] open letter, the
majority of whom, incidentally, belong to Russian initiatives and
communities of the type described above. Their main concern is that
the biennale, in its current form, does not even foresee the most
minimal space for their participation. Needless to say, the exclusion
of Viktor Misiano, the editor-in-chief of the “Moscow Art Magazine”,
from the curatorial group is the result of the internal conflicts
and bureaucratic intrigues that afflict any larger organization.
But in the situation at hand, these “changes in the management” seem
deeply significant and symbolic. In the final analysis, it doesn’t
matter who is right or wrong in this unfolding “administrative”
conflict; what matters is that it has objective political consequences,
as well as a general social and cultural significance.

One could say that in Russian culture, as in society at large, the
struggle for the means of production has begun. The key question is
whether they will belong to the bureaucrats or the artists and
intellectuals themselves. Will the workers of immaterial labor
prove capable of putting the means of cultural production to use for
the common good instead of providing yet another service for the new
elite?

This is precisely why I support the initiative of the Russian
artistic community and its demand for the democratization of the
productive processes of culture. Those who are in charge of the
world do not only prevent anyone from changing the system, but even
refuse to make any concession at all until they feel that their own
power is at risk. The opposition, even if it rarely succeeds in
taking control of power, only becomes effective when the ruling
class begins to understand that it runs a very real danger of losing
its power base. This is why I would tend to see this local act of
resistance in the broader context of the authentic and uncompromising
struggle for emancipation.

In the future, I would ask that those in power avoid confusing our
hope with the official reality of the ruling class’ politics of
corruption.
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In Russia, the last three years have been a period of artificial economic and political consolidation
over the representative sphere. The New Russia needs to look more respectable, modern, and
fashionable; never mind the nationalism and the criminal past. The main thing is to look good for
the global marketplace, to play at “law and order”, and to render all of the very real social
problem-zones invisible. During the last 6 months, the struggle for the means of producing
visibility has been undergoing a paranoid radicalization. Highly visible politicians announce
extraordinary measures and make frightening promises, all of which concern the visible future:
“You won’t recognize this country in a couple of years.” It is important to realize that this shift in
representational politics does not only apply to governmental strategies, but affects all areas of
cultural production. For an instance, the new Russian elite requires a new means of  representing
its legitimacy, one of which is – possibly – contemporary art. The need for representative unity
justifies the temporary implementation of extraordinary measures, a purge, not only to stimulate
society’s atrophied tissue, but to declare sovereignty over the field of visual production, to coerce
an extremely fragmented milieu into consolidation. What is needed is a biennale.

The reader may find that the comparison of a “big event” (biennale) to a coercive “state of
emergency” somewhat exaggerated. The discourse of “big events” seems to point in quite the
opposite direction. However, one often wonders whether these “big events” are not actually
appropriating a neo-internationalist language in order to mask a far more ambiguous and complex
relationship between the global and the local. At times, it seems like a state far more closely
related to the coercive-representative strategy of globalism than to its tactical inversion. Yet,
thankfully, one of the biggest problems facing this strategy is that its mass-medial language
simultaneously demonstrates “business as usual” and “catastrophe”. While this could be said of
the mass media in general, it is especially true in Russia today, where the state pursues a far more
overt strategy of strictly regulating and manipulating knowledge than in the West. The problem is
that this strategy itself is very difficult to control. When it runs amuck (and in Russia, it seems to
run amuck most of the time), the desire for political visibility is frustrated by grotesque images of a
society lurching toward socio-political and cultural disaster. However, the international community
doesn’t care, just as long business continues to run smoothly. All of these “slip-ups” can be
written off as the “natural” development of the problems on capitalism’s periphery.

Take, for an example, the organizational process of the Moscow Biennale. Throughout the last 6
months, the Biennale has been plagued by the kind of negative visibility that shows globalism at
its worst, as a misalliance between a local elite – corrupt and ready to resort to illegal measures to
assert its sovereignty of the local field of high-cultural production – and “global art”, represented
by a group of curators whose all-star cast is meant to prove that Moscow is finally capable of
dialogue with the international art world. To articulate some of this negative publicity in an
extremely condensed form: a number of documents published in August 2004 showed how one of
the biennale’s curators, Viktor Misiano, was removed from the curatorial group as the result of a
bureaucratic intrigue with a highly local flavor. Misiano’s exclusion was effected through a
denunciatory letter to the Federal Agency of Art  and Cinematography, whose tone was
reminiscent of the Stalin era. More significantly, this letter bore the supplementary signatures of
the prominent artists Oleg Kulik and the group AES+F. These signatures reveal a growing rift in
the artistic community, which the representative coercion of a biennale will probably not be able
to heal.

There are two “camps” who do not only differ upon what kind of art to produce but how to use
the global and the local in order to produce it. Artists like Kulik or AES+F have always subscribed
to the mainstream version of globalization. In an international context, their glamorous
provocations openly function as ethno-pop, perhaps because it is designed for consumption by a
new local elite. Kulik, for an instance, no longer needs to bark and bite like a dog but can calmly
float in the sea of transparent desire, surrounded by stuffed animals and nymphets. This taming of
one of Russia’s more interesting artists of the 1990s is just as symptomatic as his affirmative
signature on the denunciatory document mentioned above. One can indeed imagine that Kulik or
AES+F, might, at some point, might become the representative-artistic faces of a new state and a
new elite, in some surreal blend of Putin meets Saatchi.
The other camp, to simplify, consists of a limited number of critically oriented artists and
intellectuals who insist upon the need for rethinking the position of art’s engaged autonomy. Their
tactics often reflect the local nature of the multitude of dissenting positions characteristic for
capitalism’s periphery. For them, there is nothing wrong with participating in “big events”,
because these might generate new modalities of communication, possibilities for re-thinking
history as a continuum of real emergencies (Benjamin), not only as a history of constant
oppression by coercive declarations of dominance, but rife with emancipatory awakenings from
the comfortable dream of the global bourgeois interior and its decorative trappings. This group,
which is in constant danger of invisibility anyway, now has all reason to fear being marginalized
even more than ever.

Between these two positions, there are many honorable artists who couldn’t care less about “the
politics of representation” or the “representation of politics”. But nevertheless, they too are the
hostages of the situation that has arisen in this way. Some day soon, the “party will be over”, and
the global in-crowd will move on to some other place. But it is probable that the bureaucratic-
arrogant relationship to the artistic community, which events like these are based on, will remain
the norm of local existence.

There are other contexts surrounding the biennale, which are equally symptomatic of this growing
rift and of the biennale’s coercive nature. One of these consists in the biennale’s relationship to its
“fringe”: for an instance, a combination of typical local corruption and global high-handedness has
prevented the realization of the project “Camouflage”, initiated by the Petersburg curator Olesya
Turkina, from opening under the aegis of the biennale. Though the project was accepted at first, it
was then rejected because it was seen as an infringement upon the biennale’s monopoly on global
representation. The project was declared “too international” and “too qualitative” (!) to receive the
biennale’s support in its realization. Another disturbing moment is the fact that the vernissage of
the biennale is slotted to take place on the same day as the re-opening of a controversial, state-led
trial against the curators and artists of the exhibition “Careful, Religion!” (see M. Ryklin, in this
issue). Neither the Ministry of Culture, which is entrusted with the organization of the biennale
nor the international curatorial team have made any statement in defense of these artists or the
Sakharov Center, which is one of the most important human-rights cultural institutions in
Moscow.

Paradoxically, the Biennale’s theme – “The Dialectics of Hope” – was presumably chosen to
reflect both sides of the story, both versions of globalization. Yet the processes mentioned above –
and the silence of the international curators – make many wonder: have the Russian bureaucracy
formed a strange new alliance with local curators, fancy galleries, private, state-subsidized
museums, and artists intent on establishing their hegemony over Russia’s global image, cost it what
it may? If this is so, then what will it lead to? And what of the Western “stars”, called in as
“urgent”, external representatives whose function is “solve” the problems of the Moscow art
scene, but prove incapable of speaking out in defense of the most elementary democratic
procedures? Where, exactly, is the hope in this dialectic?
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Vladimir Putin’s demand for ‘controlled democracy’ represents an attempt to  bring the uncontrolled period of
privatizatsia -  or ‘wild’ market  implentations - under greater state control, hence the President’s recent much-
publicized  confrontation with the so-called oligarchy and mafia. But the shifting sands of  privatizatsia  means
Putin’s controlled democracy is less an assurance of  stability than something faintly sinister. Controlled democracy
has become the watchword for the recentralization of the state in conditions of faltering economic growth. The
majority of the Russian population is unable to participate in  privatizatsia, because they are living below the level
of subsistence and  therefore are incapable of paying the true cost of commodities. In the area of  housing, for
instance, tens of thousands of new apartments in St.Petersburg  remain unsold. Something like 5% of the
population has Western levels of consumption. Thus if Putin has put the break on ‘bandit capitalism’ he has also
to contend with growing social unrest and frustration. Most Russian enterprises cannot compete on world
markets; and labour, although cheaper than the West, is more expensive than China and the Third World. This will
produce increasing conflict over resources in the near future, and conflict over the cost of  ‘Western’ privatizatsia.
For ideologically and practically privatizatsia is not a done thing in Russia, by any means. Indeed there is a
residual resistance to its  effects after the first period of de-Stalinization. This has much to do with the continuing
impact of collectivist thinking in everyday life and within what is left of state provision in the area of housing. In
fact the state bureaucracy, at the moment, plays a paradoxically progressive role of preventing a  thoroughgoing
implementation of privatizatsia. A residual collective ideology has increasingly come to define - in the absence of
the labour traditions of bourgeois social democracy - what is not acceptable about privatizatsia.

This commitment to, or memory of, collectivism, also remains surprisingly strong in the area of art and culture,
despite the swing in the early 1990s in the intelligentsia to a rightwing postmodernism. The continuing engagement
with the possibility of art’s collective form, with notions of collaboration, with the avant-garde as an internationalist
formation, distinguish the most interesting writing and art in St.Petersburg and Moscow. Indeed, in the work of
Chto delat’/What is to be done? (St.Petersburg),  the group Radek (Moscow),  and the Freud Dream-Museum
(St.Petersburg), for example, there is a  radicalization of the legacy of the avant-garde and neo-avant-garde that is
in some ways  far in advance of similar debates in Western Europe, although there is no  academic theoretical
industry in Russia to formalise these discussions. Art’s theoretical claims are debated by artists within an open
and combative political culture.  As such there is a disinclination to practice irony or subterfuge; in  conditions of
extensive social crisis the requirements of making art are too urgent to pass off as mere art. This points to a general
truth about the law of  combined and uneven development under the present conditions of  globalization. The so-
called peripheries can become the motor of cultural change and revolutionary thinking given their weak link in the
chain of neo-liberal power.   Thus, because privatizatsia in Russia is incomplete and stalled, the utopian content
of collective (and anti-neo-liberal) ideologies can find new forms of mediation on the basis of a contininuity with
the past. The earlier Russian avant-garde is opened up again in conditions of its active remaking.

This picture of the weak-link in neo-liberalism producing recalcitrant cultural forms and theory and the basis of
fidelity to an older revolutionary culture is also repeated, in France in the 1990s. Through the 1990s neo-
liberalism found it harder to stabilise itself than in the rest of Europe. Although trade union membership is
notoriously low in France, there was a massive employee and student resistance to the privatization of the public
sector and to the affirmation of la penseé unique.  This dovetailed with a generalized resistance to Anglo-American
cultural hegemony, as leftist French culture sought to assert  its independence in a period of general decline for
advanced art and cinema in  the country. One of the outcomes of this is a kind of swerve among artists and art-
theorists of the left back to a local post-Situationist legacy and, as such, to a reengagement with an artistic critique
of capitalism and with the  possible links between politics and culture. In France these links, at the level of actual
artistic practice, had lain pretty much dormant since the mid-to-late seventies in the wake of the arrival of the
Nouvelle Philosophies and the  shift to the libertarian right within the intelligentsia. Since mid-1990s, however,
the cultural effects of neo-liberalism have produced a sizable countermove, as a new generation of artists, political
theorists and cultural  philosophers have allied themselves to the fledgling anti-globalization movement. The
result, across political/cultural journals such as Mouvements and Multitudes,  artist groups such as Bureau
d’étude and the AAA.Corp, and the revival of a  radical sociology of art, has been a growing body of significant
art and theory  on the question of art’s collective identity and cultural form. What is collaboration in art? In what
ways is art political, rather than in what ways might art become political? In what ways is art a category of
transferable skills  rather than a history of objects? Indeed, in France, as in Russia, the debate on art functions
largely outside of the official artworld.

The point here is not to overinflate the importance or influence of what remains here relatively marginal phenomenon
in relation to the artworld, or to conflate the formation of what are very different national cultures. But rather to
stress that under Anglo-American globalization there are always various  centres of counter pressure (European
centres as much as non-European centres)  producing very different reading and response to cultural globalization.
Hence in these two instances, without these two cultural formations to my knowledge  talking to each other
directly - the new French writing and art is not well  known in Russia, just as the new Russian writing and art is
not so well known in  France - another kind of vision of globalization emerges: the possibility of an  internationalism
based on the sharing of skills and cultural and political  projects.  I believe, therefore, that there is something bigger
at stake here  than a mere reflection on the porous boundaries of national cultures and the  fluid character of artistic
production under globalization - that is, we are  witnessing  the generalized emergence of localized politicized art
cultures that  meet, so to speak, outside, or on the edges of, the known art world. But if  these localized politicized
art cultures are marginal at the point of their  production, as a confederation or constellation of practices across
national  boundaries they present an extensive network of shared practice and thinking. In this sense they
represent the collective global irruption of art’s political enculturalization outside of the prevailing art institution.
Now, of course, this is itself an uneven process. As in France and Russia it is those local cultures that have strong
historical connections to a reflexive modernity and the  avant-garde that will tend to be able to renew  themselves.
Kinshasa, for example, is still not the same as Moscow. But, nevertheless, as a constellation of forms of practice
across national boundaries that converge within the ideal space of dialogue there is a real process of exchange. As
Anatoly Osmolovsky, an ex-member of Radek puts it: “An individual project is part of other people’s  various
individual projects, and one has to find connections between these  projects”(1). Consequently the place and
reality of the marginalized oppositional  cultures within the main centres - New York, Berlin, London - changes
also.  These marginalized forces within the centre look outward to the other ‘margins’ as much as to each other. As
such they are incorporated into an international  space of exchange that doesn’t necessarily make privileged
reference to what  the supposed centre is doing. The old national hierarchies and deferences to the advanced
modernity of the centre no longer apply - even if the advanced  modernity of the centre still determines the
marginalized place of all  oppositional cultures within the whole. In this way the debates and ideas developed in
one supposed peripheral national context can come to dominate or direct the thinking of many and disparate
contexts. This means that specificity of location  and context are not, as in the postmodernist version of globalization
part of  an extended hybridization of all cultures, but in their locality and  particularity remain possible sources
of universal and generalisable content.  Internationalism across the borders of the ‘global’ art world, then, is
potentially a  place of debate within a common programme of exchange, rather than simply an  entry point into the
circuits of global display and veneration.

This notion of artistic internationalism obviously predates contemporary  globalization, but at the same time
under globalization its content has been  opened up to a greater technological fluidity through the internet. The
internet is not internationalism, and therefore internationalism it is not to be reduced  simply to a issue of
technological transmission. However, the new technology does qualitatively transform the delivery systems of
internationalism. That is, it wrests it away - to a certain extent - from the slower processes of  traditional forms
of cultural assimilation (visiting exhibitions, magazines, etc).  The effect is a speedier point of convergence
between projects and forces of  resistance. This, in turn, has a palpable effect on how artists and writers  position
themselves locally and globally. Following Osmolovsky’s lead here, the artist moves outwards to find a place of
conjunction or alignment between his or  her work and other sympathetic works as a constitutive part of his or her
practice. This is not just collaboration, mutually beneficial to all parties, but  the shared recognition of the need to
build or extend a space of political  and artistic dialogue outside of the prevailing orders of exchange. This maybe
the ‘ideal horizon’ of the demand for internationalism, and as such subject to all the usual disappointments of such
expectations. But in this instance this internationalism has some real concrete outcomes. The artist is able embed
himself or herself in circuits of exchange that provide the basis for an  international network of counter- knowledges
and shared ideals, rather than passively  enter those circuits of exchange of the globalized artworld which merely
confer inclusion from the periphery within an undifferentiated whole - an  internationalism of the margins rather
than a  globalization of difference.

1. Anatoly Osmolovsky, ‘In Search of a Critical Position’, Third Text, No 65, Vol 17, Issue 4, December 2003
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Dis-order-time is over. New order is a steady state. It’s
everywhere. The masses want order. The masses are asking for it.
For seventeen years, there was all these institutes. They
coexisted. Some: old Soviet offices with new furniture. Others:
new. New and improved, they got lots of money-mind aid from the
West. But now, they’re strict; they’re cutting those structures and
influence-zones.

What’s important for art: that new order doesn’t need no old order
repetition, no reload of crazygrand total narratives. It’s OK to diss
from the fringe of the industry. If you got some critical position on
the oligarchs, the war, the state, or the total dominance of liberal
oligarchy, ain’t no one gonna move you. But your position is
always an item of cost. No money, no love: pay your way. Your
place: an industry-item in some cigar-smoking motherfucker’s
product-range. The cynicism of the art-situation: unnoticed
participation in capital-turnover, unseen in the world’s repartition
through economic recondition.

In Russia, art’s critical ground is pulled out from under our feet.
- Why critical?
- Because its optics, discourse, ideology, and aesthetics are off.
- Why is the ground pulled out from under our feet?
- Because of a quiet powerchange. Institutions being stabilized. A
new bureaucracy formulates itself. This bureaucracy is dangerous.
- Why dangerous?
- Because it’s hiding behind liberal terminology. From over there,
you aren’t about to see the gap between their piss-and-shit
vocabulary and what they really want. They aren’t about to answer
for their words. Their values have no critical discourse support.
- What support is missing?
- Symbolic capital.
- Why?
- Because no-one gives a rat’s fuck. To want a position of power,
no matter what, means that that new visibility-bureaucracy can’t
have a position. There’s no demand from the state-apparatus.
There’s no demand of conscience.
- Why?
- Because ideology programs serve a world of scattered, partial
objects. The new bureaucracy’s oral-genital and anal-phallocratic
interests concern the economic order. Its survival-strategy: suck
and swallow.
- How exactly does this work?
- Rip off! Rip up! Fuck up! Forget
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On January 14th, 2003, the exhibition “Careful, Religion!” was
opened in the exhibition hall of the A.D. Sakharov Center in
Moscow. Curated by Arutyun Zulumyan, the exhibition
showed the works of 39 artists and two artist groups; the
show did not only include artists from Moscow, but from
Armenia, the USA, Japan, Bulgaria, Czech Republic etc.
After four days, the exhibition was wrecked by six men
claiming to be Russian Orthodox believers, who said they felt
that the majority of the works shown at the exhibition were a
mockery of their faith. Some of the art works were sprayed
with paint from a spray-gun, others were torn from the walls
and thrown onto the floor, and others yet were smashed to
pieces. The museum guard was able to call the militia in time,
so that the perpetrators of the pogrom were arrested, charged
with vandalism, and released on bail.
In August 2003, the people who had wrecked the exhibition
were vindicated in court. However, at the demand of the
Duma, the state-attorney opened a criminal investigation of the
exhibition’s organizers on the charges of “fomenting national
and religious discord”. In the context of this investigation, the
attorney ordered an expert-opinion of the art works shown.
Almost all of the artist’s works were declared to be
“blasphemous” and “sacrilegious” by the experts, while the
exhibition itself was determined to be a propagandistic action,
consciously aimed at destroying the thousand-year-old
tradition of Russian orthodox spirituality. After doing so, the
experts introduced “scholarly” themes in order to prove the
“philosophical” inevitability of the exhibition’s destruction;
according to the experts, the people who destroyed the
exhibition were reacting to the outrageous “blasphemy” that
was taking place before their eyes in an absolutely normal way,
namely by destroying its exhibits. One of the experts even
went so far as to accuse the artists of “de-Christianization”, as
if the citizens of contemporary Russia – atheists, Buddhists,
and Muslims – were required by law to aid the spread of
Russian Orthodoxy. In the best case, these expert-opinions are
an example of Russian Orthodox fundamentalist lyricism; their
authors have proven utterly incapable of understanding the
legal system of the state that they live in. The art works were
subjected to an aggressive clerical re-interpretation, which first
claimed to be the one and only truth concerning these works of
art, and was then turned into an accusation of “a crime of
significance” against the Russian Orthodox faith by the
interpretation’s authors. The astounding religious cohesion of
the experts prompted them to ascribe similar epitaphs to the
artists themselves: thanks to their efforts, the experts were
able to portray scattered group of artists, which had gathered
here for the very first time as something very much like a
totalitarian, anti-Orthodox sect. It is astounding that this image
then became the basis for a criminal indictment. If convicted,
the organizers and participants of the exhibition face a prison
sentence of 5 years. In fact, the accused will have to answer to
a court of law for an exceptionally strong emotional transfer,
whose object they first became from the side of the pogrom’s
perpetrators, and then for the side of the expert, who supplied
their actions with a theoretical base.
The events surrounding the exhibition are developing according
to the psychotic scenario that is normal in contemporary
Russia. The specific character of psychosis lies in the fact that,
within its framework, imaginary constructions (orthodoxy,
originally an unstained, merciful cult of icons and saints) are
fleshed out by full-blooded reality, becoming more real than the
reality of law. From the perspective of psychotic logic, it is
completely irrelevant that the church and the state are two
separate entities, that it is just as criminal to raid exhibitions as
it would be to defile churches, pagodas or mosques. This, in
fact, is what makes the psychotic person so dangerous, namely
that he lives in accordance with his own, imaginary legislation,
that he places an infinitely higher value on righteousness than
on the law.
The “fomenting of national-religious discord” implied by this
specific law cannot, by definition, be the product of the
interpretation of pogrom-makers and experts; in fact, the law
refers to exhortations that would be obvious to anyone and
would therefore not require any interpretation at all. Of course,
the exhibition did not display slogans such as “Destroy
Russian Orthodoxy!”, although an interpretation can prove
anything, if it is radical enough. Since so many actions that fall
under the direct definition of “fomenting national or religious
discord” are undertaken in contemporary Russia all the time,
going unpunished nonetheless, it takes a pseudo-scholarly
explanation to supply the pogrom with its base. The experts
display complete neglect of their own scholarly status in
assessing the works of art in question: they expound them in a
fundamentalist mode, depriving art of one of its fundamental
category, which is ambiguity. They only come running to the
authority of scholarship when it is necessary to justify the
actions of the people who destroyed the exhibition, ascribing
this act as what is nearly a physiological inevitability.
Of course, we are actually speaking of applied pogromology in
its purest form. If an atheist were to repeat the same kind of
action in a Russian-Orthodox church or a Buddhist were to do
something similar in a mosque, justifying his actions through
the new “physiological” law invented by the experts, he would
probably be accused of “fomenting religious discord”, of
destroying property and vandalism.
The experts view the artists as a sect, united by the same kind
of hatred for Russian Orthodoxy that the scholarly ladies
themselves cultivate for contemporary culture at large; in

essence, the artists have to answer for these experts’ cultivated
hostility, their obsessive accusations, their theory of a
conspiracy against the one and only true faith. What is new
and unprecedented in this case is that the psychotic transferal
is taking place in the framework of a criminal trial, and
furthermore, that this trial has been initiated by a state that is
not clerical but secular. Much like the people who destroyed
the exhibition, the experts claim a monopoly over the right to
hate; obviously in a position of power, they pretend that they
are the victim of unusually powerful aggression, turning the
victims into henchmen. I wouldn’t want to make any judgment
on how far this kind of behavior corresponds to the Christian
faith, but it seems obvious that they are actually in grave
contradiction to the laws that protect the freedom of
conscience. It seems superfluous to point at the juridical chasm
that will open up if the organizers and participants of
“Careful, Religion!” are convicted and sentenced, even if this
sentence is suspended on remand. Yet at the same time, the
countless calls for violence will continue to go unpunished.
The majority of cultural figures saw the destruction of the
exhibition “Careful, Religion!” as an absurd exception, which
did not influence the general development of the cultural
situation on the whole. But after two years of a continuing
criminal investigation, this seems to be far from true. The most
important signal for the change in the situation can be found in
the proclamation issued by “professionals of art, science and
culture”. This open letter accused the exhibition – which none
of the signatories had actually seen – of inflicting a far graver
blow to Russian culture than all of the persecutions that the
church was subjected to throughout the years of Soviet rule.
One month after the exhibition’s destruction, the Duma passed
a circular to the attorney general’s office, which contained what
was practically the sentence for the organizers and artists of
the exhibition: “The aforementioned exhibition is aimed at
fomenting religious enmity. It debases the feelings of believers
and inflicts a grave insult to the Russian Orthodox Church.”
Then, the experts undertook a final step, accusing the victims
of this hate-campaign of actually starting the entire campaign
themselves by “drawing hundreds of thousands of people to
this exhibition”. In declaring their interpretation as “canonical”,
the experts address contemporary art in a language that is
essentially foreign. In a secular society, this language is usually
limited to other, religious spaces. The museum is not a sacral
space. The fact that the perpetrators of the pogrom and the
experts understood the artists as representative of a rivaling
religious confusing characterizes their own level of religious
development in terms that could not be any clearer. The
number of prohibitions introduced by the experts significantly
outnumbers the number of such prohibition in the pre-
revolutionary Russian empire, which was officially a Russian
Orthodox state. While they graciously allow the artist to
indulge in “blasphemy” in the confines of his apartment or
studio, they categorically prohibit such “blasphemy” from
entering the public sphere. One of the experts even goes so far
as to define contemporary art on the whole as “sign-making
activities of a nihilistic orientation”. Having made nihilism a
part of the definition of contemporary art in general, they
effortlessly go on to identify its examples in various works of
art: a cross that reflected the statistical average made by one of
the artists is declared to be the Life-giving Cross of the Lord,
while a chiton becomes the Holy Shroud; the fish, of course, is
a symbol of Christ, while Dolly the cloned sheep is Christ
himself. As a result, the artists appear as sophisticated experts
on the Russian Orthodox ritual, whose works were created
with one singular goal, namely to insult the feelings of the
church-going public of Russian Orthodoxy. Yet as it turns out,
it is not only inadmissible to depict religious symbols (or
symbols that could be interpreted as such); it is also prohibited
to depict people of “Slavonic appearance” in everyday
situations, just as it is wrong to combine the high with the low
(which, if one is to believe Mikhail Bakhtin, is actually the
basis upon which the entire folk-culture of laughter was
constructed); all artists are to aid the “Christianization” of
Russia without any exceptions etc.
When the experts admit that there is such a thing as creative
freedom, this sounds like hypocrisy. “One must note”, one of
them writes, “that all participants of the action-performance
discussed above had an absolute right to the individual
expression of their creative ‘selves’ with no sort of religious
prohibition whatsoever. In other words, as long as the given
group of artists did not have any intention of organizing a
collective, anti-Russian-Orthodox action, all of their isolated,
atomized ‘artistic profanity’ developed as the realization of the
autonomic act of the creative personality’s self-expression,
beyond the power of any social judgments” (Findings of the
Experts on the Criminal Case N4616, p. 38) In fact, this very
definition of creative freedom amounts to a ban on the artistic
profession, since, first of all, creativity is redefined in terms of
religious fundamentalism as “artistic profanation”, and second
of all, the artists in question are denied the right to displays the
products of their creativity to the public. The organization of
an exhibition simply brings a hidden crime (“profanation”) to
light (i.e. making it into a punishable crime). Creative freedom
defined as blasphemy sounds like a travesty of this notion,
especially if it comes from people who are trying to prove the
necessity of destroying its fruits in the case of its public
demonstration.  It is not enough for the pogrom’s apologists to
present the pogrom itself as a “godly deed” (there are a great
many examples of such “godly deeds” throughout the history

of religion); they legitimate it with a “scholarly” basis, referring
to the deep trauma that motivated its perpetrators. “In causing
feelings of individual frustration”, sounds the verdict of the last
of the experts, “these objects excite the central nervous
system, provoking chaotic activity and aggressive ‘defensive’
behavior. In male behavior, such case typically provoke active
countermeasures (as could be observed on January 18th, 2003
in the exhibition hall of the Sakharov Center), while females are
more prone to passive, depressive, and victimized reactions...”
(Findings of the Experts on the Criminal Case N4616, p. 66).
If this new science of pogromology triumphs in a state that
calls itself secular, if it becomes a instrument of convicting
people, the introduction of censorship will seem like a rather
progressive act. In society such as this (and please don’t
misunderstand me, I’m not arguing for the introduction of
censorship to a democratic society), it will seem as though
censorship is a preventative measure against the hooliganism
that is triumphing de facto.
The fact that this case was able to go so far in Moscow is not
connected to the presence of a certain number of religious
extremists (these are present anywhere). Instead, its reason is
that the state continues to favor the Russian-Orthodox church,
in spite of its own laws and their basis, the constitution. And
while much has been written on Russian-Orthodox
fundamentalism, both in Russia and abroad, this is something
the experts continue to deny. Against this backdrop, the
artists’ criticism of clericalism hardly seem very radical; in fact,
the experts were not in fact able to find any real attack upon
the Russian-Orthodox faith as such for an obvious reason: they
simply do not exist. Respect for faith is, in fact, compatible
with the criticism of religious fundamentalism.
Allow me to draw a few conclusions. In transgressing the law,
any psychotic does not only want to evade punishment but
also self-punishment; he seeks out indubitable justification and
even a kind of “sanctity”. He lives in an imaginary world,
which he presents as the only reality. The world of the militant
opponents of contemporary art and their experts is a world in
which Russian-Orthodoxy has terminally flowed together with
the state (which is why they call the symbols of this religion
“state-religious symbols”).
The danger and the paradox of the current moment in Russia
consists in the fact that the institutions of the state side with
this view, even if this view is out to subject the state’s
institutions to a radical change. Instead of restraining the
extremists and defending the law, a considerable part of the
state-apparatus and the mass-media defend the extremists and
retrain the law itself by reading it through an arbitrary
interpretation.
The publication of the experts’ texts on the internet have
brought on a wave of further publications on the matter. Many
have already understood which consequence it would have, if
the organizers of the pogrom against the artists and human-
rights-activists prevail; they also recognize that this victory
would create a huge legal loophole and would inspire any
number of further pogromologies. The site www.globalrus.ru
has published an extensive critique of the expertise from the
perspective of jural society and worldly culture. The site also
opened up a forum where anyone can express their point of
view, which led to a true Bacchanalia of xenophobia, anti-
Semitism, homophobia, and racist. The participants of the
exhibition and their defenders were called by names such as
“liberasts” (i.e. liberals and pederasts) and “representatives of
one faith” (meaning Judaism). “I see”, wrote one contributor to
the forum, “that all of these Jew-liberals can’t stand Russian
Orthodoxy and its defenders”. All of the artists were declared
to be the “representative of one nation-religion”; the ethnic
makeup of individual participants (most of them Jews) and
their sexual orientation (homosexual) were subjected to
extensive examination. But where, in all of this, are the
expected references to the abasement of Christ, or the
sanctimonious pontification of the experts on how simple
people love icons, crosses, lambs and fish as symbols of
Russian Orthodoxy? What exactly is left of all the sympathy
for those delicate pogrom-maker’s natures, which tremble with
anxiety at the sight of such blasphemy! As soon as these
people began to speak their own language, there was nothing
left but animal hatred for any manifestation of the Other,
negating its very right to existence. Of course, such impulses
are neither compatible with human rights, nor with
contemporary culture on the whole. Everything becomes clear
when the “defenders of the faith” begin to speak their own
language at last.
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Il’ya Budraitskis | Man and Bomb
Notes on the Work of David Ter-Oganyan

“Our consciousness arises wherever we feel life’s dissonances and their signals, since our
consciousness calls the elimination of such disharmony”, wrote the Marxist critic Alexander
Voronsky in the 1920s. According to this definition of art’s cognitive role with regard to society,
the creative act pursues the primarz goal of destroying the oppressive monopoly of commonly
accepted rules for the restoration of relative harmony between the milieu and ourselves. Life in
today’s world cannot help but provoke the bravest possible methods to restore the lost balance
of the author’s aesthetic feeling.
There are only a few seconds left before a small explosion. Just a flash and the nasty smell of
organic gases fills the room. These are fart-bombs, little stinkers, toys that you can buy in any
shop that sells novelties or practical jokes. The fart-bombs’ owner is faced with one central,
definitive choice, namely the right to choose a space. Be it a smoky art-café, a darkened movie-
theater or a pathos-laden round table of the “expert community” of intellectual prostitutes, any
space is good enough to create a new situation, to supply all of this idiotic and irritating reality
with a new, subtle and critical dimension. The smell of the little stinker is capable of generating
the most unexpected readings of public spaces that would have seemed to be terminally occupied.
Decisively demanding their own removal, these stink-bombs are capable of radically democratizing
any authorial social event, presenting any owner with the unique opportunity to play his own,
unobvious game.
The sequence of circumstances that creates ossified forms of communication and behavior –
lectures, dialogues structured in “an appropriate manner”, que-lines etc. – are all defined by a
general disposition, which usually depends on us to provide the proper filling for the spaces
controlled by power. Danger or extreme situations bring this dependance to its borderline,
simultaneously supplying us with a chance for radically changing our own position and the
position of others through actions that are subtle and unforseen.
I like the work of David Ter-Oganyan so much because it invites us to participate in a dialogue
on the behavior of anyone in the moment before the “explosion”. Mock-ups and sketches of
bombs, disquieting silhoettes, and nervously moving shadows allow the gaze to move in as
closely as possible, tuning it into a concentrated mode, calling for unfailing personal responsibility
for is happening in the here-and-now.
It is common knowledge that school plays an important role in defining your trajectory through
life. It is here that the majority of teenagers gradually recognize an image of a world entangled in
crafty and cynical conspiracies against any non-standard behavior or critical perception of
reality. It is here, at school, that a man and his bomb begin to interact. The sound of the fart-
bomb’s explosion does not only give you a feeling of inner joy at having perpetrated an
independent act, but also momentarily makes you happy by changing your relationship to the
others, both fellow-students and teachers. Growing up only complicates your relationship to
the “bomb”, heightening your inner experience of the tragic disharmony of social relations on
the whole.
According to sociological surveys, mass conciousness firmly connects the year 2004 to the
experience of a huge number of explosions that seemed to come out of no-where. Their anonymity
and senselessness signifies an endless numbers of questions that capture the attention of
yesterday’s school-children. It is hardly coincidental that the governments of Germany and
Italy appealed to their populations to refrain from buying fire-crackers on New Year’s in favor
of making a donation to the victims of a recent catastrophe. Yet this philanthropy, which
humanely calls for a kind of “demilitarization”, can be read as a kind of allegory. If we don’t find
our own bombs, someone else will drop their bombs on us.

The story of King Wei, who lived in China during the 4th century, tells us that the ruler’s greatest pleasure was to observe the dance of the cranes. The movements of this
bird were a paragon of unpretensious looseness of poise; in a broader sense, they were a constant reminder that one should never renounce one’s freedom under the pressure
of circumstance.

Yet the king paid dearly for his love of cranes. One day, he looked at one of them for too long while a battle was taking place, which he lost. The strength of his aesthetic
experience was defrayed by his loss of command. Among China’s men of letters, this fable became the object of discussion for centuries to come. Some scorned Wei, while
others marvelled at his composure. Both one and the other interpretation of his conduct laid the foundations for entire schools of thought.

In my thinking, it is far more fruitful to discuss this event, which lies two and a half thousand years in the distant past, than to speak of the Moscow Biennale, the revival
of censorship, the  phenomenon of success or a thousand other objects that surround us. The maniacal obsession of King Wei is far more interesting than other forms of
ecstasy because it is directed at the phenomenon of the beautiful. In the moment of a “state of exception”, King Wei demonstrates what is already a limitless level of
“exceptional  behavior”, most of all by virtue of its complete disregard of the “situation’s emergency”.

Let us ask directly: do our heads contain any human resource that might allow us to assess the  emergency of the situation with one eye and to delight in the manner of the
movements of the crane with the other? There is no such resource. There is, however, the possibility for delighting in the mannerisms of the “state of emergency’s” makers,
but one has to pay dearly for this focusing of vision as well. As one artist has noted, the crane stretches his neck to the sky and issues forth a lonely cry. It strolls without
hurrying, with a light and comely gait. Its vast and desolate heart holds the memory of a thousand paths and lines of flight.

The excess of pure, uninterested contemplation is an assymetrical answer to “the clamor of emergency”. It refuses to legitimate its pretenses, refuses to speak in one and the
same language, and even refuses to notice it at all. Will this answer be convincing? This depends on the level of intensity and consistency of its articulation. To exist under
circumstances when circumstances play no role whatsoever takes singular detachement, extreme concentration and ecstatic vehemence.
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In the passages and on the escalators of
the Metro, I hear a familiar call echoing out
of no-where: “Pay attention to suspicious
persons”, (i.e. homeless people, drunks,
smokers and beggars), “and to ownerless
objects.” Mortal danger rings its signal
through the the tunnels of the
underground: “people in dirty clothes” sully
its cars and benches like a plague; objects
that are nobody’s property send it flying
into a rage; cigarettes could cause a fire,
and somebody’s alcoholic breath against
the nape of somebody else’s neck is
enough to incur its frenzy. I hear that signal
up to ten times a day; I remember it by
heart, often enough to make me
suspicious: something is wrong here. It’s
as if the city that I’m travelling under were
suddenly nothing but a paranoid figment of
some lobomized brain. As if this wasn’t
our world. As if this world were alien.

The “terrorist threat” is just a name for a
situation, a situation in which we are
strongly advised to “pay attention”. Then
again, this threat could come from
anywhere, like the “Communist threat” in
the West at the time of the Cold War. One
is even reminded of a medieval town in the
grips of leprosy or the Black Plague, when
everyone was subject to suspicion, a state
of emergency nightmarishly akin to an
image from a dream, suffering endless
metonymic transformations. But power is
the dreamer, while society is its
compulsive nightmare, which it sees as a
constant threat to its existence.

But isn’t the main threat to power coded
into power itself? In its finitude, which it it is
not ready to admit or accept on its own?
The thing is that no power can be
absolute, eternal or endless. Its inevitable
end, a change in power, no matter which
form it takes, is its point of vulnerability, its
weakness. It is the core around which it
construct the defensive bastions of the
army and the police, directed toward the
outside, at the place from which it
assumes the main danger will come.

It sees the reflection of this impossible
truth in “suspicious people” and their
“suspcious faces”, in the eyes of the
abyssmally poor, in the corneae of the
blind. It projects its fears onto society,
whose scrambling movement of life drives
it franctic, turning society’s own
aggression and weapons against itself.
Power pulls us into its paranoid projection,
in which it turns out that we are enemies.
What is so worrisome is that, in this way,
we involuntarily become the participants of
the crazy fantasy of people who happen to
control the kind of resources that allow
them to make this fantasy real.

* Translator’s note: In Russian, litso
means person as well as face.
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