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Introduction: Socialism and Sociality

SELF-MANAGEMENT

In Perestroika Timeline, the Saint Petersburg art collective Chto Delat? estab-
lishes a connection between the crisis that spelled the end of the Cold War
and the one that shook world markets some twenty years later.! The instal-
lation consists of simple gray-scale images, with captions painted directly
on a gallery wall, beginning with Leonid Brezhnev’s death in 1982 and pro-
ceeding with a series of political and cultural events that mark the decade
that followed, such as the 1985 appointment of Mikhail Gorbachev as the
general secretary of the Soviet Communist Party; the 1986 explosion at the
Chernobyl nuclear plant; the 1987 landing in Red Square of a small plane
operated by the young German, Mathias Rust; the 1988 start of the with-
drawal of Soviet armed forces from Afghanistan; all the way to December
1991, when the leaders of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus signed the Be-
lavezha Accords, putting an end to the Soviet Union. This sequence con-
cludes with a string of statements that show postcommunist Russia in a
stark light: “The Soviet Union collapsed. The national economy has been
stolen from the people through “privatization” that leads to the rise of a
class of oligarchs. The population has suffered massive impoverishment.
Extreme forms of nationalism and religious obscurantism have become
widely popular. Civil wars and terrorism have afflicted large parts of the
former Soviet Union. Economic collapse has led to a severe decline in
health care, education, scientific research, and culture. Neoliberalism has
triumphed throughout the world. The interests of the majority have been
sacrificed to the needs of speculative transnational capital.” The section of
the installation entitled “What Might Have Happened” presents an alter-
native vision of the recent past: “The Soviet Union is transformed into a
federative state based on broad autonomy for republics, districts, and cit-
ies; Workers take full control of all factories and enterprises; All political
authority is transferred to factory and local councils (soviets); The west un-
dergoes its own version of perestroika. Inspired by the processes under-
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way in a renewed Soviet Union, western societies carry out a series of radi-
cal social-democratic reforms; Governments fully disarm and unite to
create a fund to ensure the future of the planet; Socialist culture enjoys a
rebirth worldwide” (Chto Delat? 2009-10).2 The second and third items on
this “what if” list had already occurred in Yugoslavia during the 1950s and
the 1960s with the establishment of workers’ self-management as the offi-
cial doctrine of its political economy. Perestroika Timeline concludes pre-
cisely with the year in which the wars of succession after the dissolution of
Yugoslavia commenced, putting an end to any hope for the survival of this
kind of self-management. By the time Perestroika Timeline reached muse-
ums in Europe and the United States, Yugoslav self-management was bur-
ied under two decades of war and transition to capitalist economy.

With the end of the Cold War, the discourse of Yugoslav self-
management moved from international policymaking forums to alterna-
tive art exhibitions and publications. Self-management, in its multiple his-
torical and contemporary forms, was the theme of Austrian artist Oliver
Ressler’s video installation Alternative Economics, Alternative Societies. First
exhibited in 2003 at SKUC gallery in Ljubljana, and subsequently in some
twenty galleries and museums across Europe, Alternative Economics, Alter-
native Societies features videotaped statements by scholars, artists, and ac-
tivists engaged in the study and practice of “alternative economics.” In his
rationale for the installation, the artist states that the main aim of the proj-
ect is to address the gap that opened up with the “loss of a counter model
for capitalism” after the collapse of “socialism in its real, existing form.”
According to Ressler, this “thematic installation . . . focuses on diverse con-
cepts and models for alternative economies and societies, which all share a
rejection of the capitalist system of rule.”® Alternative Economics, Alternative
Societies started with five videos and grew over the years to sixteen video-
taped accounts on subjects that range from current practices, such as “In-
clusive Democracy” (by Takis Fotopoulos) and “Caring Labor” (by Nancy
Folbre), to historical precedents, such as Alain Dalotel’s report on the Paris
Commune and Todor Kulji¢’s on workers’ self-management in Yugoslavia.

One such alternative economic practice is the recuperated factory move-
ment in Argentina, which emerged in the months and years after the break-
down of Argentine banking system in December 2001. Marina A. Sitrin, the
chronicler of this movement, points to political and cultural sources of the
Argentine workers” movement. The most significant of them is certainly
HIJOS, Hijas y Hijos por Identidad y Justicia y contra el Olvido y Silencio
(Daughters and Sons for Identification and Justice and against Silence and
Forgetting), which during the 1990s staged a series of public actions that
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came to be known as estrache. In these public demonstrations with strong
elements of street theater, which attracted from a few dozen to a few hun-
dred participants, HIJOS called for public indictment and prosecution of
perpetrators of political crimes that took place during the “Dirty War”
(1976-83). Collectivity and equality are the main organizing principles of
estrache. Unlike Bread and Puppet Theater, which bases its activism on
principles similar to that of HIJOS, but hinges its existence on the powerful
personality of its founder and leader, Peter Schumann, estraches never had
an individual leader or organizer. Instead, the members of HIJOS insist on
collective decision-making, development, organization, and execution of
its public actions. While organizing these events in order to bring to public
light war criminals who went unpunished, HIJOS at the same time set up a
pattern of self-organization that laid-off workers embraced during the pro-
cess of recuperation of closed factories and establishment of workers’ col-
lectives. As Sitrin points out, apart from autonomy and equality (“horizon-
talism”), autogestion became one of the main principles of the recuperated
factory movement. Collaborative and symbiotic relationships between
workers’ collectives and art groups became one of the staple characteristics
of the recuperated factory movement.*

In one way or another, all of these art initiatives— Perestroika Timeline,
Alternative Economics, Alternative Societies, and HIJOS—are indicative of a
“social turn” in making and exhibiting art that has taken place in Europe
and the United States since the beginning of the twenty-first century. This
highly participatory and performance-based form of artistic practice con-
ceives of art and its institutions as uniquely positioned to address social
issues and generate solutions to local political and economic problems. The
best-known recent example of this kind of art is probably Tania Bruguera’s
Immigrant Movement International. In 2011, this Cuban American artist used
funding from the New York art organization Creative Time and the Queens
Museum of Art to set up her art project in a storefront office on Roosevelt
Avenue in Corona, Queens, far from the hubs of the New York art world in
Manhattan and Brooklyn. Bruguera’s “installation” consisted of the artist
and her assistants offering undocumented immigrants a range of services
that were unavailable to them elsewhere, such as legal advice, computer
lessons, and health classes, to name a few. This work radically challenges
the artist-audience relationship: here, the artist is a facilitator of a process in
which there is no clear separation between producers and receivers of art.
What qualifies this as an “art project” is not the production of tangible
works or discrete events (performances), but a process that rejects all trap-
pings of anything “aesthetic” in order to make room for art as a space for
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activism and education. If, as Claire Doherty puts it, in socially engaged art
the artist turns “from object-maker to service provider” (2004:9), then we
should recognize that one of the key aspects of the “social turn” in art dur-
ing the first decade of the twenty-first century consisted in artists’ reappro-
priation of art funding. In putting together Immigrant Movement Interna-
tional, Bruguera used grants she received to produce a “work” for an
audience that would never have benefited from this money had it been
used for art exhibited in a Manhattan art gallery. Pablo Helguera, one of the
most prominent advocates of this new curatorial and educational practice,
recognizes direct and actual, rather than symbolic, social engagement as
one of the defining characteristics of what he calls “socially engaged art,”
or SEA. “SEA is a hybrid, multi-disciplinary activity that exists somewhere
between art and non-art, and its state may be permanently unresolved.
SEA depends on actual —not imagined or hypothetical —social action”
(Helguera 2011:8). According to Helguera, the other defining characteristic
of SEA is its anticapitalist stance: “Socially engaged art is specifically at
odds with the capitalist market infrastructure of the art world: it does not
fit well in the traditional collecting practices of contemporary art, and the
prevailing cult of the individual artist is problematic for those whose goal
is to work with others, generally in collaborative projects with democratic
ideals” (4). Emphasis on communicative rather than representational ac-
tion often lends these kinds of work overtones of educational and commu-
nal, rather than aesthetic, work.>

When it comes to historical sources of social practice in art, there is a
general agreement that it hails from the politicized avant-garde between
the world wars, reemerging in happenings in the 1950s and 1960s, in con-
ceptual process art and institutional critique during the 1970s, and in rela-
tional art in the 1990s.® While most critics and scholars who have written
about recent social art practice tend to privilege its historical precedents in
Western Europe and the United States, in her influential book Artificial
Hells Claire Bishop offers a more inclusive and balanced account of partici-
patory and socially engaged art in Western and Eastern Europe (and be-
yond). Milan KniZak’s actions during the 1960s and 1970s, and Moscow
conceptualists” performances in the late 1970s and 1980s, which Bishop dis-
cusses in a chapter entitled, significantly, “The Social under Socialism,”
have their place in the history of conceptual, participatory, and perfor-
mance art of the late twentieth century. Performance actions in Czechoslo-
vakia and the Soviet Union (and here we could add Hungary and Poland)
were clandestine interventions within oppressive political regimes that ac-
tively proscribed this kind of art and withdrew from it any kind of institu-
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tional support. The problem here is not in chronology or geography, but in
a blanket understanding of politics in the so-called postsocialist era.

Alienation Effects disturbs this clear scheme of dissident art in the former
East and critical art in the former West. Perched on the Cold War geopoliti-
cal, economic, and cultural fault lines, the Socialist Federative Republic of
Yugoslavia (1945-91) is an important focal point for understanding art
practices of the late twentieth century, not only as an exception to the gen-
eralized divide between capitalist West and socialist East, but as a prism for
discerning fine-grained structures of artists” engagement with the “social”
that escape broad ideological divisions. In this book I am not concerned
only with representational, or as Helguera has it “symbolic,” art, but also
with “actual” artistic practice (2011:8). In this analysis, art as a social prod-
uct is inseparable from art as a social relation. This closeness of aesthetic
practice and social organization is particularly important for the study of
performance in Yugoslavia. For a brief moment in the aftermath of 1968,
and within the confines of state-funded art institutions in Yugoslavia, the
protagonists and supporters of conceptualism saw process art and self-
management as inextricable, thus bringing in the closest possible proximity
two poles of a broad semantic range of “performance”: on one end, an ar-
tistic practice largely seen as “unproductive,” and on the other, industrial
production. However limited and short-lived, this idea of integral social art
practice did not emerge in opposition to the art market or state censorship;
instead, it claimed industrial democracy at home and conceptual art prac-
tices from abroad as its dual origin. In Alienation Effects I trace the main
cultural, political, and economic currents that went into the making of this
moment, and its subsequent unraveling. This arch is inseparable from the
history of the second Yugoslavia.”

In his videotaped statement for Ressler’s Alternative Economics, Alterna-
tive Societies, sociologist Todor Kulji¢ correctly distinguishes between in-
dustrial and political democracy in Yugoslavia, a split that defined (and
doomed) Yugoslav self-management: “The decisions in the production
plants were made independently; the workers’ councils were sovereign.
But, on the other hand, they were under the auspices of the ruling party.
One should differentiate several issues, those where the workers’ councils
were sovereign, and the others, where they were dependent on the decrees
from above” (Kulji¢ 2003:n.p.). Yugoslavia was the first state ever to intro-
duce self-management as an official form of industrial organization and an
integral part of its economic and political system; at the same time, self-
management remained historically tied to a whole spectrum of political
ideas associated with labor movements. As a result, attempts to define, his-
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toricize, and theorize self-management in Yugoslavia and abroad, primar-
ily in France, have been tangled and often contradictory. Consider, for ex-
ample, a definition of self-management from the Encyclopedia of
Self-Management (Enciklopedija samoupravljanja):

Self-management, as the main principle of social organization of Yu-
goslavia, is (1) a system of social relations based on social ownership
of the means of production; (b) a mode of production in which the
means of production and management are given back to the subjects
of associated labor, that is, a social relation of production motivated
by individual and common interests; (c) a social relation and a sys-
tem based on man'’s sense of belonging to the basic values of the so-
ciety, to qualified and responsible decision-making . . . ; the emer-
gence of a new social organization in which, truth be told, not
everyone can decide about everything, but which makes possible
responsible decision-making under conditions of interdependency,
mutual social responsibility, and solidarity, and which leads to the
liberation of man. (1979:876)

This lengthy definition goes on to list the withering away of the state (item
e), the rights of man (item f), and nonalignment (item g) as the main compo-
nents and outcomes of self-management in Yugoslavia. Compare this defini-
tion of self-management to Henri Lefebvre’s take on the same concept:

The principal contradiction that autogestion introduces and stimu-
lates is its own contradiction with the State. In essence, autogestion
calls the State into question as a constraining force erected above
society as a whole, capturing and demanding the rationality that is
inherent to social relations (to social practice). Once aimed at ground
level, in a fissure, this humble plant comes to threaten the huge state
edifice. It is well known to Men of State; autogestion tends to reorga-
nize the State as a function of its development, which is to say it
tends to engender the State’s withering away. Autogestion revives all
the contradictions at the heart of the State, and notably the supreme
contradiction, which can be expressed only in general, philosophical
terms, between the reason of the State and human reason, which is
to say, liberty. ([1966] 2009:147)°

If self-management offers a mechanism for political and economic
emancipation, Yugoslav ideologues were trying to legislate that emancipa-
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tion while thinkers on the French left were calling for its implementation.
While often opposed, both sides claimed the same historical legacy of self-
management, which goes back to Marx and Engels’s earliest considerations
of workers’ self-organization in their writings on the Paris Commune. An-
other rich vein of arguments for self-management within Marxist political
and economic thought comes from the early twentieth-century revolutions
in Russia and Central Europe, most prominently in the writings of Vladi-
mir Ilyich Lenin, Georg Lukdcs, and Antonio Gramsci. No less important
were social thinkers who departed radically from the “classics” of Marx-
ism, such as anarchist Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and utopian socialist
Charles Fourier.!? Discrepancies between genealogies of self-management
in Yugoslavia and France are as significant as their broad areas of overlap:
whereas in Yugoslav histories of self-management various forms of self-
organization among communist partisan guerillas during World War 1I
play a prominent role, they are, of course, rarely mentioned in histories of
self-management written outside of Yugoslavia; and conversely, while
ideas of nonleftist forerunners of self-management such as Anton Pan-
nekoek are regularly acknowledged in non-Yugoslav sources, they are
completely omitted from Yugoslav histories of self-management.!! How-
ever, historical circumstances are just as important as theoretical sources
for the general turn toward self-management in the mid-twentieth century.
Stalinization of the USSR in the 1930s transformed the landscape of the Left
in the aftermath of World War II. While initially allied with the Soviet
Union, in 1948 the Communist leaders of Yugoslavia came in conflict with
their senior partner. Once it became clear that the schism was irrevocable,
the Yugoslav party tried to put together an alternative model of socialism,
taking Marx’s idea of the free association of workers as its starting prem-
ise.? The Communist Party of Yugoslav’s top leadership took responsibil-
ity for introducing, developing, and maintaining a self-managing system of
labor organization in Yugoslavia. At the same time, demands for self-
management in France came from fringe political groups on the left that
rejected the politics of the French Communist Party, which maintained
close ties with the Soviet Union.

Significantly, both in France and in Yugoslavia, the idea of self-
management was informed by experience of interwar avant-garde artistic
associations, and carried forward either by former members of avant-garde
groups or by their self-appointed heirs. The integration of artistic and so-
cial practice, characteristic of post-World War II continental Europe,
emerged as the most viable alternative to the doctrinaire socialism that the
Kremlin imposed on its acknowledged and unacknowledged zones of in-
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fluence. In France, the legacy of surrealism was particularly influential
among such groups as Situationist International, and for journals such as
Socialisme ou Barbarie, as well as for individual thinkers, among them Lefe-
bvre. Although not as easy to discern, this same legacy helped the estab-
lishment of self-management in Yugoslavia. During the 1920s and 1930s a
robust surrealist group was active in Belgrade. Unlike the French surreal-
ists who, to use André Thirion’s phrase, remained “revolutionaries without
revolution,” many Belgrade surrealists joined the communist underground
resistance, and some of them climbed to the very top of the Yugoslav com-
munist guerilla army. After World War II, and especially in the aftermath
of Yugoslavia’s break with the Soviet Union, most of the former surrealists
rose to high positions within the Party, state, and cultural institutions. The
highest ranking among them was Koca Popovi¢, a wartime general in the
partisan army, who served as the chief of the Yugoslav General Staff from
1948 to 1953 and as foreign minister from 1953 to 1965. During this period,
he paved the way for the Yugoslav foreign policy of the “third way”: self-
management in domestic and nonalignment in international politics.’® In
1931, as a member of the surrealist group in Belgrade, Popovi¢ coauthored
the book An Outline for a Phenomenology of the Irrational (Nacrt za jednu
fenomenologiju iracionalnog) with Marko Risti¢, one of the signatories of
“The Second Manifesto of Surrealism,” which states, famously, that “ev-
erything tends to make us believe that there exists a certain point of the
mind at which life and death, the real and the imagined, past and future,
the communicable and the incommunicable, high and low, cease to be per-
ceived as contradictions” (in Breton [1930] 1969:123). Yugoslav doctrines of
self-management and nonalignment seem to extend this principle to the
positions held by the East and the West regarding the Cold War, to com-
munism and capitalism, and to command and market economies.!*

For a short period following World War II (1945-48), Yugoslavia went
through a massive economic, political, and social transformation. By means
of nationalization, expropriation, reorganization, and targeted investment,
the entire economy was restructured from a market economy to a planned
economy (that is, from a profit-based economy to a command economy). In
the arts, this meant not only nationalizing museums, galleries, and schools,
but also establishing artists’ associations, launching guild publications,
adopting new education models, and radically changing the modes of in-
terface between art and the public. Visual art was no longer available only
in galleries; public squares, buildings, factories, and all means of public
transportation became the space in which to display art. The same was true
for literature, which was no longer confined to books and literary journals;
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the physical media for literature now included workers’” papers, pam-
phlets, and public displays. Theater moved from the stage to factories,
streets, village squares, and stadiums. This applied not only to the mode of
reception, but also to art’s mode of production. In order to celebrate indus-
trialization, art was now produced in construction sites, factories, schools,
and fields. In short, this redirection of the arts amounted to a wholesale
importation of socialist realism. During the 1930s and 1940s, this art form
evolved in the Soviet Union into an elaborate style that privileged natural-
istic over formalist and abstract representation. Even more importantly,
this art form was deeply integrated into an immense cultural apparatus
that included art institutions, artists” associations, agencies for funding the
arts, systems of material and symbolic rewards for individual artists, and
routinized channels of interaction between culture and politics. This
“style,” then, is an intricate part of a vast segment of society integral to the
functioning of its entire economy. Any consideration of socialist realism
merely as a style and not as a vital part of a political economy is incomplete.
Socialist realism, like opera in the baroque, was engineered from scratch
with a precisely defined purpose and place within society: to supplement
“intangible” segments of the economy that were lost with the transfer to a
command economy, such as worker motivation, competition, and the sense
of tangible results in a system of production in which (at least declaratively)
personal gain was subordinated to societal well-being. In 1945, the political
economy of socialist realism was implemented in Yugoslavia together with
a single-party political doctrine and a command economy. Socialist realism
as a “style” survived Yugoslavia's 1948 break with the USSR, but only for
little more than a year. In his December 1949 address to the Slovene Acad-
emy of Arts and Sciences, Edvard Kardelj, a high Party official who eventu-
ally became the leading ideologue of Yugoslav self-management, signaled
the departure from socialist realist style by criticizing the Soviet model and
inviting Yugoslav scholars and artists “to be free in their creativity. Pre-
cisely because of the lack of conflicting opinions and scholarly discussion,
there is a deprivation of progress in science, and there is no successful
struggle against reactionary ideas and dogmatism in science” (1949:1). Al-
though this was not a decree, the message was clear. As soon as the follow-
ing year, in major art shows socialist realist paintings made room for works
that experimented with abstraction.

The presence of former surrealists and other pre-World War II literary
and artistic figures placed in high positions of culture, most notably Miro-
slav Krleza in Zagreb and Marko Risti¢ in Belgrade, established strong and
sustained institutional support for an idea of art that was much broader
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than the “official art” in the Soviet Union and countries under its influence.
In Yugoslavia, this alternative idea of art never completely replaced social-
ist realism. Instead, the two perspectives were forced into an uneasy coex-
istence in which art practice was free of socialist realist aesthetic constraints,
while art institutions remained organized according to principles estab-
lished immediately after World War II. Beginning in the early 1950s, art in
Yugoslavia followed two tracks that existed side by side: individualistic art
and art that celebrated socialism, manifested, for example, in the simulta-
neous production of films exploring the dark side of Yugoslav society and
World War II spectacles, of experimental literature and works celebrating
the communist guerilla struggle, and of plays inspired by a heroic past and
festivals of cutting-edge experimental theater from around the world. In
the early 1960s, literary critic Sveta Luki¢ recognized the mechanisms of
this regulated permissiveness, which he described as “socialist aestheti-
cism.” According to Luki¢, Yugoslav critics and writers were already en-
gaged in an active critique of socialist realist literature in the early 1950s,
years before their colleagues in Poland and leftist writers in France and
other Western European countries. The rejection of vulgar politicization of
art as one of the main tenets of socialist realism led to the negation of any
political content in literary works. As Luki¢ observed, “Yugoslav literary
critics stressed that art has no ulterior, nonartistic functions; it does not
serve interior, momentary needs and interests.” As a result,

The very neutrality of many contemporary works led me to con-
clude that aestheticism created works which suit out bureaucracy
even though they need not like them. If we were to develop a social
analysis further we would find that such art in fact expresses the es-
sence of this kind of bureaucracy. Socialist aestheticism has thus
functioned negatively as a program for a politically loyal, neutral,
aestheticizing, literature which lacks a larger public. Its positive jus-
tification lies in the fact that it has produced some works of merit.

([1968] 1972:175)

As with literature, so with visual arts. Art historian Lazar Trifunovié, an
early advocate of Art Informel, expanded Luki¢’s analysis to painting, as-
serting that “aestheticism was ‘modern’ enough to appease the general
complex of ‘openness toward the world,” traditional enough ... to appease
the new bourgeois taste nurtured by social conformism, and inert enough
to fit into the myth of the happy and unique community; it had everything
that was necessary to blend into the politically projected image of society”
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(1990:124). The positive justification, we may add, of this approach to vi-
sual arts was that Yugoslavia was the first socialist country after World
War II to get a museum of modern art, the Museum of Contemporary Art
(Muzej savremene umetnosti) in Belgrade, dedicated exclusively to collect-
ing and exhibiting twentieth-century abstract and nonrealist art.!> While
the formal properties of socialist realism disappeared from painting, litera-
ture, and other arts, socialist realism as a political economy was never com-
pletely eliminated or replaced by a different organizational and funding
model. Because of that, the arts in Yugoslavia suffered from a split between
their phenomenal appearance and their functional support in the same
way in which Yugoslav self-management endured irreconcilable contra-
dictions between industrial democracy and political autocracy.

Over the course of four decades, Yugoslavian leadership failed to estab-
lish a functioning political economy of self-management. In fact, Yugosla-
via’s entire history followed a path of incomplete, erratic, uneven, ambigu-
ous, and ceaseless disintegration of the political economy of socialist
realism. From its inception in the early 1950s, self-management was the
main mechanism of Yugoslavia’s transition from a “totalitarian” to a “lib-
eral” society. One of the common methodological mistakes in scholarly
works about the second Yugoslavia is to lump its economic history under
the general designation of “self-management” without any regard for the
changes this socioeconomic order underwent over the decades. So an out-
line of the main periods of Yugoslav self-management is in order, espe-
cially as this book takes its general structure from this periodization. For
the sake of clarity, the history of Yugoslav self-management can be divided
into three distinct periods.

The first phase (1949-63) began with the “Instructions for the Formation
and Operation of Workers” Councils in State Industrial Enterprises”
(“Uputstvo za osnivanje i rad radnickih saveta drzavnih privrednih
preduzeca”), which the Yugoslav federal government issued in December
1949. By the next summer the government had already formed workers’
councils in a select number of factories. In June 1950, the federal parliament
adopted the Basic Law on the Management of State Economic Enterprises
by Workers” Collectives (Osnovni zakon o upravljanju drzavnim privred-
nim preduzeéima i vi§im privrednim udruZenjima od strane radnih kolek-
tiva). This initial phase of self-management, which was codified in the con-
stitution of 1953, was marked by attempts to depart from a Soviet-model
command economy, established during the period of Yugoslavia’s close
affiliation with the USSR (1945—48). While there were significant steps
made toward decentralizing the economy, some important functions such
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as investment decisions were still controlled by the federal government
and its ministries. During this period Yugoslavia joined international eco-
nomic markets and, beginning in 1953, enjoyed spectacular industrial
growth: in 1953 the rate of industrial production went up by 111%; in 1954,
by 126%; in 1955, 147%; and in 1956, 162% (Bilandzi¢ and Tonkovié 1974:51).
At this point, it was one of the fastest-growing economies in the world.

The second period (1963-74) was inaugurated with another new consti-
tution, followed by massive economic reform two years later. This was pre-
ceded by a slump in growth in the second half of the 1950s, and it comes as
no surprise that the authorities proclaimed the reinvigoration of the econ-
omy as the main goal of this reform. With the 1963 constitution, the last
vestiges of centralized economic planning were rescinded, including the
regulation of prices and income. This amounted to the introduction of mar-
ket socialism, and both the good and the bad sides of a market economy
were evident almost immediately. Industrial growth rose (aided, in part,
by the country’s reorientation from heavy to consumer industries), but so
did spending and inflation. During this time Yugoslavia experienced a no-
ticeable growth in its workforce; unemployment was remedied in the short
term by further liberalization of travel and arrangements with Western Eu-
ropean nations that regulated the export of laborers. Two important out-
comes of the 1963 constitution and the subsequent 1965 economic reforms
were the expansion of self-management to all spheres of work, including
service industries, and the limitation of the League of Communists’ influ-
ence on decision-making in factories and other business enterprises. In
short, it was a period of liberalization in all spheres of economic and social
life in Yugoslavia. This was particularly evident in open discussions of eco-
nomic and political inequality, which had their most public expression in
workers’ strikes, in the student rebellion of June 1968, and in the mass na-
tional movement in Croatia in 1971-72.

The third period was 1974-89. The last sweeping organizational over-
haul of Yugoslav society started with the constitutional amendments of
1971, which initiated an increase of federalism in Yugoslavia by giving
more sovereign rights to the constitutive republics. It became a common
point of nationalist historiography (especially in Serbia) to blame this new
structure of federalism, the most important feature of which was the near-
sovereign status of the autonomous regions of Kosovo and Vojvodina, for
the disintegration of Yugoslavia. Ethnic strife during the 1990s occluded
the fact that the constitution of 1974 introduced much deeper changes to
the concept of self-management than it did to federalism. On the most basic
level, the constitution changed the very status of labor by replacing self-
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management with a new legal term: “associated labor” (udruzeni rad).'® Fol-
lowing this fundamental change, the basic organizational unit of labor was
no longer a factory or an enterprise, but a Basic Organization of Associated
Labor (Osnovna organizacija udruzenog rada, or OOUR). The aim was to
transform the political economy of the country: for instance, accumulation
was now renamed “past labor” (minuli rad), and all profit was termed “in-
come” (dohodak). A new delegate system was introduced into the system of
political representation, which was both territory and production based.
Relationships between OOURs were regulated through a complex system
of contracts, a permutation of self-management that was commonly re-
ferred to as a “contractual economy.” This system was codified in the As-
sociated Labor Law (Zakon o udruzenom radu), which was implemented
soon after the constitution, in 1976. Even the drafters of the system of as-
sociated labor—its conceptual mastermind Edvard Kardelj among them —
admitted that it had many glitches and was a work in progress. This awk-
ward structure proved utterly incapable of withstanding the loss of Kardelj,
its founder, and Josip Broz Tito, its charismatic leader (in 1979 and 1980,
respectfully), a leadership vacuum that was compounded by the 1982 debt
crisis. The undoing of Yugoslavia over the course of this decade was in
great part tied to the implosion of the system of associated labor. In this
book I argue that associated labor was a deeply conservative turn away
from self-management, and that this devolution led to the bloody unravel-
ing of the country. To put it in a more straightforward way, associated la-
bor was a strategy for defeating integral self-management. In order to un-
derline this ideological distinction, in the third chapter of the book I use
“associated labor” to designate Yugoslav self-management in its last, deca-
dent, phase. So while autogestion, self-management, and associated labor
are related terms, they are by no means interchangeable.

At the center of Alienation Effects is the “planetary” event of 1968. In
France, students and workers demanded autogestion as a viable alternative
to capitalism; in Yugoslavia, students called for the consistent implementa-
tion of self-management, which an accumulation of hypocrisies threatened
to turn into an ideological chimera. They called it integral self-management.
In both cases, they found what they were asking for, if not in a revolution-
ary transformation of entire society, then in forms of collectivity that
emerged spontaneously through their immanent political action. In the
case of integral self-management, a collective effort is facilitated through
solidarity and inspiration instead of through hierarchy and command. I
found exemplary instances of integral self-management in situations I wit-
nessed in antigovernment demonstrations that shook in Belgrade at the
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outset of the Yugoslav wars of the 1990s; I saw young students picking up
brooms to sweep the Hall of Heroes (Sala heroja), the largest auditorium at
the School of Philology, after mass teach-ins during a fifty-day strike at
Belgrade University in May and June 1992, in which faculty and students
demanded President Slobodan MiloSevi¢’s resignation; at one point during
the same marathon strike, hundreds of protest marchers who faced off
with riot police in a narrow street in front of the president’s villa, instantly
and with no command or coordination removed their shirts, taking the po-
lice by surprise with this sudden exposure of their vulnerability and mak-
ing them reluctant to use batons on naked flesh. When I spoke of this epi-
sode to an old soixante-huitard, he retorted that the same strategy emerged
spontaneously among protesters back in the day: it worked well until “some-
where in Italy” the police came up with a counterstrategy of using red-
colored liquid in their water cannons: the sight of bare skin covered with
“blood” made students panic and disperse. This particular instance of sub-
version and appropriation epitomizes the afterlife of political movements
that emerged from 1968 in Yugoslavia and elsewhere, which was marked
as much by co-option as it was by repression. At the same time, it left the
important legacy of integral self-management that survived attempts to
outlaw or codify self-management. It is a tangible manifestation of an intu-
ition for social justice that survives until the present.

ALIENATION

If periodization of self-management reads like a legal history of Yugosla-
via, it is because it was precisely that.!” Not a single alteration to this ongo-
ing experiment was initiated from “below,” by organized workers. How-
ever, Yugoslavia’'s liberalization by executive order created room for
vigorous ideological negotiations outside of political institutions, which
were firmly in the hands of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia. In
many of these debates, alienation emerged as a central issue.'”® Why alien-
ation and not, say, freedom of speech and of political association? A short
answer could be that the foundational ideological premise of the second
Yugoslavia was that, in general, socialism is a more advanced sociopolitical
order than capitalism, and in particular, that a single-party system is a bet-
ter solution for Yugoslavia than a multiparty parliamentary democracy,
which failed miserably in the interwar period and which the new leader-
ship routinely blamed for the country’s bloody demise in World War II.
Still, any answer to the question about the importance of the theory of
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alienation for Yugoslav self-management is incomplete if we don’t take
into consideration its centrality for the emancipatory politics in socialist
Yugoslavia: to begin with, it refers to the emancipation of the working
classes, and then by extension, to emancipation of Yugoslavia from a doc-
trinarian and vulgar understanding of this emancipation, ossified in the
Stalinist Marxist doctrines of “diamat” (dialectical materialism) and “hist-
mat” (historical materialism).

The first scholarly works on alienation in Yugoslavia coincided with the
publication of Croatian translation of Marx’s Early Writings in 1953. In Yu-
goslavia as elsewhere, the publication of Early Writings not only provided
scholars with an insight into Marx’s intellectual development and range,
but also opened a whole new dimension of Marx’s thought. Unlike the first
generation of Marxists, who based their theoretical writings and political
doctrines on Marx’s mature writings on the economy, primarily Capital,
and on Friedrich Engels’s late works (such as Anti-Diihring), the second
generation of Marxists, such as Ernst Bloch, Georg Lukécs, and Antonio
Gramsci, to name some, was informed by Marx’s more philosophical re-
flections from his early works, some of which were published between the
1910s and 1930s. His critique of Hegel’s notion of alienation gave them the
tools to depart from the dogmatic Marxism that dominated Communist
parties in the USSR and across Europe, while still remaining close to Marx.

In “Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts” of 1844, Marx takes labor
as the primary model of alienation:

The product of labour is labour embodied and made material in an
object, it is the objectification of labour. The realization of labour is its
objectification. In the sphere of political economy this realization of
labour appears as a loss of reality for the worker, objectification as loss
of and bondage to the object, and appropriation as estrangement, as
alienation [Entdusserung]. (Marx 1975:324)

As many commentators have pointed out, Entiusserung is the concept that
Marx takes over from Hegel, who uses it to designate externalization or
objectification of certain human qualities. Along with this Hegelian term,
Marx also introduces Entfremdung to describe that which is foreign:

But estrangement [Entfremdung] manifests itself not only in the re-
sult, but also in the act of production, within the activity of production
itself. How could the product of the worker’s activity confront him
as something alien if it were not for the fact that in the act of produc-
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tion he was estranging himself from himself? After all, the product
is simply the résumé of the activity, of the production. So if the prod-
uct of labour is alienation, production itself must be active alien-
ation, the alienation of activity, the activity of alienation. The es-
trangement of the object of labour merely summarizes the
estrangement, the alienation in the activity of labour itself. (326)

In other words, labor is a figure of alienation that becomes a hallmark of all
production of life under industrial capitalism: “Man, who has realized that
in law, politics, etc., he leads an alienated life, leads his true human life in
this alienated life as such. Self-affirmation, self-confirmation in contradic-
tion with itself and with the knowledge and the nature of the object is there-
fore true knowledge and true life” (393). This generalization of the concept of
alienation enabled the second generation of Marxists to expand it from la-
bor and private property to other spheres of life under capitalism, from
law, to politics, to commerce, to art.

Here, of course, of special interest is the work of Bertolt Brecht because
of the central importance that Verfremdung, a concept similar, but not iden-
tical, to Marx’s Entfremdung, has in his theater. Brecht recognized the Ver-
fremdungseffekt in Shakespeare as well as in traditional Chinese theater, and
to him this indicated that the strategy of making strange was inherent to
theater as a medium. In Short Organon he wrote that whereas “the old V-
effects completely remove what is being represented from the spectator’s
intervention, turning it into something unalterable,” “the new kinds of Ver-
fremdung” he started exploring in the late 1920s “were supposed to remove
only from those incidents that can be influenced socially the stamp of fa-
miliarity that protects them against intervention today” ([1949] 2015:242).
In Walter Benjamin’s interpretation of the term, performance “uncovers
[social] conditions” by “making them strange (verfremden)” (Benjamin
1973:18). This was one of the first attempts at a linguistic clarification of
Brecht’s central theoretical term. In a short article, “Alienation According to
Marx and According to Brecht,” published almost three decades later, Yu-
goslav dramaturg and theater director Hugo Klajn focused on the prefixes
that Marx and Brecht attach to the word fremden, pointing out that ent-
commonly designates “separation and distancing,” while the prefix ver-
“indicates, among other things, a transformation.” Therefore, Klajn sug-
gests that in his discussions of Entfremdung Marx emphasizes “a condition
or a quality that results from an action” such as “alienation of labor or com-
modity,” and Brecht employs Verfremdung to designate “a process, or the
very performance of an action” such as “actor’s estrangement” (Klajn



INTRODUCTION 17

1966:n.p.). Brecht became a major force in post-World War II theater in
both Western and Eastern Europe through his work with the Berliner En-
semble in East Berlin and their triumphant excursions to Paris and London.
His impact on the cultural scene in Yugoslavia was indirect but no less
significant. While a string of Brecht’s plays were performed in theaters
across Yugoslavia, starting with the 1947 production of Seiiora Carrar’s Ri-
fles (Die Gewehre der Frau Carrar) in Zagreb, much less visible but certainly
more influential was the adoption of Brechtian ideas through the work of
his prewar associate Oto Bihalji-Merin, who in the aftermath of World War
II exerted a quiet but significant influence on cultural politics in Yugosla-
via. After Yugoslavia’s breakup with the Soviet Union, which resulted,
among other things, in the dethroning of socialist realist “style,” especially
in painting, in the late 1940s, Bihalji-Merin was one of the backers of social-
ist aestheticism. On the one hand, Brecht’s expansive notion of realism,
with which Bihalji-Merin became acquainted in the early 1930s in Berlin,
offered a valid alternative to socialist realism. On the other hand, it opened
avenues of exchange between aesthetics and politics that went beyond the-
ater proper to inform a wide range of artistic activities. This displacement
of alienation from the proletarian class to culture in general was character-
istic of the third generation of Marxists that in the aftermath of World War
II mounted a critique of production relations that had advanced beyond
the conditions of nineteenth-century industrial capitalism.

Herbert Marcuse was certainly one of the most influential theoreticians
of alienation from this generation. In his writings from the 1950s he used
Freudian concepts such as repression and the superego to provide a psy-
chological underpinning for his Marxian analysis of alienation: “The real-
ity principle asserts itself through a shrinking of the conscious ego in a
significant direction: the autonomous development of the instincts is fro-
zen, and their pattern is fixed at the childhood level” (Marcuse 1955:33). He
claimed that this automatization of somatic behaviors comes directly from
autorepression. The most common form of this repressive system is labor,
which in the industrialized world becomes inseparable from productivity
and efficiency. If, as Marcuse says, the “reality principle sustains the organ-
ism in the external world,” then the “performance principle [is] the prevailing
historical form of the reality principle” within the structure of industrial
capitalism (35). The performance principle is an extension of the Marxian
analysis of alienation beyond the crude labor relations of nineteenth-
century industrial capitalism. In advanced industrial societies, the subject
of intense commodification is no longer what Marx called “actual labor”
but the “capacity to work,” or in other words, the totality of a “laborer’s
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life” (Marx 1971, 36). Capitalism latches onto a wide and diverse range of
“work” available to each individual. It extends beyond labor time to in-
clude periods of rest and enjoyment. The reality principle structures not
only “labor power,” but also libidinal energies, which it “represses” into
normative forms of sexuality. In this way, Marcuse extends the notion of
alienation from labor relations to all social relations an individual estab-
lishes within a capitalist society. Consequently, he argued that the path
toward disalienation passes through an enlightened regression of sorts.
“With the emergence of a non-repressive reality principle, with the aboli-
tion of the surplus-repression necessitated by the performance principle,”
the processes of the “division of labor” in “societal relations” and “the ta-
boo on the reification of the body” in “libidinal relations” would be reori-
ented and loosened (1955:201). Western readers might find it surprising
that in the 1960s Marcuse sought practical affirmation of his critique of in-
dustrial capitalism not in Californian counterculture but in Yugoslav self-
management.

In Yugoslavia, the theory of alienation enabled nondoctrinaire philoso-
phers to offer a Marxist critique of a society that embraced Marxism as its
main ideological principle. This local variant of “humanist Marxism” close
to critical theory offered the most viable critique of diamat in Yugoslavia.
Veselin Golubovi¢ writes in his book With Marx against Stalin: Yugoslav
Philosophical Critique of Stalinism, 1950-1960 (S Marxom protiv Staljina: Jugo-
slovenska filozofska kritika staljinizma 1950-1960) that there were two distinct
lines of critique of Stalinist Marxism that emerged in Yugoslavia in the af-
termath of 1948: one line was “dogmatic and declarative,” while the other
was creative, humanistic, and inherently Marxist. The first never departed
from the schematics of diamat, while the other found its inspiration and
source of legitimization in Marx’s early writings. The point of distinction
between these two currents of philosophical Marxism in Yugoslavia is best
reflected in their attitudes toward alienation: whereas the first denied the
importance and even existence of theory of alienation in Marx’s mature
works (in this, it was strikingly similar to Soviet Marxists whom it formally
rejected), the other used alienation as one of the foundational moments in
the establishment of an elaborate and diverse brand of critical theory.
Moreover, the “humanist Marxists” used the notion of alienation in their
critique of Stalinism in philosophy, which they denounced as “self-
alienated Marxism” (Golubovi¢ 1985:44). Throughout the 1950s, the vast
majority of theoretical statements on the subject of alienation came from
the circle of young philosophers and sociologists from Zagreb, who were
joined by their colleagues from Belgrade and Sarajevo. They dislodged dia-
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mat as the dominant form of Marxism in Yugoslavia at Bled Congress in
1960, and a few years later they established the Kor¢ula Summer School on
an island off the Croatian coast and the journal Praxis, published by the
Society of Philosophers of Croatia and edited by a group of philosophers
from Zagreb University. Very quickly, the summer school and the journal
gained prominence in professional circles both in Yugoslavia and abroad.
Marcuse and Lefebvre participated in the first summer school session in
1964; Marcuse and many other foreign guests kept coming back and pub-
lished regularly in Praxis, which quickly became one of the most presti-
gious Marxist scholarly journals in Europe. Respect for the so-called Praxis
group, a loosely organized group of mostly like-minded philosophers from
across Yugoslavia, quickly spread beyond European philosophical circles.
As soon as 1964, Erich Fromm organized in New York a symposium on
socialist humanism, and a year later he published with Doubleday an ed-
ited volume featuring papers from the symposium (Fromm 1965). Along-
side other prominent philosophers such as Herbert Marcuse, Lucien Gold-
mann, and Bertrand Russell, the symposium and the volume featured a
strong lineup of Yugoslav Praxis philosophers: Gajo Petrovi¢, Rudi Supek,
Predrag Vranicki, Veljko Kora¢, Mihailo Markovi¢, and Danilo Pejovi¢. An-
other confirmation of the esteem that Yugoslav philosophers marshaled
among their Western colleagues came only a couple of years later, when
Paul Edwards invited Gajo Petrovi¢ to contribute an entry on alienation to
the eight-volume Encyclopedia of Philosophy.*

Since the Praxis group was philosophically closest to the Frankfurt
School, this approach was the most prominent among Yugoslav philoso-
phers. However, this interpretation of alienation was by no means exclu-
sive and without alternatives. During the 1960s, there were several com-
peting concepts of alienation vying for dominance on the left. Apart from
the Frankfurt School’s historical interpretation of alienation, equally influ-
ential was Jean-Paul Sartre’s existentialist formulation of this concept. The
reception of Sartre in Yugoslavia was in great part determined by vicissi-
tudes of his political itinerary in the early years of the Cold War: for ex-
ample, while in his 1950 book Existentialism and Decadence (Egzistencijal-
izam i dekadencija) Rudi Supek criticizes him for his adherence to the ideas
of Friedrich Nietzsche and Martin Heidegger, only a few years later Boris
Ziherl in a similarly titled On Existentialism and Other Contemporary Phe-
nomena of Ideological Decadence (O egzistencijalizmu i drugim savremenim po-
javama idejne dekadencije, 1955) admonishes him for his support for the
USSR in the early 1950s.2° As both Sartre’s and Yugoslavia’s positions with
respect to the USSR changed during the course of the decade, the French
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philosopher’s books were translated and his plays performed.?! In what
later became recognizable as a well-established practice of policing its
own theoretical terrain, in its first issue Praxis published a long article on
Sartre. In the beginning of his article Danilo Pejovi¢, one of the journal’s
founders, offered a defense of Sartre from his orthodox Marxist critics in
Yugoslavia, only to conclude with a scathing critique from the position of
critical theory: “For now, he is an existentialist who wants to be a Marxist,
too. Is that impossible? Isn’t there Marxism and ‘Marxism’: the Marxism of
the early Lukacs, Adorno, and Marcuse, and the ‘Marxism’ of Stalinist and
post-Stalinist sycophants across the world who don’t know much, so that
the less they have to say, the noisier they get.” Therefore, “Sartre’s phi-
losophy of existentialism is a typically French variant of radical nihilism,
in which everything appears as a self-obliteration of Nothing: I am noth-
ing, the other is nothing” (Pejovi¢ 1964:80). In the end, what Heidegger
called “nihilation” emerges as a uniquely existentialist form of alienation,
which Sartre memorably captured in his play No Exit (Huis Clos): Hell is
other people.

This strong reaction to Sartre on the pages of Praxis speaks to the increas-
ing presence of Sartrean existentialism in Yugoslav culture, from literature
to theater to visual arts. Nor is it accidental that in his condemnation of
distortions of Marxism, Pejovi¢ rushed to invoke Stalinist politicians and
their poltroons among scholars. While from the very beginning it was clear
that the intellectual edge was on the side of “Marxist humanists” gathered
around Praxis, that did not mean that orthodox Marxism was swept from
the philosophical and political scene in Yugoslavia. In fact, even in the hey-
day of the Praxis group in the late 1960s and early 1970s, their brand of revi-
sionist Marxism was prevented from spreading though philosophy depart-
ments and from entering the League of Communists’ ideological
interpretation of Marxism. Even as the theory of alienation entered high
school textbooks, the mainstream of ideologized Marxism in Yugoslavia re-
mained rigid in its espousal of some orthodox Leninist views, such as that
of the role of the Party in the struggle against alienation. Croatian philoso-
pher Mislav Kuko¢ points out that the Party and Praxis Marxism coexisted,
in part, because they both espoused the program of disalienation. While it is
out of question that they approached the problem of alienation from differ-
ent perspectives, they shared what Kukoc called the “utopian character” of
disalienation (1988:619). According to him, traces of the religious back-
ground of the idea of alienation survives in all variants of Marxism, which
casts the overcoming of alienation as its historical horizon, or translated into
religious terms, as the eschaton (1985:652). Another common thread between
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the official and revisionist Marxism in Yugoslavia was the belief that Yugo-
slav self-management offers proof that the process of disalienation can be
initiated even within historical conditions of deep alienation.?

Far from being unique for Yugoslavia, the dissipation of the theory of
alienation started in the United States and Europe even as critical theory
was reaching its peak in the 1960s. In the United States, this process was
taking place through expansion of the idea of alienation and its transfer
from philosophy to psychology and its gradual pathologization. In France,
the theory of alienation was subjected to vigorous critique in philosophical
debates on the left during the late 1960s and 1970s. The critics of alienation
often pointed out the not only religious but plainly theological origins of
this concept.

Paul wrote of the incarnation that Christ “was utterly crushed by
(Philippians 2:6—7); ékéndsén, says the
Greek, rendered by the Vulgate as exinanivit, “drained away, worn
out.” It is through Luther, who translated: “hat sich selbst geeussert”
(“Jesus was taken outside himself”) that Hegel receives this nihilist
tradition, and will transmit it to Marx and the politicians under the
name of alienation. ([1974] 1993:71)

”r

taking on a servile image

This is Jean-Frangois Lyotard in Libidinal Economy, having already attacked
Louis Althusser for his critique of alienation only to radically change his
position in the years leading up to Postmodern Condition.® Lefebvre was
much more consistent, and his charge against Althusser in the immediate
aftermath of 1968 was based, among other things, on Althusser’s dismissal
of alienation. To Lefebvre, this was especially “paradoxical” because in the
May events this concept fulfilled its “critical” role of “debunking” neocapi-
talism and exposing its exploitative and rigidly hierarchical nature (Lefeb-
vre 1971:379). It is not surprising that the Praxis group leveled these very
charges against Althusser, and it kept him sidelined in Yugoslavia through-
out the 1960s. His work entered Yugoslav Marxism in the aftermath of 1968
and became an important source for “Ljubljana school” of psychoanalytic
Marxism in the late 1970s. An important first step in this return of the re-
pressed was Slavoj Zizek’s critique of critical theory and, by extension, of
Praxis philosophers, which was the first Marxist critique of their work that
didn’t come from the positions of doctrinaire diamat. While moving in step
with the development in leftist thought in the West, this exhaustion of
“Marxist humanism” in Yugoslavia was inseparable from the era of “post-
1968” and the emergence of the discourse of postmodernity.?*
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Continuing with the critique of the theory of alienation he started in Li-
bidinal Economy, in Postmodern Condition Lyotard uses the very same exam-
ples as Lefebvre, this time not to attack or defend Althusser on the subject of
alienation, but to depart from the concept altogether. In his discussion of the
“nature of the social bond,” Lyotard comes up with the idea of a universal
balance of “etatism,” according to which in both the capitalist West and the
socialist East the state emerged as a ultimate victor out of the turmoil of the
1960s. It succeeded not by using the force that was at its disposal, but
through the system of co-optation of the same critical discourse (of alien-
ation) that Lefebvre lauded a few years earlier: “Everywhere, the Critique of
political economy (the subtitle of Marx’s Capital) and its correlate, the cri-
tique of alienated society, are used in one way or another as aids in pro-
gramming the system” ([1979] 2003:13).2> The “system” Lyotard invokes
comes from Talcott Parsons’s idea of society as a self-regulating system,
which had, according to the French philosopher, won out against the Marx-
ist conception of a society divided in a perpetual class struggle. “The true
goal of the system,” writes Lyotard, “the reason why it programs itself like
a computer, is the optimization of the global relationship between input and
output—in other words, performativity” (11). That is to say, if the “grand
narrative” of revolution has lost its “credibility” through the disappearance
of the revolutionary subject, this loss can be traced in the emergence of the
new grand narrative of performativity. Taking into consideration Lyotard’s
argument about postmodernism as a historical limit of the critique of alien-
ation, we can say that Alienation Effects is an investigation of the theoretical
no-man’s land between performance principle and performativity.

To sum up, the general reevaluation of alienation in the French theory of
the 1970s, especially in its encounters with psychoanalysis, resulted first in
the removal of the negative value judgment that Marx assigned to it in his
Early Writings. This changed view of alienation is perhaps best exemplified
in one of Lyotard’s last statements, his interview for the French television
show La Cinquiéme, which was aired only a few days after his death in April
1998. The transcript was subsequently published in the journal Chimeres and
entitled, simply, “L’aliénation.” In this braided discussion of philosophical,
linguistic, and psychological aspects of alienation, Lyotard questions the
narrowing of this phenomenon offered by traditional Marxism:

This alienation, is it good? Is it bad? It can be detestable. It can drive
us crazy, make us rightly alienated, broken down. How do we say it
in French? “Timbré.” The English say cracked: “félé.” It can also
make us passionate. We could, for example, start to write or to paint
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or to direct movies, for the sole reason of trying to voice this thing
that inhabits us from the beginning and that alienates us, hoping to
empower (to disalienate) ourselves, all the while knowing that we
will not succeed, that, in this case, this thing knows more about us
than we know about ourselves. (136)

Alienation is not an affliction; not even a condition. It is constitutive of the
subject, and because of that we, the modern subjects, are responsible to that
which is the other and the alien:

This other lives in us . . . it is not something that exists outside of us.
Maybe this other is good, maybe it is mean—we will figure this out,
but nobody wants to find out. This other is very difficult to manage,
maybe even impossible, but it makes us custodians of the alienated
[aliénés]. It turns out that they are not alienated pure and simple, as
if a different species, but that we can access the madness they are
suffering from, because we suffer from the same craziness. This
anomaly is not something reserved to this mean other. (137)%

Lyotard’s choice of words—aliéné, the insane—points to a particular prac-
titioner of alienation whose experience became fundamental to artistic in-
vestigations of the late twentieth century. But this is not mere pathologiza-
tion of a Marxist term and its depoliticization. The case in point is Antonin
Artaud, and his deployment of this term is more complex than Lyotard
indicates. We find it in the phrase aliéné authentique of his late writings:

And what is an aliéné authentique?*

It is a man who preferred to become mad, in the socially accepted
sense of the word, rather than to forfeit a certain superior idea of
human honor. . . .

For a madman is also a man whom society did not want to hear
and whom it wanted to prevent from uttering certain intolerable
truths. (Artaud 1976:485)

While in Artaud’s assaults on the psychiatric establishment aliéné is com-
monly understood in its conventional sense of “insane” or “mad,” it is im-
portant to keep in mind the Marxian sense of alienation as inauthenticity.
Artaud’s aliéné authentique disrupts the easy logic of the orthodox readings
of Marx, according to which alienation eliminates authenticity and, con-
versely, authenticity does away with alienation. In this passage between
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languages, Artaud’s phrase captures the insight that performance revealed
in the late twentieth century, after the romance about art as an inherently
disalienating force has been dispelled: the foreign and the strange (the
alien) as authentic only insofar as it is inassimilable into social mechanisms
of appropriation.

PERFORMANCE

Considering the wide dissemination and diversity of alienation discourses
in the aftermath of World War II, it comes as a surprise to see how little
attention—save for overlaps with Brecht scholarship—this idea has re-
ceived in performance studies. It may seem self-evident that the ways in
which a society conceptualizes labor are inseparable from representational
uses of human bodies. However, it is far less obvious if we recall that per-
formance studies as an academic field formulated most of its basic prem-
ises at the historical juncture of capitalism’s passage from the industrial to
the so-called postindustrial stage. This shift was marked by the massive
reorganization of bodily behaviors, from their social arrangements, to em-
ployment and labor, to public perceptions of sexuality. If a work of art car-
ries an ideological stamp of the society within which it was produced, so
does a scholarly discipline. Whereas initially the span of the performance
studies “broad spectrum” approach covered a fairly narrow distance from
theater to anthropology, in the new millennium it has expanded ever so
slightly to include nonaesthetic performances, primarily through Jon McK-
enzie’s recovery of Herbert Marcuse as one of the unacknowledged prede-
cessors of the field. As McKenzie correctly recognized, “performance” had
to be a good guy in the story of late capitalism, a transformative and eman-
cipatory force opposed to industrial society: in short, a principle of disa-
lienation directly opposed to the repressive and numbing “reality princi-
ple” of industrial capitalism. Marcuse posits that if for Freud, Thanatos is
that which lurks beyond the pleasure principle, then beyond the perfor-
mance principle is a “resexualized body,” which he names Eros.

If Marcuse’s theorization of performance was strikingly absent from the
discourse of performance studies in its formative years, that may be be-
cause this discourse took as an unspoken and uninterrogated starting point
Marcuse’s premise of the affective labor of Eros as a recuperative force op-
posed to the oppressive reality principle. Consider Richard Schechner’s
texts from the late 1960s, such as “In Warm Blood: “The Bacchae,”” which he
concludes by asserting that “the state cannot recover its youthful virility,”
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while “the young, blond, effeminate god offers nothing but his politics of
ecstasy” (1969:107); and, following up in an essay named after the political
program of this divinity: “Underneath whatever repressive machinery civ-
ilization constructs to keep itself intact, a counterforce of great unifying,
celebratory, sexual, and life-giving power continues to exert its overwhelm-
ing and joyful influence” (217).% Alienation Effects does not follow the
“young god’s” trajectory into a promised land of an extraideological “life
force”: precisely the opposite—it points to this assumed outside as a zone
under most intense ideological pressure.

Following up on the “performance turn” in post-World War II art (from
happenings to body art and beyond), theories of management, and techno-
logical revolution, McKenzie argues that the paradigm of performance
goes beyond the limits of art and the humanistic sciences. He asserts that in
the second half of the twentieth century the term “performance” was “rad-
ically reinscribed, reinstalled, and redeployed in uncanny and powerful
ways.” This period saw a “rapid extension of performance concepts into
formalized systems of discourses and practices,” which McKenzie groups
into aesthetic, managerial, and technological (2001:13). He claims that this
is not just a semantic issue: in this dispersal across discourses, performance
departs from human behaviors to include a whole range of phenomena
related to efficiency. Categories and measurements of productivity no lon-
ger pertain to individuals and groups, but to systems, technologies, and
social apparatuses. A coercive relation to labor is an inherent part of the
scientific management of Frederick Winslow Taylor and his followers,
while “inspired” labor belongs to what McKenzie calls “performance man-
agement.” The latter displaces “the rational control of workers by empow-
ering them to improve efficiency using their own intuition, creativity, and
diversity” (2001:63).2? By shifting the status of performance from a “prin-
ciple” to a “paradigm” McKenzie strips from it the negative valence that
undergirds Marcuse’s critique of alienation and turns it into a value-neutral
category at the very center of postindustrial societies: “Performance will be
to the twentieth and twenty-first centuries what discipline was to the eigh-
teen and nineteenth, that is an onto-historical formation of power and
knowledge” (18). This transfer of performance from a “principle,” as a law
discerned through analysis, to a “paradigm,” as a foundational design, pre-
supposes, counterintuitively, a shift from general political theories to the
specificity of embodied behavior as a basis of any collectivity. In other
words, it spells out the end of ideology.

Managerial production of “inspired” labor is also at the center of Luc
Boltanski and Eve Chiapello’s influential The New Spirit of Capitalism, in
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which these French sociologists argue that in the 1970s, capitalism rein-
vented itself by adopting elements from critiques leveled against it during
previous decades, including demands for autogestion. They assign these
critiques to two broad categories: social critique, which comes from labor
movements, and which focused on “the egoism of private interests in bour-
geois society and the growing poverty of the popular classes in a society of
unprecedented wealth”; and artistic critique, originating from that broad
and ambiguous swath of capitalist society usually described as “bohemia,”
which “foregrounds the loss of meaning and, in particular, the loss of the
sense of what is beautiful and valuable, which derives from standardiza-
tion and general commodification, affecting not only everyday objects but
also artworks . . . and human beings” ([1999] 2005:38). Here, as in many
other analyses of late capitalism, 1968 figures as a watershed year in West-
ern societies’ relationship to their accumulated internal contradictions.
Boltanski and Chiapello offer that, responding to massive workers” move-
ments of the 1960s in France, the “employer class” used the bait-and-switch
technique of experienced salesmen. In response to demands for equality
and autonomy, it offered the ideals of informality, creativity, networking,
and flexibility; in other words, it used experience-centered solutions of-
fered by “artistic critiques” to answer demands posed by “social critiques.”
The emergence of a system of post-Taylorist business enterprise in industri-
alized societies coincides with the rise of service industries and the specific
forms of labor prevalent among them. This comes down to the very organi-
zation of the workplace: “Given that what matters most is intangible, impal-
pable, informal —a term that characterizes both relations and the rules of the
game, which are invented as one goes along —the most appropriate organi-
zational mechanisms are thus likewise interpersonal,” observe Boltanski
and Chiapello (118). As a result, the “third spirit of capitalism” sees itself as
a kingdom of disalienation, in which there is an individual answer to every
systemic problem.*

If in the late 1960s performance had a double valence vis-a-vis alien-
ation as both its cause (performance principle) and its cure (politics of ec-
stasy, informality), it seems that over the ensuing three decades this bipo-
larity withered away. When it reemerged in the 1990s, performance was a
gallery practice that offered, as Nicolas Bourriaud writes, “more or less
tangible models of sociability” ([1998] 2002:25). What he calls “relational
aesthetics” is situated precisely in the fundamental difference between so-
ciety and sociability: whereas the first requires systematic, the second is
satisfied with partial solutions; the former is oriented toward development,
the latter toward growth. And the oppositions mount: in place of regula-
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tion the second places informality, and in place of politics, relationships
and so on. Speaking about differences between art of the 1960s and 1990s,
Bourriaud sketches an image of joyful capitulation: “Social utopias and
revolutionary hopes have given way to everyday micro-utopias and imita-
tive strategies, [and] any stance that is “directly’ critical of the society is fu-
tile, if based on the illusion of a marginality that is nowadays impossible,
not to say regressive” (31).! It seems as if, over the arc of the twentieth
century, the hope for the performance of disalienation has undergone an
infinite fragmentation: from the general defeat of capitalist exploitation, to
the possibility of disalienated individuals in a society of alienation, to iso-
lated instants of disalienation in an otherwise alienated life. This brings us
back to socially engaged art from the beginning of this introduction.

In Yugoslavia, the social and conceptual frame of performance was con-
stituted in a historical, cultural, political, and ideological context that dif-
fered in many ways from those in the United States and Western Europe,
and had its own complex, layered, and ever-changing structure. That does
not mean that it was an endemic model with no applicability beyond its
own narrow historical and geographical boundaries. Although in many
ways alternative art in 1970s Yugoslavia resembles the social turn of the
2000s (and its predecessors), it significantly differs from them precisely be-
cause the latter is an exception to the general climate of the society and its
attitudes toward art in the post-1989 era (especially in the United States,
but also in the UK and continental Europe). Self-management as the main
principle of performance in the broad sense in Yugoslavia becomes an ir-
replaceable methodological tool for discerning the distinction between
works in different social contexts. Formal properties of artwork offer no
guarantee of their ideological content: on the contrary, they can be directly
opposed to it. In Alienation Effects I tried to attend to these distinctions,
which are not always discernible at first sight.

The first survey exhibit of conceptual and performance art in Yugosla-
via, New Art Practice, 1966—1978 (Nova umjetnicka praksa 1966-1978), which
art historian Marijan Susovski organized in the Contemporary Art Gallery
(Galerija suvremene umjetnosti) in Zagreb, recognized this engagement
with social environment as a common thread of young artists and groups
across the country. In his introduction to the exhibition catalog (which at the
same time served as the first exhaustive anthology of survey articles and
artists’ statements of this kind in Yugoslavia) Susovski insisted that it was
not just the engagement with new media, but precisely the leftist orientation
and “critical art production” that distinguished the work of this “generation
of artists who were . . . born, raised, and began their artistic practice under



28 ALIENATION EFFECTS

new social conditions” of socialist self-management (Susovski 1978:3). Fol-
lowing this exhibit, “new art practice” became a common denominator for
the alternative art that started emerging in youth cultural centers in the late
1960s, and, catalyzed by the youth movement of 1968, adopted more radical
and socially engaged form in the early 1970s. Unlike other instances of
“global conceptualism” that gained prominence in the wake of 1968, in the
case of Yugoslavia “new art practice” represented not only a new approach
to art making, but also a new form of organization within state-supported
art institutions. I am here referring specifically to conceptual art produced
in Belgrade’s Student Cultural Center (Studenski kulturni centar, or SKC)
and at their annual art festivals, April Meeting (Aprilski Susreti) and Octo-
ber (Oktobar), as well as at other similar institutions throughout Yugosla-
via, such as the Student Center (Studentski centar, SC) in Zagreb, Student
Cultural Center (Studentski kulturni centar, SKUC) in Ljubljana, and Youth
Tribune (Tribina mladih) in Novi Sad. In Belgrade, conceptual art practice
reached its most radical form in Oktobar 75, an artistic “action” that directly
addressed the status of labor and art in Yugoslavia by renouncing the con-
ventional practice of exhibiting “artworks” (even if they are conceptual and/
or ephemeral) and replacing them with highly politicized discourse: a series
of artists” statements on the politics of artistic practice in Yugoslavia. As it
were, the phrase that became prominent some three decades later appears
in comments that the curator of this art event, Dunja Blazevi¢, made in the
aftermath of Oktobar 75. According to her, the goal of this action was to “es-
tablish a more objective standard in relation to the valorization of art as a
sphere of social work” (1976:n.p.; emphasis added). Conceptual artists, art
critics, and curators did not conjure up the idea of “social work” (drustveni
rad) out of thin air, but borrowed it directly from the theoretical arsenal of
socialist self-management.

In Alienation Effects I engage performance that occurred under a specific
form of political economy that proclaimed an ambition to overcome the divi-
sion between productive and unproductive, industrial and aesthetic labor.
This political economy is inseparable from a performance culture that is con-
temporaneous with the one all too familiar in the West, but at the same time
significantly different from it. Unlike scientific and performance manage-
ment, self-management was not only a concrete set of organizational princi-
ples of industrial and nonindustrial labor, but also a vehicle for the political,
ideological, and even aesthetic representation of labor. Under self-
management, performance is not a free-floating paradigm, but a practice that
ties together a variety of human actions that are always specific and never
free of ideology. In this book I am arguing for a multiplicity of performance
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histories and the specificity that comes with it. Since the end of the Cold War,
the “opening” of Eastern Europe has brought a wholesale approach to its
recent past, especially when it comes to avant-garde and experimental art.
These revisionist histories have pushed Yugoslav post-World War II art into
the Eastern European “camp” without giving any consideration to its posi-
tion vis-a-vis its own social, political, and cultural setting.3? I am not saying
that performance and other art forms are overdetermined by their political
and social context; however, abstracting them from this milieu brings a cer-
tain leveling of the field that only serves art industries and their profits. This
equalization is based on formalist analysis and its obsession with periodiza-
tion and lines of influence. Performance is particularly vulnerable to the
shortcomings of this kind of approach. In a work that is primarily concerned
with performance, specificity means, first and foremost, the emancipation of
performance from its status as an aesthetic object or aesthetic “fact.” What
“fact” does to conventional history, form does to performance history: it
brings self-evidence to historical analysis, which then proceeds through
analogies. In order to be seen and described, performance needs to break free
from this imperative of form and similarity.3

This is by no means an attempt to reanimate performance and restore it
to its original condition, which is to say, to “liberate” it from the ossification
by the art industry. In short, the goal of Alienation Effects is not to disalien-
ate performance. This brings me back to the initial statement in this section
about the status of alienation in performance studies and Brecht scholar-
ship. Even at the points of intersection between them, for all the talk about
Verfremdungseffekt (V-effekt, A-effect), scholars’ attention remains fixed on
verfremden, while the effect remains a self-explanatory add-on. That leaves
utterly unclear the role of effects in relation to performance. It seems that
Verfremdung and effect speak differently about performance. One can “make
strange” an object or an action consisting of things and bodies, while “ef-
fects” are detached from them and belong to a different species. This is, in
fact, how Gilles Deleuze speaks of effects: if bodies with their physical
properties (actions, passions, etc.) are engaged in causal relationships, they
cause an entirely different species of things. “These effects are not bodies,
but, properly speaking, ‘incorporeal” events. They are not physical quali-
ties and properties, but rather logical or dialectical attributes. They are not
things or facts, but events” ([1969] 1990:4). Both sense and nonsense belong
to the order of these incorporeal entities:

Sense is always an effect. It is not an effect merely in the causal sense;
it is also an effect in the sense of the “optical effect” or a “sound ef-
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fect,” or, even better, a surface effect, a position effect, and a lan-
guage effect. Such an effect is not at all an appearance or an illusion.
It is a product that spreads out over, or extends itself the length of
the surface; it is strictly co-present to, and coextensive with, its own
cause, and determines this cause as an imminent cause, inseparable
from its effects, pure nihil or x, outside of the effects themselves. (70)

Deleuze adds that these kinds of effects “have usually been designated by a
proper or a singular name” such as “Kelvin effect” and “Seebeck effect” in
science, or in medicine diseases named after doctors who first described the
set of symptoms (70). The proper name Brecht designates singles out one
effect of alienation and certainly doesn’t encompass a great variety of effects
that emerged in performance practices in the course of the late twentieth
century. It seems that we have to settle for alienation effects without the
proper name attached to it, while keeping in mind that we are talking about
a range of effects that are, to use Deleuze’s locution, “copresent” and “coex-
tensive” with their own causes. Insofar as they “determine them as immi-
nent,” they know these causes in a way that is inherent and unique to the
process of causation. In that sense, self-management knows alienation in a
way that no other social order does. Starting from Marxist alienation, it re-
veals its multiplicity; in its encounter with psychoanalysis, it shows its con-
stitutive nature for subject formation and removes subject formation from
value judgment. In short, taking effects into account does not lead to resto-
ration of performances or their interpretation, but to their eventalization.
This book is not a survey of performance in Yugoslavia, but an evental
analysis of several significant intersections of different kinds of perfor-
mances. While it is my basic assumption that the second Yugoslavia was a
common cultural space, I am focusing on several urban centers that became
fertile ground for experimental art and performance, primarily Belgrade,
Zagreb, and Ljubljana. And even here, my goal is not an exhaustive inven-
tory of performance and the conceptual art scenes from which it emerged.
For example, while I talk about the great Art Informel artist from Zagreb
Ivo Gattin, I don’t follow his line of influence in Belgrade (Mic¢a Popovi¢
and his circle) or that of the equally great sculptor Olga Jevri¢; similarly, I
dwell on the very beginning of alternative theater in Yugoslavia by looking
at the first production of Waiting for Godot in Belgrade, but I don’t look at
other independent theater groups such as KPGT in Belgrade or Kugla
glumiste in Zagreb.3* I investigate festivals of new art organized in Bel-
grade in the 1970s such as April Meeting and Oktobar but not other festi-
vals in Belgrade (BITEF) and elsewhere (Eurokaz in Zagreb, Yugoslav
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Documenta in Sarajevo). Nor do I want to present the artists I am talking
about as previously unknown and “repressed” artists from the socialist
East: there is a solid bibliography in English on virtually all performance
and conceptual artists I am talking about. The practice of publishing cata-
logs bilingually (local language and English) started in Yugoslavia as early
as the catalog for New Art Practice and continued with monographs on art-
ists I am discussing in this book, such as Rasa Todosijevi¢, Era Milivojevig,
Marina Abramovi¢, Mladen Stilinovié, and Irwin. In addition, artists and
art historians from Yugoslavia collaborated regularly with their peers from
the West and published regularly abroad; some of them, such as Jasna
Tijardovi¢, Zoran Popovi¢, and Goran Dordevi¢, are in this book. Others,
such as Braco Dimitrijevi¢, Nena Dimitrijevi¢, Vlasta Delimar, Sanja
Ivekovi¢, Balint Szombathy, Gergelj Urkom, Nesa Paripovi¢, Tomaz
éalamun, David Nez, Janez Jansa, and many others I do not discuss in de-
tail (or not at all) simply in order to avoid listing and enumeration at the
expense of analysis.

In its general design, this book follows a decade-by-decade periodiza-
tion of self-management in Yugoslavia: here the 1950s are marked by depar-
tures from the Soviet model of the economy and of art, which resulted in a
push toward a socialist market economy and integral self-management in
the 1960s. The 1970s were marked by a definitive breach between ideologi-
cal discourse and labor performance, and in the 1980s macroeconomic per-
formance marginalized and “deregulated” labor, which eventually led to
obliteration of the worker as a political subject. What is important here is not
to identify exact historical boundaries between periods and in doing so re-
inforce them, but to recognize their instability: a period is defined not only
by the calendar and objects that happen to be produced within a certain
time segment, but also through institutions that come to support forms of
artistic production for which they were not initially intended (socialist real-
ism in providing institutional structure would support socialist aestheti-
cism; socialist aestheticism would back conceptual art). This provisional
periodization comes from an approach to the history of the second Yugosla-
via that is geological, not chronological, which enables one to recognize the
synchronization of different strata contained within each of its “periods.”*

Even though live art is the main focus of Alienation Effects, because of the
specific social organization of Yugoslavia, it plays an important part in the
country’s political economy, and accordingly it is inseparable from other
segments of society. So the first chapter, “Bodywriting” covers not only the
period of a planned economy, but the difficult transition from command to
market socialism, and the permutations of the planned economy that were
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incorporated into self-management. Chapter 2, “Syntactical Performances,”
focuses on the emergence of plural visions of self-management in the public
sphere. The final chapter, “Disalienation Defects,” examines the predica-
ment of Yugoslav self-management in the late 1970s and 1980s, which set up
its long and bloody dénouement in the 1990s. While recognizing the need
for a much broader critical reassessment of the legacy of the so-called post-
modernisms of the 1980s, I use this opportunity to look at postmodernism’s
role in the Yugoslav crisis. Each of these historical strata called for a differ-
ent methodology. In the first chapter, in which I analyze relatively distant
historical events, I have relied exclusively on archival material. In the sec-
ond, concerned with more recent history, I combined archival research with
interviews with participants and witnesses of performances I am discuss-
ing. And in the final chapter I often relied on memories of my own experi-
ences. I organized each chapter around two kinds of performances, which
can be described as small and large scale. In the first chapter, the microper-
formance is a clandestine 1954 performance of Waiting for Godot, which I
take as a model of proto-performance art in the former Yugoslavia. It was
staged only once, and for a small audience of not more than forty spectators.
I juxtapose it with the mass celebrations of Youth Day that strove to mobi-
lize the entire population. In the second chapter, the performance of large
magnitude is the student revolt at Belgrade University in June 1968. This
watershed moment of Yugoslav self-management in the late 1960s had
many manifestations, and the uprising at Belgrade University was just one
of them, perhaps the most visible. One of the outcomes of this crisis was a
spate of performance art pieces that were staged in Belgrade’s Student Cul-
tural Center in the aftermath of “June.”% In the third chapter, “microperfor-
mances” consist of gestures that, intentionally or not, often went unnoticed
in the greater public sphere, which becomes increasingly dominated by a
macroeconomics that left no space or time for reflection and critique. In the
final analysis, all of these permutations of performance—on both grand and
minute scales—chart the crisis of the political subject that marked all stages
of Yugoslavia’s turbulent history.

I'wrote this book in Silicon Valley, the new capital of abstract labor. It is
my hope Alienation Effects will put at least a small effet, as French soccer
players say when they kick the ball with a spin, on the enormous intellec-
tual effort that is happening around me. It is also my hope that this story
about the demise of Yugoslavia is not just a cautionary tale, and that it can
invite reconsiderations of alienation, performance, and self-management
even in the least likely of places.
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PERFORMANCE STATE

On the front page of its weekend issue for February 28-March 1, 1987, the
Sarajevo daily Oslobodenje published in big, bold letters the headline “The
Serpent Egg of New Collectivism.” An additional line above the headline
conveyed the editors” dismay —“Is even this possible!” —and the blurb be-
low explained what the hubbub was all about: “The creation of Ljubljana’s
NK, approved as the official poster for Youth Relay, is a copy of a Nazi
poster” (Idrizovi¢ 1987:1). Thus broke one of the greatest in the series of
scandals that shook Yugoslavia in its waning years. The article continued
on the fifth page of the journal, and in it the author, Nagorka Idrizovic,
explained that the poster was a replica of Richard Klein’s Nazi propaganda
image used in 1936 Olympic Games and published in A. J. P. Taylor’s book
From Sarajevo to Potsdam (1966). In the rest of the article, the author spared
no vitriol against its authors, the group New Collectivism, which was a
part of the alternative art association Neue Slowenische Kunst, active in
Yugoslavia’s northern republic of Slovenia since 1984.! The incredulity of
“Is even this possible!” addressed as much the audacity of the artists as it
did the lack of vigilance on the part of the selection committee that ap-
proved the poster for the largest state-sponsored spectacle in Yugoslavia.
To make the embarrassment even worse, the incriminated poster had been
published on the front pages of Yugoslav dailies (including Oslobodenje)
two days earlier, on Thursday, February 26, following the session of the
Federal Committee for the Celebration of Youth Day, held the previous
day. According to news reports, arguments in this long and to all accounts
uncomfortable meeting did not even touch on the poster based on Nazi
propaganda, but on another poster for the local celebration in Slovenia. The
representative of Yugoslav armed forces, Colonel Radivoj Cvijanovi¢, ob-
jected that the poster, which featured several unrelated elements including
the ruins of a Hellenic temple, had only local Slovene and European, while
eschewing Yugoslav and socialist, symbols (Tomovi¢ 1987:1).2 The authors
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were asked to revise the “local” poster, while no one objected to the poster
that was aimed for use around the country. Once the scandal broke, the
critics attacked New Collectivism for identifying the Yugoslav brand of
socialism with Nazism. In their defense, New Collectivism claimed that
they were using the legitimate postmodern technique of retro-avant-
gardism. Commenting on the scandal, Roman Uranjek, a member of New
Collectivism, remarked that “social-realistic Nazi art or any other ideologi-
cal art is all the same” (qtd. in Leposavi¢ 2005:174). The implication is that
they all fall within a broad category of totalitarian art.

In making this statement, Uranjek was simply following a well-
established tradition in the scholarship on European mass cultures of the
early twentieth century. By the late 1980s, it had almost become a scholarly
instinct to compare, identify, and find common aesthetic and organiza-
tional strategies between the mass festivities organized by movements on
opposite sides of the ideological spectrum. For example, in his work on the
Thingspiel, a mass theater form favored by the Nazis between 1933 and
1937, Hennig Eichberg calls for the examination of the “unacknowledged
predecessors” of Thingspiel in communist mass theater events of the 1920s,
as well as for a comparative study of the national-socialist and leftist festi-
val plays of the Weimar Republic (Eichberg 1977:137, 138). Personal aes-
thetic affinities that attracted artists from one ideological extreme to works
representative of another extreme, such as those of the Italians Gaetano
Ciocca and Telesio Interlandi, supporters and advocates of Mussolini’s fas-
cism who admired the mass appeal of Bolshevik culture, could lead even a
sensitive scholar like Jeffrey Schnapp to call attention to the commonalities
in experiments with mass theater not only within the Left and Right in the
Weimar Republic, or between the Third Reich and fascist Italy, but also
between these right-wing regimes and the Soviet Union (Schnapp 1994:83).
These comparisons are prompted not just by structural and formal simi-
larities, but by the pronounced agonistic nature of both rightist and leftist
mass spectacles.

Youth Day had its origins in the first mass celebration established in the
socialist Yugoslavia. As early as April 1945, while the final push for the lib-
eration of the northwestern parts of the country from the Nazi invaders was
still in progress, the Central Committee of the Antifascist Youth of Yugosla-
via (Centralni komitet AntifaSisticke omladine Jugoslavije) asked its local
organizations to join a nationwide relay run as a way of celebrating Mar-
shall Tito’s birthday.> A memo sent to all cells of the Antifascist Youth of
Yugoslavia announced that “as Comrade Tito’s fifty-third birthday is ap-
proaching,” this organization’s “Department of Sports and Physical Culture
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will organize mass youth relay races across Yugoslavia. Young runners will
carry nicely crafted batons and in them written birthday cards to our Mar-
shall, and in that way they will bring to Belgrade the good wishes of the
people who will greet them along the way” (in Stanimirovi¢ 1981:27). Tito’s
birthday celebration was a track-and-field relay race. In fact, the sources of
this form of celebration suggest that New Collectivism’s poster was more
spot-on than the young designers might have imagined. According to a par-
ticipant in the first relay race, Ljubica Stanimirovi¢, the Antifascist Youth
Organization in the central Serbian town of Kragujevac, which organized
the first Tito’s Relay, found its inspiration for the stafeta in “revived memo-
ries of that day in 1936 when at dusk the torch from Mount Olympus ar-
rived in Kragujevac . . . on its path to the Munich Olympics.* For many years
since then, generations of young pupils have run through streets and court-
yards, practicing the handing of the baton” (1981:22). The race almost im-
mediately took on the name Tito’s Relay Race, or Titova $tafeta, which, in
fact, pointed back to the etymological roots of stafeta in the Italian word
staffetta and the French estaffette, designating the courier or the one bringing
news (Kastratovi¢-Risti¢ 2008:23). Because this event involved masses of
people, in Yugoslavia the word stafeta quickly came to symbolize not only
the baton relay, but also the elaborate system of symbolic displays, sports
events, and celebrations that accompanied it. Tito’s Relay Race quickly out-
grew the form of a linear run suggested by its name (and its origin in track
and field) and evolved into a vast network of races. A number of schools,
factories, and local municipalities organized their own stafetas, which joined
together into regional stafetas, and regional stafetas merged to form Stafetas of
the republics. In addition, a number of countrywide organizations had their
own Sstafetas: from the association of the communist partisan veterans of
World War II, to associations of cyclists, mountaineers, radio amateurs, and
firefighters, to name a few. Last but not least, the Yugoslav People’s Army
had several stafetas, since each of its branches had its own. In the end, the
map of the relay runs and celebrations that accompanied the passage of run-
ners through villages, schools, towns, army barracks, factories, impassable
mountaintops, and riverbeds resembled a capillary system that joined the
entire country into an interconnected organism.

During the first two decades of the stafeta tradition, Tito received thou-
sands of batons from all parts of the country. As the ethnologist Ivan
Colovi¢ points out, the meaning of this network of relay running was not
only in the direct, hand-to-hand communication between the masses of
citizens and the country’s leader, but also the confirmation of his legiti-
macy as the undisputed ruler (in Leposavi¢ 2005:141). This kind of legitimi-
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zation was necessary in the immediate post-World War II period, when the
former communist guerilla’s grip on power was still weak. As time passed,
the meaning of this mass performance changed to accommodate the coun-
try’s ideological transformations.

Some 12,500 runners participated in the first relay race in liberated Yu-
goslavia. The countrywide trail ended in a mass meeting in Slavija, one of
the main Belgrade city squares, from which Tito himself was absent. He
was in Zagreb, so the final leg of the baton’s journey was made in an air-
plane. By the following year, there was a protocol in place, according to
which the arrival of Tito’s Baton (Titova stafeta) in the capital of Yugoslavia
was celebrated in one of the main city squares, usually the Square of the
Republic, after which it was handed to the president in a special ceremony
arranged at his residence in the White Palace (Beli dvor). From the inception
of this tradition, which was by far the largest mass celebration in post-
World War II Yugoslavia, devotion to Tito was measured by the number of
bodies and the distance traveled: in 1950, 93,000 km and over a million run-
ners; in 1951, 128,000 km and 1.5 million runners. The largest relay run was
organized in 1952, when some 1,555,000 runners covered over 130,000 km.
In the early 1960s, the format of the relay was changed, and the multitude
of small local batons was replaced by the single Youth Baton. As Colovi¢
observed, putting an end to the vast capillary system that had connected
the entire country through local races coincided with the emergence of an-
other, more efficient and ubiquitous network, that of television (145). The
daily televised updates on the progress of the Youth Baton culminated in a
live broadcast of the final mass performance. Still, this didn’t reduce the
symbolic significance of a performance of this magnitude, which each year,
for a few weeks, turned Yugoslavia into a veritable performance state.

In 1953, the year the new constitution set the legal foundations of Yugo-
slav self-management, the sports society “Partizan” organized a perfor-
mance of en masse street exercises on the occasion of the arrival of Tito’s
Baton in Belgrade. Beginning that year, the huge stadium performance be-
came a regular practice, with not only the central mass celebration, but also
many local “salutes” to Tito’s Baton organized along its long route through-
out Yugoslavia. In 1956, for the first time, the arrival of Tito’s Baton in Bel-
grade was celebrated with a mass spectacle held in the stadium of the Yu-
goslav People’s Army. On that occasion, Tito suggested that instead of
celebrating his birthday, May 25 should be declared the official Youth Day.
He symbolically handed the baton back to the youth, and they responded
the following year by starting the relay run from his birthplace, the village
of Kumrovec in Croatia. With this symbolic exchange, time—that is to say,
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history —began to seep into the geopolitics of the body that was the Youth
Relay: every year, the starting point of the run was chosen for its symbolic
place in the history of the Yugoslav revolution or for its relevance to the
politics of the day. In other words, the $tafeta became the means not only of
celebration, but also of commemoration and education. It not only orga-
nized the diverse cultural and ethnic spaces of Yugoslavia into one homog-
enous body, but also symbolically inscribed history in its geographical
space, and pointed the direction toward the future.

Great care was taken so that each year the relay race would begin from
a different republic, and from a starting point that held a significant sym-
bolic meaning. So, for example, in 1963, the Stafeta departed from the cen-
tral Bosnian town of Jajce to commemorate the twentieth anniversary of the
Second National Antifascist Liberation Council of Yugoslavia (Antifasisticko
vece narodnog oslobodenja Jugoslavije, AVNQY]), in which delegates from
all parts of the country laid the foundation for the socialist and federal Yu-
goslavia. The following year, it started from Skopje, the capital of the Re-
public of Macedonia, a gesture expressing the nation’s solidarity with the
city reeling from a devastating earthquake the previous year. Among other
things, the Youth Relay, as it had been called since 1957, was a celebration
of labor. It usually started in mid- to late April, so that the ritual of running
coincided with May 1, International Labor Day, which was one of the major
state holidays in Yugoslavia. The two holidays merged into a prolonged
ceremony that had the festival of labor as one of its main components. It
culminated on or right before 25 May in a number of activities that ranged
from sports events (the final match of the soccer cup, or Tito’s Cup, as it
was called, was held at that time, as well as of other sports competitions) to
cultural and educational activities. In 1968, the Youth Festival of Labor was
for the first time organized in the city of Zrenjanin in the northern Serbian
province of Vojvodina. That same year, the Youth Relay had begun its long
journey from the camp of Voluntary Youth Work Brigades at Derdap, the
construction site of a dam on the river Danube.

A great economic reform had been initiated in 1965, and that was the
first year on record since World War II without any major, or “central” as
they were called, youth work actions. Over the following two years, none of
the major construction sites around the country used any voluntary labor.
But after that, they started coming back, having been adjusted to the new
socialist market economy. One of the best examples of this changed nature
of Youth Work Actions was New Belgrade, which was suspended soon after
it was initiated in 1948. In 1968, on its twentieth anniversary, the tradition
was revived in “Youth Work Action New Belgrade '68,” albeit on completely
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different principles than youth work actions from the period of reconstruc-
tion and industrialization. Momc¢ilo Stefanovi¢, the chronicler of this youth
work action, writes that in “New Belgrade '68,” the tradition of volunteer
labor was adapted to economic reforms, and as a result, for the first time
ever a youth work action was set up using the principles of an enterprise in
socialist market economy. He explains that the Youth Work Brigade won
the contract for untrained labor that was offered by the communal direction
for the development of New Belgrade. The enterprise “New Belgrade ‘68"
was charging 10 dinars per hour of labor, which was 2.5 dinars below what
for-profit construction companies were charging (Stefanovi¢ 1969:56). If the
purpose of socialist realism as an aesthetic system was to support and im-
prove labor efficiency through its aestheticization, then by joining self-
management and market socialism, volunteer labor in Yugoslavia also en-
tered the sphere of socialist aestheticism. This, in turn, called for the new
aestheticization of labor. In order to understand this new aestheticization of
labor, we need to look at the one that preceded it.

CHOREOGRAPHY OF LABOR

“Socialist society restores the face to a human being,” a face that is a “mir-
ror and an incarnation of inner thoughts and feelings.” A shock worker’s
eyes “glow with mature resolution mixed with childish enthusiasm.” His
voice rings:

Labor sings from men’s eyes, from their faces.
Like a mighty river sings emancipated labor.
Like a meadow, forest, garden with birdsong
With song of labor our city sings.

Workers’ backs are “tanned with the sun” and “hands reach for a shovel or
pickax or any other tool.” In their bare legs “muscles swell with tension.”
Steel mill workers, “naked from the waist up, with tight muscles, bony and
steely solid, tirelessly move their strong arms” to feed ore into a blast fur-
nace. Seen in a silhouette against the scorching spectacle of melting steel,
their bodies are “sweaty and smeared with soot,” but they are “indefatiga-
bly bright and joyous.”

From this textual montage of fragments taken from literary and journal-
istic texts published in Yugoslavia during the first few years after World
War II, a composite image of a strong laboring body emerges.® It is never
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alone. Individual bodies come together to form a labor brigade: “bony Mijo
Jozi¢, powerful Jevrem Luki¢, resilient Muslija Alispahi¢, tireless Stanko
Lazi¢” (Burina 1949:3). In this collective labor, each body overcomes its
own limitations and joins together to form a vast toiling configuration: a
body joins another body; hand joins hand, until, as the poet Desanka
Maksimovi¢ put it, “Hundreds of thousands / of young hands.. . . cut a road
into a mountain’s chest” (1947:14). Through all of this digging, drilling,
breaking, pushing, and lifting, steely and earthy bodies humanize the land-
scape and turn it into a vast organism. The tracks of the Samac-Sarajevo
railroad, which 60,000 youths built from April to November 1947, are “two
steel veins that reach the horizon” (Bonovi¢ 1948:96). In his report from the
same construction site, Marin Franicevi¢ also uses the metaphor of the
bloodstream to anthropomorphize the industrial countryside, describing
the railroad as an “important artery in our five-year plan” (1947:576). He
emphasizes that what goes on at work sites across the country is not just
the development of industry, but also the fashioning of the “new man, who
already has been sketched in during the years of the war for liberation, and
who is taking shape, developing, and growing everywhere, especially on
railroad construction sites” (1947:576).

Public sculpture was the most appropriate medium for displaying the
colossal features of this “new man.” One of the earliest examples of new art
dealing with these contemporary themes was Boris Kalin’s The Hostage (Ta-
lac) from 1945. The worker in chains is heavyset. His limbs are strong, made
for heavy lifting; his shoulders are broad and his neck thick. The worker’s
massive feet are firmly planted on the ground, and they provide a solid
basis for upward movement: the body stands strong and tall, and it rises
from and uplifts the land that war had reduced to rubble. In 1945, Yugoslav
authorities submitted a report to the International Reparation Commission
in Paris finding that in World War II the country suffered direct material
damages valued at $9.1 billion, which was 1.4 times the damages reported
by Great Britain and 7.2 times those incurred by the United States
(Dobrivojevi¢ 2010:104). Even more devastating was the human loss: ac-
cording to some official reports, over a million Yugoslavs died in World
War II; only the Soviet Union and Poland suffered more human casualties.
And all of that in a country that was underdeveloped to begin with: accord-
ing to data for 1939, only 45% of the country’s production came from in-
dustry, while the rest came from agriculture; in 1940, as much as 86% of
money spent on imports was for industrial goods (Majdanac 1981:21).

The officials of the Communist Party of Yugoslavia (Komunisticka par-
tija Jugoslavije) saw the country’s vast construction sites and newly built or
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Fig. 1. Boris Kalin:
The Hostage. Bronze,

1945.

repaired factories as a crucible where a whole new class would be forged,
a new political subject without which the socialist state could not survive.
As in many other things, here the CPY followed the Soviet example. Like
Russia, Yugoslavia was a distinctly agrarian state before the revolution;
and unlike in the first socialist state, in Yugoslavia the revolution coincided
with the war for liberation from the Nazi invaders and the puppet regimes
they established on Yugoslav soil.® In post-World War II Yugoslavia, as in
postrevolutionary Russia, the Party was engaged not only in rebuilding the
economy, but also in “creating the “proletarian” subject” as the new domi-
nant class (Dobrenko 2007:150). According to data for 1921 to 1931, peas-
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ants accounted for 80% of the Yugoslav population, and only 9% were em-
ployed in industry. In Serbia alone, which was less industrially developed
than Slovenia and parts of Croatia, yet more so than Bosnia-Herzegovina,
Macedonia, and Montenegro, workers employed in handicraft trades out-
numbered industrial workers by more than 3% (41.8% to 38.2%) (Majdanac
1981:16). Evgeny Dobrenko points out that in the Soviet Union, the “nomi-
nation” of the new political subject was at once a political, industrial, orga-
nizational, and discursive operation. Here, arts played a key role. Speaking
of Fedor Gladkov and other leading authors from the Soviet industrializa-
tion period in the 1930s, Soviet critic Alexandr Ianov explained that writers
and party leaders

were obliged to, in no time at all, fundamentally rework amorphous
human material into a purposeful structured social body. . . . Over
the course of the First Five-Year Plan, the numbers of the working
class grew annually by 21 percent. This meant that in less than one
five-year period yet another working class arose alongside the old
one, a new working class equal to the old ones in number! (in Dob-
renko 2007:166)

Based on the Soviet economic model and prepared with the aid of So-
viet experts, the industrialization of Yugoslavia (the stage that followed
reconstruction in the multiphased development of the economy) was the
central feature of the First Five-Year Plan. The implementation of the plan
itself was prepared in a series of legislative moves, such as the Law on the
Federal Economic Plan and State Planning Bodies (May 1946), the Law on
State Enterprises (July 1946), and the Law on Nationalization (December
1946), which turned all privately owned industries and corporations over
to the state. In addition to nationalizing all businesses and industry, the
government centralized the banking system and began regulating prices at
the end of 1946. The Yugoslav First Five-Year Plan, popularly known as
“Petoljetka,” was presented at the Federal People’s Assembly (Narodna
skupstina) on April 24, 1947, and passed four days later (April 28), for the
period from (retroactively) January 1, 1947, to January 1, 1951. The Law on
the Federal Economic Plan and State Planning Bodies cleared the way for
the establishment of the Federal Planning Commission, which collected
data from all communes and factories about their production capacities
and needs, and used this information to determine production goals or
“norms.” The main norms of the first Petoljetka were announced in the in-
troductory section of the text of the Plan Law: “liquidation of economic and



42 ALIENATION EFFECTS

technological backwardness; reinforcement of economic and defensive
powers of the nation; further reinforcement and development of the social-
ist sector of national economy; improvement of workers” well-being in all
branches of the economy” (Zakon 1947:6). Although it addressed in minute
detail all branches of the economy, the plan privileged heavy (or extensive)
industries and investments in underdeveloped regions. So, according to
projections set by the plan, the relation between heavy industry and the
consumer goods industry, which in 1939 stood at 43:57, by the end of the
Five-Year Plan was supposed to be reversed to 57:43. Further, according to
the plan, by 1951 the GDP was supposed to reach 193% of what it was in
1939 (Majdanac 1981:39).” In another demonstration of the new centralized
economy, the government put the Federal Planning Commission in charge
of extensive parts of industry, mines, and infrastructure, and the republi-
can and communal planning bodies in charge of consumer goods® and
other industries that were deemed less vital for the overall development of
the economy. One of the biggest impediments to the implementation of
this ambitious plan was the lack of labor power. The answer to this prob-
lem was a voluntary youth workforce. In all facets of its execution, the plan
depended on it. According to some estimates, during the First Five-Year
Plan, one million Yugoslav youths worked on some seventy construction
sites, contributing approximately 60 million workdays of free labor (Selini¢
2007:56).

The Brcko-Banovidi railroad was the first massive youth labor action
(Omladinska radna akcija), in which 60,000 young men and women built
ninety kilometers of tracks from May 1 to November 7, 1946; this was fol-
lowed in 1947 by the above-mentioned Samac-Sarajevo railroad. That same
year work began on the Brotherhood and Unity highway that was to run
from Zagreb to Belgrade. The first laborers arrived at the New Belgrade site
in the marshlands on the left bank of the river Sava near Belgrade. By 1948,
roughly 49,800 voluntary youth workers were laboring on the construction
sites of the new Yugoslav Parliament Building, a hotel nearby, residential
buildings, and student dorms (Selini¢ 2005:89). In short, a whole new city
was rising on the sandy expanses across the river from the old Belgrade city
center.

As the mission and even the organization of mass labor changed with
the shift from reconstruction to industrialization, so did its representations
in art. The idea of socialist labor struggling against and overcoming nature,
established in Soviet literature and art,” was taken over during the period
of industrialization by Yugoslav writers and painters in their depiction of
railroad and highway construction sites. The socialist city called for a new,
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semibiblical theme of the new city as the realization of emancipated labor.
In the “Morning” (Jutro) section of his poetic cycle Socialist City (Socijalisticki
grad) Dragutin Zduni¢ rhapsodizes,

Look, a sunlit city stands,
Clean boulevards and the rustle of many branches,
Avenues full of flowers lead far away,
Mighty facades, light wings’ noise,
Shimmering of the sun’s dust all around
Bonds life and lifts it into heights.
And the poet writes that in apartments of this city of light,
The room is clean, immeasurably white,
Like our robes and our bodies.
There is not a speck, only sun’s strings
Seep through the windows.
(Zduni¢ 1947:806)

In this ethereal city, bodies are no longer sweaty and soiled, and jaws are
not cringing with exertion. Instead, “In thoughts and hearts above the en-
tire city / Song accompanies our hours of work and rest.” This labor is ele-
vated from drudgery to dance, and promoted from punishment to pleasure
by technology and industry. Here are the opening lines of the section “Fac-
tories”:

Bright halls with glass ceilings,

Factories are as luminous as day. . . .

Under domes hums a gentle song,

And you hardly hear a movement, easy buzz.
That is a machine purring its easy song.

(807)

Whereas in Zduni¢’s vision of the socialist city labor has been transferred
over to machines—a move perfectly in tune with the utopia of the classics
of Marxism—in City in Hands (Grad na rukama) Slobodan Markovi¢ places
physical labor at its very foundation:

There is no greater happiness than becoming the city’s foundation,
Your youth being embedded in its first laughter.

I foresee: spacious spring over palaces

And my eye as it swims with it.

43
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If I close my eyes in that whitest of days,
Perhaps I will again swing on a scaffolding,
In that blue, dear, heavenly bed
And my sleeves will be all white again
From lime and sand dearer than pearls,
Because the city is not just a row of long roofs.
The city is the faith of my proud republic,
Branch full of fruit, sprouted from trenches!
(Markovi¢ 1949:3)

This emphasis on concrete physical labor literally grounds this city and
establishes a clear path toward the realization of a futurist vision. When it
comes to visual arts, this reconciliation between the ground and the heights
reached by modern buildings, and between the present and the future, was
accomplished with unmatched effectiveness in Boza Ili¢’s painting Sondage
of the Terrain in New Belgrade (Sondiranje terena na Novom Beogradu).1

1li¢’s painting was shown in December 1948 at the seventh exhibition of
ULUS," only months after voluntary work brigades arrived in New Bel-
grade.’? Yugoslav art critics instantly proclaimed this painting a major
breakthrough of the new, socially conscious art. It was not only this paint-
ing’s obvious timeliness and topicality that set it apart from other works
exhibited at that time, but more than anything else its representation of la-
bor. A full-page color reproduction of Ili¢’s painting was published on the
tirst page of the first issue of Umetnost, the journal ULUS founded in 1949.
It was followed by a long article entitled “Ideological Content Gives Wings
to Talents” (“Idejnost daje krila talentima”) by Jovan Popovi¢, one of the
leading advocates of socialist realism in Serbia and Yugoslavia. Without
ever explicitly mentioning Ili¢ and his painting, Popovi¢ writes of a need
for specificity and ideological clarity in painterly portrayals of scenes from
the “battlefields” of reconstruction and industrialization. He complains
that too often the authors of these works are content to just highlight facto-
ries and machines, even though these structures are ideologically neutral
and have the same form and shape in both socialist and capitalist societies.
“The most important” components of the Yugoslav postwar economy “are
precisely the relationships of workers to industry”; however, complained
Popovi¢, “What is usually shown are roughly sketched figures doing prim-
itive work, in helpless poses, with eternal shovels and buckets” (1949:9).
Popovi¢’s disapproval of “hunched and faceless figures” identifies digging
as the paradigmatic gesture of labor in countless paintings and drawings.
Voluntary workers were mobilized to perform unskilled work that boiled
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Fig. 2. Boza Ili¢: Sondage of the Terrain in New Belgrade. Oil on canvas,
1949. Courtesy of Narodni Muzej, Belgrade.
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Fig. 3. Five-Year Plan of the Federative People’s Republic of Yugosla-
via’s Development: Projection of the GDP. From the pamphlet The
Five Year Plan of the Development of People’s Economy in FNR] from
1947-191. (Petogodisnji plan) razvitka narodne privrede FNR] u godinama
1947-1951.
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down to a very limited number of operations: striking (with a pickax or
hammer), shoveling, and pushing (wagons or wheelbarrows). The perfor-
mance of these operations demanded gestures that pointed downward,
toward the ground, or at best thrusting forward. Even the word udarnik, the
most coveted title among the ranks of socialist workers (paid or voluntary),
referenced a gesture pointing downward: udarnik comes from the verb uda-
riti, to strike or hit.!® This wrestling with the earth forced workers away
from the heroic poses of labor heroes and toward hunched bodily postures
that suggested subordination and suffering.!* The vector of labor in artistic
representations contrasted sharply with diagrammatic schema of the Five-
Year Plan, which always pointed upward.

Both in the Soviet Union and in Yugoslavia, replacing the market econ-
omy with a planned economy resulted in a shift from the idea of economy
as a “science of unintended consequences of human action” to a “science of
allocative efficiency” (Rutland 1985:31).!5 The central planning agency was
charged with the task of replacing the unpredictability, haphazardness,
and injustice of a capitalist market with predictability, rationality, and jus-
tice of the grand plan. Here, the plan appears almost in its etymological
sense: as a blueprint, drawing, a diagram of a new structure, which in this
case is not just a building, but the industry and agriculture of a vast econ-
omy. Further, in the case of the Five-Year Plan, this regulation of space be-
comes intrinsically tied with the ordering of time. The plan is also an inten-
tion, a proposal, or a set or tasks and prescriptions for the accomplishment
of a certain number of goals. Finally, it is important to stress again that in
Yugoslavia the first Five-Year Plan had the power of law: any failure to
meet the goals was routinely seen as a subversive act.

All of this amounted to a vast scripturalization of the entire economy.
The plan prescribed extremely detailed production targets for all industrial
branches and the commodities they produced. As Albert Waterston ob-
served in his survey of the Yugoslav first Five-Year Plan, an industrial
branch such as the glass industry was divided into sections for “ordinary
glass, optical glass, safety glass for autos, fireproof glass, glass containers
for medical use, and glass for electric bulbs,” each with its own production
goals; and further, “the number of telegrams to be sent and the number of
telephone calls to be placed was estimated, as were the number of restau-
rants and number of meals they would serve” (Waterston 1962:10). The
diagram is the visual form that brings together all phases of the plan: from
its preparation, to setting up the production norms, to its propagation and
implementation. Because of that, the diagram is not just a technique for il-
lustrating and visualizing the plan, but the very means of scriptualizing
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economic (and every other) performance. In other words, the diagram does
not represent, it acts. John Bender and Michael Marrinan align the diagram
functionally with “working objects,” which are not “raw nature” or “con-
cepts,” “
concepts are formed and to which they are applied” (Bender and Marrinan
2010:33). The unmatched accomplishment of Ili¢’s painting was not in its

much less conjectures or theories; they are materials from which

depiction, but in the diagrammatization of labor.

The same issue of Umetnost that opened with Ili¢’s Sondage of the Terrain
in New Belgrade closed with a full-page color reproduction of another in-
stant masterpiece of Yugoslav socialist realism, Porde Andrejevi¢ Kun's
Witnesses of Horror (Svedoci uzasa, 1948).1° The placement of these two paint-
ings in the inaugural issue of the journal published by the association of
Serbian painters signals a change of generations and of themes in postwar
Serbian art. If critics recognized Kun as an artist who set the standard for
the visual representation of the People’s Liberation Struggle (Narodno-
oslibodilacka borba, or NOB) as the first major theme of Yugoslav socialist
realism, then Ili¢ was hailed as a painter who set the paradigm for the vi-
sual representation of the second major theme, the country’s reconstruc-
tion and industrialization. In the first major newspaper article on Sondage of
the Terrain in New Belgrade, Oto Bihalji-Merin called attention to Ili¢’s solu-
tions to the problem of representing “work enthusiasm” in painting.!”
Bihalji-Merin writes that Ili¢ depicts the “rhythm and happiness of collec-
tive creation in building our socialist fatherland,” while “all figures in the
painting are plausibly and truthfully linked in a process of labor” (1949:6).
Grgo Gamulin, another prominent advocate of socialist realism, objected,
saying that Ili¢ did not pay enough attention to the detailed depiction of
workers’ faces. “Despite, or because of that,” writes Gamulin, the bodies
receive ample emphasis: “Big figures in the foreground are animated by
real action taken from contemporary life, and brightly illuminated by day-
light.” All of this brings forward “individual characteristics that mirror the
new humanism of our age” (1949:835). In his programmatic introductory
text to the first issue of Umetnost, Popovic finds the depiction of labor cru-
cial for new socialist painting: “Our man is working, he is working hard,
both in big collectives and alone. But what is he doing, and how, what is the
meaning of his work, what does he feel, what is he getting from this con-
scious labor with which he is transforming the nature and himself?”
(1949:9). They all seem to be in agreement that Sondage of the Terrain in New
Belgrade finally offered a solution to the elusive problem of the pictorial
depiction of organized labor.

As in other paintings and drawings of construction sites during this
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period, workers in Sondage of the Terrain in New Belgrade are engaged with
the ground, therefore with the very base of all future building. However, in
choosing to depict a soil probe, an operation that precedes all other proce-
dures involved in constructing a building, including digging the founda-
tion, Ili¢ transposed a ground-oriented action into vertical direction. The
figure of a young woman in the foreground strictly parallels the drill’s axis,
and finally offers an image of a worker who does not stoop to penetrate the
earth. Here, socialist realist composition finally finds a formula for digni-
fied digging. Further, the pyramidal shape of the probe that dominates the
entire composition is also an arrow that points upward. This is the labor
that strives upward, and as such it resonates both with the height and the
brightness that dominate the poetry of socialist cities and with the ascend-
ing arrows in diagrams representing the Five-Year Plan. Sondage of the Ter-
rain in New Belgrade is not only a representation of labor, but insofar as it
includes a diagram of economic growth, it is an image that performs, or a
working object. With his diagrammatic painting, Ili¢ offered a solution to
one of the main problems of socialist realism: the efficacy of the image.

At almost 4.5 by 2.5 meters, this painting is monumental in both its sub-
ject and its physical size. The sheer proportions place it in the same cate-
gory as sculptural works of that period. Here, in a diagrammatic composi-
tion, Ili¢ uses the painting’s theme to solve problems of stasis and
two-dimensionality inherent in the medium of painting. In choosing to
depict the action of pushing a large sondage drill instead of a wagon, he
departs from linear movement and replaces it with rotation. This move-
ment gives him an opportunity to present each body working in unison
with others, without sacrificing individual traits. Further, because of the
circular itinerary, the human body is presented from all sides: the sum of
individual motion merges into one moving body. In this way, Ili¢’s paint-
ing can be seen not only as a formal success in overcoming the limitations
of the medium by offering a three-dimensional sculptural view of the body
in a two-dimensional painting, but, more importantly for critics and pa-
trons of the day, it offers an image of harmonious collective effort. And
even beyond that, it provides the “static” and “spatial” medium of panting
with a strong temporal dimension. While socialist history has a clear point
of fulfillment, a secular parousia of sorts, its calendar is organized cycli-
cally into five-year periods. The vertical axis of the sondage apparatus di-
vides the picture plane in two halves. In each of them, there is a group of
three plus two youth laborers, symbolizing the two Five-Year Plans.

Sondage of the Terrain in New Belgrade furnishes not just an image, but an
entire choreography of labor that is monumental, dynamic, and charged
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with symbolism. Accordingly, it provides an unacknowledged ideal for
practical staging of particular mass exercises in Youth Day performances in
the years to come. Critics, including Bihalji-Merin, recognized in it the real-
ization of socialist realism’s basic tenets. On the one hand, it conforms to
the so-called theory of reflection, which Soviet critic Georgi Plekhanov ex-
plained with the simple premise that “objective” reality precedes any sub-
jectivity, so that the material reality comes as the first condition of truth.
However, it is the task of art not only to reflect the material reality, or ob-
jects and nature, but also the social reality that actively transforms nature
and produces objects. In his Unaddressed Letters Plekhanov states explicitly
his firm belief in the existence of a “close causal relationship between art of
a people and its economy” (1957:52). This points to labor as another pillar
of socialist realism, which Maksim Gorky formulated at the First Congress
of Soviet Writers: “For the basic hero of our works we must choose labor,
i.e., a person organized by the labor process, who for us is armed with all
the might of contemporary technology, a person who in turn makes labor
easier and more productive, elevating it to a degree of art” (in Dobrenko
2007:161).

Efficient and impeccable as it is, this labor is not just an extension of
performance done by machines. Far from being dehumanized as in capital-
ism, the experience of labor in a socialist society is informed by high politi-
cal awareness. In reports from construction sites and factories during the
first years of the plan, labor is described not only as collective and orga-
nized, but also as frenetic. Workers appear as if possessed in their efforts to
meet and surpass goals set by the plan. Literary texts and economic reports
are dotted with references to the zeal and energy of working masses. For
example, a report from the first year of the plan in Yugoslavia speaks of the
workers themselves being surprised with what they were able to accom-
plish once they were taken over by “shock worker enthusiasm and inspira-
tion” (Filipovi¢ 1947:3). However, this is not a St. Vitus dance of labor. This
passion for work is kept in check by the high ethical standards of socialist
workers. As Antonije Marinkovi¢ points out in his report from coal mines,
published in a literary journal, “In our country, for every workingman, la-
bor became a matter of respect and honor, elevated to the status of a cult.
That is one of the most important characteristics of our construction sites.
Attitude toward labor became the most important factor in the assessment
of every workingman” (1949:1). This integration of efficient organization
and zeal for labor leaves room for nothing else. In its schema of labor, mon-
etary remuneration becomes incidental to the results of labor.

In planned economies, socialist competition replaces the race for profits
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that drives capitalist market economies. This kind of rivalry does not pit
one company against another, worker against his neighbor on the produc-
tion line, as in capitalism, but entire factories, brigades, and individual
workers against all kinds of obstacles: from difficulties posed by nature, to
scarcity, to moral vices such as alcoholism. In the Soviet Union, socialist
competition emerged during the First Five-Year Plan as an expansion and
systematization of the idea of shock work (Siegelbaum 1988:40). Both of
these aspects of socialist competition are equally important: “systematiza-
tion” suggests that surpassing norms and setting records for productivity
was impossible with just the sheer physical strength and zeal of the work-
ers, but also required the careful organization of labor. “Expansion” refers
to the popularization of shock work and its growth from elite units and
individuals to the proletarian masses; and further, it pertains to vast mech-
anisms for the propagation of socialist values, such as ideinost’ (ideological
content) and udarnichestvo (shock work), epitomized in the figure of the
hero of socialist work. The first such hero was Alexey Stakhanov, who, in a
competition organized by a local Party group at the Central Irmino coal
mine (Donbas region in Ukraine), on August 23, 1935, excavated in one
shift over 102 tons of coal (Siegelbaum 1988:70). Widely popularized
throughout the Soviet Union, Stakhanov’s accomplishments gave rise to a
shock work movement named after him, Stakhanovism.

By instituting socialist competition as the driving force of the nation’s
economy, Yugoslav planners emulated the Soviet model. As in the Soviet
Union, unions were in charge of organizing competitions, and journalists
and writers were assigned the task of describing and immortalizing the
triumphs of Stakhanovites and fashioning them into heroes of labor. While
Sondage of the Terrain in New Belgrade fulfills the tasks of socialist realist art,
the political and social context within which it was produced sets it apart
from similar works from the Soviet Union. Ili¢’s painting was produced,
exhibited, and celebrated in a charged atmosphere of an escalating conflict
between Yugoslavia and the USSR. In some ways, it is positioned at the
very center of the watershed political event that in many ways determined
Yugoslavia’'s position during the Cold War. On the one hand, Ili¢ com-
pleted and exhibited the painting as the rift between the two socialist re-
gimes was growing beyond repair. On the other hand, the painting was
almost immediately mobilized on this new ideological front. The history of
its appearances in Yugoslav window-shop publications provides a telling
illustration.

Starting in 1945, Oto Bihalji-Merin edited the journal Jugoslavija SSSR:



BODYWRITING 51

Casopis drustva za kulturnu saradnju Jugoslavije sa SSSR Yugoslavia USSR:
(The Journal of the Society for Cultural Cooperation between Yugoslavia and
USSR), which served as one of the main channels for import of socialist
realism into Yugoslavia, and presentation of Yugoslav accomplishments
in this realm to the Soviets. With its large format, glossy cover pages, and
ample illustrations (some of them in color), it stood out from among other
periodicals published just after World War II period in Yugoslavia. A
full-page color reproduction of Ili¢’s painting In Bosnian Mountains (Po
Bosanskim planinama) was published in the February—March 1948 issue of
Jugoslavija-SSSR. Bihalji-Merin might have been more than just a cham-
pion of Ili¢’s work: in June of that year, right about the time when Ili¢
started working on his monumental painting, Jugoslavija-SSSR published
a photograph from construction sites in New Belgrade that very much
resembles Sondage of the Terrain in New Belgrade. It is hard to imagine that
the critic and the painter did not share their knowledge of the sondage
motif, and it remains unclear who “discovered” it first. Be that as it may,
a full-page black-and-white reproduction of Sondage of the Terrain in New
Belgrade was published in May 1949 issue of this magazine. That was its
penultimate issue. The same year, Bihalji-Merin started another similar
venture, Jugoslavija: ilustrovani casopis (Yugoslavia: An Illustrated Maga-
zine), even more luxurious than Jugoslavija SSSR, and published in Serbo-
Croatian, English, and German. A full-page color reproduction of Ili¢’s
painting appeared in the first issue of this magazine, published in the fall
of 1949 (p. 87). It was the only painting that was featured in Bihalji-Merin’s
magazines that presented Yugoslavia to the East and the West, respec-
tively. This publication history expands the motif of turning in Ili¢’s paint-
ing to include Yugoslav foreign policy.

In the first two years after the liberation, Yugoslav Communists saw
themselves as the most faithful followers of the Soviet model of socialist
society. Among other things, the country went further than any other state
in the Soviet zone of influence in nationalizing the economy and setting up
and implementing its Five-Year Plan. Tito’s name was routinely invoked
next to Stalin’s, as in Antonije Marinkovi¢’s poem “Facing the Beauty of
Our Construction Sites” (“Pred lepotom nasih radilista”):

Only pines and gray rocks are with me in Brac island desert

All alone in the hills, if only there was someone to walk with me.
And while I was yearning for hoe’s cling or bird’s song

I read the letters “Tito-Stalin” on a roadside cliff
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Fig. 4. The caption that accompanied the photograph published in
Jugoslavija-SSSR 32 (June 1948): 8 read: “Young builders bring the new
spirit to every workplace on the construction site.” Photograph cour-
tesy Tanjug.

And instantly I became brighter and stronger; sad loneliness was
gone.
Two good, strong comrades were walking along with me.
(Marinkovi¢ 1949:4)

In January 1948, the Foreign Relations Department of the USSR’s All Union
Communist Party (Vsesoyuznaya Kommunisticheskaya Partiya, or VKP)®
issued a report “On the Effects of Decisions Made at the Conference of
Nine Communist Parties about Strengthening the Forces of Democracy and
Socialism in Yugoslavia” (“O vlianii reshenia soveschania predstavitelei
deviati kompartii na ukreplenie sil” demokratii i sotsializma v ITugoslavii”)
in which it praised the Communist Party of Yugoslavia for its domestic and
international successes; yet some fifty days later, the same department is-
sued another report under the telling title “On the Anti-Marxist Attitudes
of Communist Party of Yugoslavia Leaders in Internal and Foreign Poli-
cies” (“Ob anti-marksistskikh ustanovkakh rukovoditelei kompartii Iugo-
slavii v vopsroakh vneshnei i vnutrennei politiki,” March 18, 1948) that
reflected a complete turnaround in the Soviet attitude toward Yugoslavia
and its leadership (Zivanov 1999:24).1° This was followed in June of that
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year by the famous Cominform Resolution, which proclaimed that Yugo-
slavia had abandoned its Marxist orientation and accused the leaders of
Communist Party of Yugoslavia of being Western spies.

The conflict with the Soviet Union was characterized by a traumatic
split. Far from being metaphorical, this trauma was played out both on the
corporate body through the violent separation of “Cominformists” from
the rest of the social body, and on the physical bodies of top Yugoslav lead-
ers.?? In the early stages of the conflict, the Yugoslav leadership tried to
present this falling out as a misunderstanding, but after it became clear that
the rift was irreversible, they tried to out-Soviet the Soviets by resorting to
Communist orthodoxy in every aspect of social and political life in the
country.?! This included the use of political violence, even to the extent of
establishing a prison colony for supporters of the Cominform Resolution
on the Goli Otok island in the Adriatic Sea.?? Confrontation with the USSR
had disastrous consequences for the economy: on the one hand, ample So-
viet assistance was built into many projections of the First Five-Year Plan;
on the other hand, in response to a military threat from the Soviet Union
and its allies, Yugoslav authorities shifted the emphasis of civil industries
to arms production.

All of this led to massive setbacks in meeting goals set by the plan,
which was eventually delayed by one year. In his exposé at the Federal As-
sembly budget hearings on the Five-Year Plan, held December 26-30, 1948,
the president of Yugoslavia, Josip Broz “Tito,” offered an explanation for
the rift with the Soviet Union and its allies that suited the occasion: accord-
ing to him, the Soviet Union wanted to maintain Yugoslavia's dependence
on the USSR for industrial products, and thus objected to its rapid industri-
alization. Tito argued that this demonstrated its true imperialist nature
(Broz 1949:7). Interestingly, investments in the “social standard” were the
very first items in Tito’s budget report for 1949. Included at the top of his
list were 25% increases for education and culture (5). The chart submitted
by Boris Kidri¢, the head of the Federal Planning Commission, also priori-
tized the nonproductive sector, with investments in education and culture
topped only by investments in capital industries (Kidri¢ 1949:102). A few
weeks later, the literary journal KnjiZevne novine published on its cover
page Bojan Stih’s article “Writers —to the Battlefield of Their Themes” (“Pi-
sci—Na poprisSte tematike”), in which he urged writers and artists to leave
the isolation of their working rooms and studios and turn to laboring men
and women as their main subject and source of inspiration: “That is why
the writer’s path is now, more than ever, leading to people in factories,
mines, big construction sites, to all of those places where the main theme of
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our literature is being shaped, developed, and woven together: socialist
development as its main theme and story, its very source” (Stih 1949:1).

This was no time for subtleties. In the very next paragraph, Stih adds:
“The magnitude of this theme in its political and economic aspects was
demonstrated in the Federal Assembly’s budget hearings at the end of last
year.” If early in the postwar period Yugoslavia imported socialist realism
as a ready-made representational theory and practice, it was only as the
confrontation with the Soviet Union was approaching its peak that it came
to fully dominate culture. Relegation of considerable funds for culture and
education in the 1949 budget and the prompt response from “cultural
workers” in fully adopting socialist realism is just one example of its full
integration into Yugoslavia’s political economy. Here, Dobrenko’s call for
a methodological distinction between a “political economy of Socialist Re-
alism” and “Socialist Realism itself as a political economy” is crucial
(2007:19). Socialist realism is not a style, nor a method of painting and writ-
ing, nor even an ideological statement about art’s social purpose. Instead, it
is fully integrated into the planned economy and one of its key elements.
This integration is accomplished not only through its stylistic features and
ideological statements, but also through the organization of creative labor
in artists” and writers” guilds, the activities of these organizations for the
purpose of relaying and promoting political decisions and ideas, and the
dissemination of works and their reception to lay and professional audi-
ences. In short, socialist realism demands efficacy from all representational
forms. In this, it attempts to fold together productive and nonproductive
poles of the performance continuum.

Lli¢’s Sondage of the Terrain in New Belgrade was not perceived as just a
representation of the performance of labor, but instead as its inherent part.
It was born out of the fervor of socialist competition. By 1949 Yugoslav
workers were no longer fighting only the elements, the difficult terrain, old
habits, or established production norms, but also the very progenitors of
socialist competition. In September 1949, as anti-Titoist propaganda from
the Soviet Union and its ally states was entering its most vicious phase,
Yugoslav newspapers were filled with articles reporting on feverish con-
tests spreading across the nation like a wildfire. New Belgrade was still the
center of attention. Bihalji-Merin’s article on Ili¢’s painting was surrounded
by reports of record-breaking efforts by workers, and a few days later, the
same daily featured on its front page a comparative list illustrating the su-
periority of Yugoslav shock workers over Soviet Stakhanovites, and inau-
gurated its own hero-miner, Alija Sirotanovi¢. The celebration of these
record-breaking results was at the same time the proclamation of a quanti-
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tative transformation of socialist labor: in Yugoslavia under the siege con-
ditions, the nascent self-management turned socialist competition into a
festival of labor! There could be no higher proof that, unlike in the USSR,
revolution was alive and still going strong in Yugoslavia.?®

ET IN ILLYRIA EGO . ..

The Party always had to stay one step ahead of its constituency. As news of
record-breaking production was pouring into the editorial offices of Yugo-
slav mass media, the CPY’s Politburo was in search of a new model of so-
cialism that would be distinct from Stalin’s but still retain the main features
of a socialist political order. In May 1949 the Federal Assembly passed the
Law on People’s Committees (Zakon o narodnim odborima), which re-
duced some of the limitations that were imposed on local governments.?*
In September, Party and union leaders issued “Instructions for the Forma-
tion and Operation of Workers” Councils in State Industrial Enterprises”
(“Uputstvo za osnivanje i rad radnickih saveta drzavnih privrednih
preduzeca”). By the end of the year, federal authorities ordered a small
number of enterprises across the country to elect workers’ councils. This
was done without much pomp.” By the time the Basic Law on the Manage-
ment of State Economic Enterprises by Workers’ Collectives (Osnovni za-
kon o upravljanju drzavnim privrednim preduzec¢ima i visim privrednim
udruzenjima od strane radnih kolektiva) was passed on June 27, 1950, there
were already hundreds of enterprises that had workers” councils in place.
In the first countrywide elections of workers’ councils, 975,000 workers
from 6,319 enterprises elected 155,000 members to workers’ councils,
which, as one historian of self-management points out, meant that every
sixth worker participated in management (Majdanac 1981:90). This, how-
ever, did not mean that self-management was a fully established practice.
It was rather a first step in the gradual transition from statist to self-
managing socialism.

There are several important aspects to this diffusion of management
and its amalgamation with labor. First is the CPY’s need to disidentify with
the Stalinist model for the organization of a socialist state. This imperative
for self-determination was reflected in both the historical and the theoreti-
cal framing of self-management by the CPY. On the one hand, from the
very beginning, Yugoslav authors insisted that self-management was a re-
sult of the Yugoslav working-class struggle for emancipation. It was pre-
sented as a continuation of a trend that started with the founding of the
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CPY in the immediate aftermath of World War I, its clandestine activity in
interwar Yugoslavia, its leadership in the antifascist struggle during World
War II, and finally, its drive for reconstruction and industrialization in the
postwar years. All of that notwithstanding, Yugoslav historiography of
self-management maintained that, despite all of its shortcomings, the stat-
ist and centralist period between the end of the war and the implementa-
tion of self-management was necessary for the development of socialism in
Yugoslavia. According to this schema, in Yugoslavia, workers’ councils
emerged from an interaction between Party leadership and spontaneous
movements formed within enterprises. Even the choice of the first factory
to establish a workers” council is packed with symbolism: its name, Prvob-
orac, which in Yugoslav languages refers to a guerrilla fighter who joined
the resistance in the early days of antifascist struggle, underlines the claim
that the earliest forms of socialist self-organization were already estab-
lished in partisan-controlled territories during the war.? Further, the pres-
ident of the first workers’ council, Ante Gabeli¢, was presented as shining
example of the thesis that self-management was a natural extension of
shock workers” ethics.?” In this sense, self-management is both a departure
from and a continuation of the populist practices of Soviet leaders, who
often elevated common workers above engineers and other technocrats.?
The mythology of shock work posits labor not only as a productive ac-
tivity and mode of organization, but also as a way of knowing. In the early
stages of self-management’s introduction in Yugoslavia, its propagators
emphasized this native empiricism and its aura of authenticity. Conceptu-
ally, self-management was portrayed as a “more developed model of so-
cialism that would be closer to Marx’s visions” (Vranicki 1975:456). Return-
ing to the basics of Marxist thought was an essential aspect of Yugoslav
self-management’s imperative to distance itself from Stalinism as a distor-
tion of authentic Marxism. Eric Terzuolo has observed that this negation of
Stalinism influenced the choice of works upon which the theoreticians of
self-management based their analyses. He sees the emphasis CPY leaders
(who included the architects of Yugoslavia’s self-management) placed on
Lenin’s State and Revolution as a gesture against Stalin’s “psychological
fixation” on another important work by Lenin, What Is to Be Done? (Ter-
zuolo 1982:210). The choice of sources from classic Marxist literature sig-
nificantly informed the CPY’s framing of the very idea of socialism. Yugo-
slav party leaders, including the main theoreticians of self-management,
read Lenin’s call, not only for the “breaking up of old bureaucratic appara-
tus,” but also for taking “measures” against the “transformation of workers
and employees into bureaucrats,” as a prophetic warning against Stalinist
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deviations (Lenin 1932:92). In the same text, Lenin cites Marx’s example of
the Paris Commune’s successful efforts to prevent the bureaucratization of
workers (97). Not surprisingly, Yugoslav ideologues nominated Marx’s
The Civil War in France, together with State and Revolution, as the most valu-
able theoretical precursors of Yugoslav self-management (Terzuolo
1982:211). This strong identification with Marx’s book on the Paris Com-
mune bespeaks not only the search for historical precedents of self-
management in the first socialist revolution, but also the state of siege un-
der which Yugoslav self-management was established.?

The second aspect of self-management’s move toward labor, just as im-
portant as its separation from the Soviet Union and other countries of the
socialist bloc, was the process of decentralizing the internal organization of
the country. The Basic Law of 1950 introduced sweeping changes that
amounted to dismantling the command economy in Yugoslavia. Early that
year, along with the first experiments with workers” councils, came a mas-
sive reorganization of the economy, which transferred a number of facto-
ries and entire industrial branches that were supervised directly by federal
institutions to republics (and further, those overseen by republics to com-
munes). This amounted to a significant reduction of rigid compartmental-
ization of the economy into federal, republican, and local (Majdanac
1981:89). Thus began the process of reducing decision-making powers of
federal institutions and their vast bureaucracies: Albert Waterston notes
that whereas in 1948 federal ministries had 43,500 employees, by 1955 their
number was reduced to 8,000 (1962:28). The First Five-Year Plan was at first
delayed and then replaced by the less ambitious Key Investment Program.
As the government transferred supervision from the federation to repub-
lics and local authorities, the Federal Planning Commission was first re-
duced in size and then disbanded. By 1952, Yugoslavia had totally aban-
doned the Soviet model of a command economy and replaced the central
plan with “social planning,” codified in the Law on Planned Management
of the Economy (Zakon o planskom upravljanju privredom). According to
this law, the state determined only the general parameters of the economy,
and all planning was left to the enterprises themselves. In an effort to dis-
tance itself from state power structures, in its Sixth Congress, held in No-
vember 1952, the Communist Party of Yugoslavia changed its name to the
League of Communists of Yugoslavia or LCY (Savez komunista Jugo-
slavije).* The following year, the Federal Planning Commission officially
ceased to exist after its name was changed to the Chief Administration for
Planning and its staff reduced from seven hundred to around fifty (Water-
ston 1962:31).
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These organizational changes were accompanied by a transformed
structure of ownership. Even though the launching of self-management
was marked by ceremonial events—such as the symbolic passing of Je-
senice Steelworks’ keys to its workers—the newly instituted social owner-
ship of the means of production remained one of the most contested as-
pects of Yugoslav self-management. For Kardelj, who was the architect of
this concept, there was no dilemma: since any ownership relationship is an
expression of social relations, socially owned property in Yugoslavia is a
“system of institutionalized interpersonal rights and obligations of work-
ers and all other citizens, and not a relation of individuals or collectives
toward things or as an ownership monopoly over men” (Kardelj 1977:19).
This doesn’t even begin to address the problems that emerged, such as the
conditions for starting up new firms or accountability for existing ones.
Slovene economist Aleksander Bajt explains that ownership over the means
of production breaks down into two relatively independent categories: eco-
nomic and legal ownership. Starting from the principle that economic own-
ership over property is based on who has control over the goods that prop-
erty yields, Bajt establishes that in Yugoslavia the means of production
belong to workers. He defines self-managing social ownership as that kind
of ownership in which “the subject of decision-making about the use of the
means of production is identical to the subject of decision-making regard-
ing the products of these means” (Bajt 1988:153). Workers participate in
their enterprises not by investing capital, but by investing their labor. Fur-
ther, they participate in the ownership of this investment and its product
through decisions they make. Therefore, self-managing social ownership is
inseparable from decision-making. As soon as the process of transforming
state into social ownership of the means of production started in the late
1950s, scholars close to the Party line presented it as a powerful disalien-
ation mechanism. For example, in an article published in 1961, sociologist
Dragomir Draskovi¢ argues for self-management as the “first intentional
and organized step toward disalienation.” While acknowledging that so-
cial ownership does not “abolish alienation” automatically, he insists that
it “opens up a new phase in which industrial workers manage the means of
production.” Therefore, “the state has begun to wither away, and its eco-
nomic functions . . . are increasingly transferred to production workers.”
This “initiates the process of economic and political disalienation, which in
the current communal system becomes an all-encompassing process of the
liberation of labor and creation of a total man” (Draskovi¢ 1961:295).3! This
“total man” is no more a man of iron, but a man in a white coat.

After 1950, there was a radical change in the iconography of work in
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Yugoslavia. The preferred setting is no longer the outdoors, but factory
halls and conference rooms. Workers” bodies are no longer tense and mus-
cular, engaged in record-breaking efforts, but relaxed, cleanly dressed,
gathered around machines or conference tables, making decisions about
their firms. In short, they are not so much laborers as managers. But this is
not all. Bajt explains that legal ownership in Yugoslavia was structured in
such a way that the collective was not a full legal owner of the means of
production. Legal ownership of social property was regulated through
contracts, and in this regulation the state still played a large role.*? He calls
this kind of property “state social ownership.” Questions of economic own-
ership and legal ownership revolve around the question of subject: whereas
in the former the subject is always a specific worker, in the latter it is an
abstract entity (firm, state); the former does not necessarily translate into
the latter, and vice versa.

This opens up one of the least-explored questions of Yugoslav self-
management: that of subjectivity —the third aspect of labor’s new role in
the nation’s economy. The paucity of theoretical investigations of this ques-
tion is all the more daunting since it is precisely on this point that self-
management represents the most decisive break with the Stalinist model of
socialism. Like their Soviet precursors, Yugoslav authorities used industri-
alization not only to emancipate, but also to create, a revolutionary subject.
From 1945 to 1949, the number of workers in Yugoslavia almost quintu-
pled: in 1945, there were 461,000; the number for 1946 rose to 721,000 (an
additional 280,000), and it never stopped climbing: 1947 —1,167,000; 1948 —
1,517,000; and in 1949, on the eve of the transformation to self-management,
there were almost 2 million workers in Yugoslavia (Bilandzi¢ and Tonkovi¢
1974:19). And this is precisely where the rift within Yugoslav socialist real-
ism (as a political economy) takes place. Dobrenko argues that “ridding
labor of all economic content can be considered one of the most significant
accomplishments of Stalinism,” adding that this operation took place on
the level of discourse, that is, of socialist realism: “Ultimately, the effective-
ness of the Soviet economy was directly proportional to its beauty”
(2007:164). In Yugoslavia, the introduction of self-management was ex-
plained as the recognition of material interest as the driving force of work-
ers, and simultaneously as a refutation of socialist realism’s aesthetic prin-
ciples. Whereas Yugoslav authors refrained from going further than stating
that under conditions of étatist socialism, the state functioned as a capital-
ist, which “reduced the producer to the level of the means of production,”
economist Susan Woodward was much more straightforward in asserting
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(1995:167). It is asserted at all levels: from the federal institutions (which
were “withering away” with each new reform), to republics, to communes,
and finally to each individual, who was seen first and foremost as an eco-
nomic subject guided by her interests and desires. In accord with this eco-
nomicist interpretation of society, in the early 1950s Yugoslav authorities
were already starting to phase out voluntary labor. Considering its low
productivity and high expenditures (quotas had to be met regardless of
cost!), beginning in 1951, voluntary labor brigades were employed only on
local projects (Woodward 1995:149).

Perhaps it should be noted that Jacques Lacan received one of his first
mentions (if not the very first) in socialist Yugoslavia in the same year Ili¢
produced his famous painting, and that this reference was made within the
context of art criticism. In 1948, the literary journal Republika published an
article by the notable Soviet art critic Vladimir Semyonovich Kemenov. In
his condescending take on Western art, Kemenov, a proponent of socialist
realism, references Maurice Nadeau’s discussion of Lacan. He expresses
his contempt for psychoanalysis by placing Lacan’s profession in ironic
quotation marks. In this translation into Croatian of a Russian translation
of a French source, Lacan’s name becomes “Locan.” So Lacan here appears
under two layers of ideological discursive sedimentation, as ““psychiatrist’
Locan” (Kemenov 1948:309). This paralexis is particularly telling if we take
into consideration the import of Lacan’s notion of the imaginary for analy-
sis of ideological apparatuses. Sondage of the Terrain in New Belgrade very
accurately corresponds to two metaphors Jacques Lacan uses in his discus-
sion of the imaginary in Freud’s Papers on Technique. A successful joining of
geology and optics plays a great part in the efficacy of this image: it depicts
the action of drilling into different geological strata of the earth, while at
the same time projecting the image of an idealized world that is based on
this work. The structure of projection is, for Lacan, the very condition of the
imaginary, the first layer that emerges in the constitution of the psychic
subject in the mirror phase. “For there to be an optics, for each given point
in real space, there must be one and one corresponding point in another
space, which is the imaginary space” ([1973] 1978:76). What optics does for
space, geology does for time, for the projection is both spatial and tempo-
ral. And it is in a 1954 lecture that Lacan first introduces the experiment
(imaginary, of course) with the real vase and imaginary bouquet projected
into it through a system of mirrors.® He insists that for a projection to be
successful, the beholder, that is the subject, has to occupy a very specific
position in relation to this optical apparatus:
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For there to be an illusion, for there to be a world constituted, in
front of the eye looking, in which the imaginary can include the real
and, by the same token, fashion it, in which the real also can include
and, by the same token, locate the imaginary, one condition must be
fulfilled —as I have said, the eye has to be in a specific position, it
must be inside the cone.

If it is outside this cone, it will no longer see what is imaginary,
for the simple reason that nothing from the cone of emission will
happen to strike it. It will see things in their real state, entirely na-
ked, that is to say, inside the mechanism, a sad, empty pot, or some
lonesome flowers, depending on the case. ([1975] 1988:80)

It is the job of the symbolic to make sure that the eye/I is positioned in one
and one only position that makes it see the desired projection. By now it is
clear that, if the plan can be identified with the imaginary, within a com-
mand economy socialist realism secures the one and only position that the
subject can take in order to get things right. Even the slightest change in the
projection apparatus reveals the true state of this political economy—so
much so that it can be taken, and it usually is, as the very cause of its failure.
In Yugoslavia, the adjustment of the “projection apparatus” from socialist
realism to socialist aestheticism was dictated by the change in the political
economy of the country.

At first, Western governments viewed Yugoslavia's conflict with the
USSR with suspicion, but as time passed and the split appeared irrevoca-
ble, they showed increasing support for their unexpected ally. By the end
of 1948, with the postponement of its trade treaty with the USSR, Yugosla-
via had already signed bilateral treaties with a number of Western states,
including Great Britain, Italy, Belgium, and France. By the following sum-
mer, a major turn arrived with the U.S. administration’s decision to relax
export-licensing controls on Yugoslavia, which opened the way for its full
membership in the International Monetary Fund and made it eligible for
aid programs for war-ravaged European countries. As Susan Woodward
points out, by the end of 1950 “two thirds of the Yugoslav current-account
deficit was covered by U.S. loans” (1995:145). Opening of economic chan-
nels went hand in hand with cultural exchange. By 1950, Yugoslav artists
were already going on study tours to the United States and France. Interna-
tional exhibits followed: the same year (1950) an exhibit of French early
modernism was organized in Belgrade in which for the first time after
World War II the works of Eugene Delacroix, Henri Rousseau, and Gustave
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Courbet were on display, followed two years later by a major exhibit of
French twentieth-century painting (from the contemporary classics Henri
Matisse, Fernand Léger, Georges Braque, and Pablo Picasso, to the early
Informel paintings of Hans Hartung and Victor Vasarely’s geometrical ab-
straction). By 1956 modern American art from the Collection of MOMA
roared into town, showcasing the work of Arshile Gorky, Willem de Koon-
ing, Robert Motherwell, Franz Kline, Clyfford Still, and, of course, Jackson
Pollock.

International trade agreements opened the door for export of Yugoslav
products, mostly raw minerals. However, that was not the only thing Yu-
goslavia had to offer: as Marie-Geneviéve Dezes writes, by the beginning of
1951 a new word had entered the language of French political discourse:
autogestion, a “translation of a word used in Yugoslavia to describe a social-
ist experience of a new kind” based on “collective decision-making from
the bottom up, social control over the means of production, democratic
planning, federal decentralization and deconcentration on political, eco-
nomic, and cultural levels” (Dezes 2003:29). Not everyone was so enthusi-
astic about Yugoslav ideological exports. As early as 1950, on the pages of
Socialisme ou Barbarie, Cornelius Castoriadis spoke about the conflict be-
tween Stalin and Tito as a “typically interbureaucractic struggle over the
division of the proceeds of exploitation” and of Titoism as the “highest
expression of the struggle of local bureaucracies against the central bureau-
cracy” (1988a:190). It is not surprising that in his writings from the 1950s he
doesn’t even mention Yugoslavia in his discussions of the spontaneous
forms of workers’ self-management that emerged during the popular up-
risings against Soviet bureaucracy in East Berlin in 1953 and in Poland and
Hungary in 1956 (see Castoriadis 1988b:57-89). Improbably as it may seem,
in the course of the 1950s Yugoslav self-management provided enough jus-
tification for both of these mutually exclusive assessments.

Since the introduction of the first features of self-management in 1950,
economic reforms had significantly altered Yugoslavia’s socialist economy.
The planning system was divested of rigid norms and the need for complex
coordination between different segments of the economy. Instead, it was
transformed into a more flexible set of expectations and predictions. Reject-
ing the vulgar Soviet notion of the planned economy, Kardelj, one of the
main ideologues of Yugoslav self-management, saw the plan as an “instru-
ment for the perpetual reproduction of socialist socioeconomic relations,
for the reproduction of self-management on a higher plane of socialist de-
velopment based on the relations of ownership” (Kardelj 1979:69). Impor-
tantly, in Kardelj’s vision, the source of planning in self-management was
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no longer a central planning bureau, but the worker as the “autonomous
creative subject of planning” (67). In the everyday workings of the Yugo-
slav economy, this declarative empowerment of the worker translated into
a relative autonomy of individual enterprises. While the state still could
intervene in the decisions of individual firms, it was expected that the mar-
ket, not the central planning body, would regulate the economy. According
to this simple formula, workers as owners of the means of production and
of their own income would increase productivity and make wise choices
out of their own self-interest. Instead of fulfilling and overreaching the
goals set in advance by the Five-Year Plan, profit became the new standard
of successful performance. This purely market emphasis on revenue called
for a renegotiation of the status of labor and of ownership in Yugoslav en-
terprises. While the land was owned by the state, the means of production
(buildings, machines, etc.) were under legal ownership of workers who
“associated” their labor to form an enterprise. The special feature of the
Yugoslav enterprise was the workers’ council, which, among other things,
made decisions about hiring and firing, as well as about the use of profits.
After covering all costs, such as contributions to the state (interest on fixed
capital, land rent, and taxes), the enterprise could either invest its profits
into further development of technology or use it to increase wages. Even
though the latter was curbed by a steeply progressive profit taxation, the
economic reason for this liberalization of wages, even at the risk of inflation
caused by the (relative) liberalization of prices that accompanied it, was the
stimulation of productivity. It was expected that the workers would per-
form better if they could make decisions about their own rewards.

In the September 1958 issue of American Economic Review, young Stan-
ford economist Benjamin Ward published the article “The Firm in Illyria:
Market Syndicalism.” Ward based his hypothetical economic model of
“market syndicalism” on the ongoing Yugoslav experiment with so-called
market socialism. Ward’s “market syndicalism” was not just an economic
utopia, but a possible next step in Yugoslav economic reforms. He came to
this model by removing two components from Yugoslav “market social-
ism”: in “Illyria,” unlike in Yugoslavia, there was no minimum wage, and
the state had no right to intervene in the decision-making of the enterprise
(Ward 1958:570). Ward speculated that, if driven by purely economic rea-
soning, the “Illyrian rule” would be that the “wages per worker” are “max-
imized if the competitive firm chooses the output at which marginal
revenue-per-worker equals marginal cost-per-worker” (572). In other
words, in the same way in which a purely market capitalist model encour-
ages “profit-maximizing behavior,” market syndicalism encourages
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“wage-maximizing behavior” (572). The “Illyrian equilibrium” is disturbed
when the number of workers is decreased or increased: in the case of the
former, the overall output declines and with it the overall income, and in
the case of the latter the wages decline since profit sharing applies to more
workers. Ward's elaborate calculations exposed the vulnerability and near
unsustainability of this model. He pointed out that in the Yugoslav model
of market socialism, despite the nominal power of workers’” councils, the
“policy decisions are made by the director without much reference to
wage-maximizing desires of the workers.” And when it came to directors
(managers), Ward admitted that “it is likely that other motives” play a part
in their decision-making (584). It is precisely this additional component,
this extraeconomic force—the “other motives” —that played the crucial
role in maintaining the “Yugoslav equilibrium.” On the one hand, it was
the increasing influx of outside capital. On the other, it was an elaborate
system of extraeconomic forces that substituted for the operations of cen-
tral institutions of a capitalist economy, such as the stock exchange. This
nondiscursive environment that did not belong exclusively to the sphere of
politics or to the sphere of economy was of crucial importance for the func-
tioning of society. “Something additional to worker self-interest might well
be necessary in the Illyrian environment to ensure entry equivalent to that
under capitalism,” wrote Ward (583). Something additional to the efficiency
based on input-output ratios was necessary not only for “entry” (start and
expansion) of enterprises, but for their very functioning and survival. McK-
enzie argues that in “Performance Management, feedback is used to mea-
sure, analyze, and adjust an entire system’s performance in relation to its
component systems and to its environment” (2001:70). He proposes that
the study of aesthetic performances offers a model that is helpful for under-
standing the input and output relation. “Feedback is a specific performance
that can affect the direction of overall performance,” and as such, it is a
“performance about performance,” or a “self-referential metamodel of the
Performance Management paradigm” (9o). Tangible but obscure in the ev-
eryday functioning of society in Yugoslavia, this “additional element” was
displayed only periodically and always in a spectacular fashion.

If we move back from Ward’s hypothetical and metaphorical “Illyria” to
its source in theater and literature, the first thing we come across is precisely
that additional element. In Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, Sir Andrew declares
his delight in “masques and revels.” Asked how good he is in these perfor-
mances, he responds: “As any man in Illyria, whatsoever he be, under the
degree of my betters” (Shakespeare 1997:1773). As its title suggests, Twelfth
Night was performed on the final night of Christmas festivities, most likely
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at the court of Queen Elizabeth. Twelfth Night, as one witness described it,
“mingled comedy, with pieces of music and dances.”* In the play, the “Il-
lyrian equilibrium” is disturbed by a possibility of inauspicious marriages,
and it is finally restored through an intricate series of disguises, tricks, and
illusions. Stephen Orgel has written that the masque, that allegory of power
performed in European seventeenth-century courts, is philosophically both
Platonic and Machiavellian: “Platonic because it presents images of the
good to which participants aspire and may ascend; Machiavellian because
its idealizations are designed to justify the power they celebrate” (1975:40).
Masque not only glorifies the power by putting it on display, as Orgel ob-
served, but, unlike satire, it “educates by praising” and takes part in the
operations of power through its very ephemeral quality (41). It shows that
at the moment of the inception of modernity, unproductive consumption
already figured as an indispensable element of symbolic exchange.® This
kind of inclusive celebration, in which actors and spectators merge and in-
termingle, demonstrates that aesthetic performance is that additional ele-
ment necessary for the functioning of certain kinds of social order. Here, the
aesthetic performance is not a model of a larger social drama. It does not
hold a meta-status. Instead, dissociated from its metaphoricity, it functions
as a constitutive element of the political economy.

SOCIALIST BAROQUE

Although ideologically paradoxical, the link that New Collectivism made
between the Nazi Olympics and the public ritual in a socialist state is any-
thing but surprising. The sources of large-scale secular rituals in continen-
tal Europe nation-states are often traced back to Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s
notion of the festival and the subsequent adoption of this idea by the Ro-
mantic movements across Europe. While Rousseau’s notion of a spontane-
ous celebration was based on the existing festivities in Swiss rural commu-
nities, it quickly became absorbed by well-organized mass movements. It
provided important justification for mass festivals in the aftermath of the
French Revolution, and further in the first decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury.®® One of the most influential mass sports movements in the early
nineteenth century was the German Turnverein, which Friedrich Ludwig
Jahn established in 1811. Guided by the slogan “love for the fatherland
through gymnastics,” the Turnverein movement promoted the unification
of Germany, its emancipation, as it were, from the cultural domination of
France, and the purification of the bodies and souls of young Germans
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(Nolte 2002:8). In 1817 Jahn had organized the first mass Turnverein festi-
val at Wartburg Castle: a three-day-long procession of nationalist speeches,
demonstrations of gymnastics skills, and the burning of non-German books
(Mosse 1975:77).

Jahn’s Turnverein was just one of the mass manifestations that, through-
out the mid-nineteenth century, accompanied and sustained attempts to
unify German lands. After the failure of the 1848 revolution, the hope for
national unity found its expression in a wave of mass festivals organized in
1859 on the occasion of the one-hundredth anniversary of Schiller’s birth.
Between the mass spectacle of Jahn's gymnasts at Wartburg Castle and the
so-called Schiller-feiern of 1859, a number of the features of mass ceremo-
nies were established: the open-air setting, regularity, massiveness, emo-
tional appeal, blurring of the separation between performers and specta-
tors, use of costumes, the rhythmic structure of performances, torch
processions, and a flag display, to name just some of them. However, more
important than any of these formal properties was the motive of the par-
ticipants’ collective struggle for national unification. This conventional
structure and clarity of motivation fueled the trend of mass festivals during
the 1860s, which suddenly subsided after the 1871 unification of Germany
and the formation of the Second Reich. George L. Mosse writes that Sedan-
stag, an annual festival that commemorated the 1870 German victory over
France at Sedan, and the first annual festival that the “Second German em-
pire created for its own glorification,” was ultimately a failure “because it
had been organized from above in a conservative manner, had stressed
discipline, and gradually excluded popular participation” (1975:91). All of
these features would eventually return to reenergize mass ceremonies in
the aftermath of World War 1.

The movement for the unification of Germany was by no means the
only national Romantic movement in Europe during the nineteenth cen-
tury. Miroslav Tyrs$ and Jindfich Fligner modeled their Sokol movement on
Jahn's Turnverein. In Sokol organizations, national romanticism acquired a
somewhat different outline: instead of unification, they promoted the lib-
eration of Czechs from the Habsburg monarchy; and instead of Germany
they celebrated the spirit of pan-Slavism. Sokols became famous for their
mass spectacles, dubbed slets (from the Czech word slet, meaning the gath-
ering of birds), the first of which was organized in Prague in 1882 and
which gradually spread throughout parts of Central Europe populated by
Slavs, including the lands of the South Slavs. The idea of Yugoslavism was,
at least in part, fueled by the pan-Slavic sentiments that Sokols espoused
and promoted.’” During their visit to Belgrade, the Sokol organizations
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from Bohemia, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Croatia discussed the formation of
the state of the South Slavs,® and at the Pan-Slavic Sokol Slet, held in
Prague in 1912, the Serbian Sokols from Austro-Hungary performed the
exercise “Liberation and Unification” (Brozovi¢ 1934:118). After the forma-
tion of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes in 1918, King Alexander
used the Sokol idea as a tool in his project to forge an integrated Yugoslav
nation. On the occasion of the First Yugoslav All-Sokol Slet, held in Bel-
grade in June 1930, King Alexander asked the Sokol groups to, “from cra-
dle to grave, . . . serve Yugoslavia and the Yugoslav idea” (in Brozovi¢
1930:300). After the assassination of King Alexander in 1934, the Sokols
continued their mission and, for example, performed their exercises and
organized procession and sports competitions on September 6, 1936, on the
occasion of the birthday celebration of King Alexander’s son, King Peter II
(Kastratovi¢-Risti¢ 2008:24). Obviously, as was the case with the state festi-
vals of the Second Reich, this bourgeoisified and instrumentalized roman-
ticism did not suffice for the creation of the common Yugoslav identity.>
If, through the legacy of the Yugoslav interwar monarchy, centralism
and unitarism were considered among the main enemies of federative
and socialist Yugoslavia, how are we then to understand manifestations
of “love for the fatherland through gymnastics” that took place every
year on May 25? Like King Alexander before him, President Tito pre-
sented himself not only as the unifier and savior of the state, but also as
its personification. The key difference is not only in the vast ideological
distance between the two rulers, but also in the idea of Yugoslavism they
promoted. Whereas the integral Yugoslavism of King Alexander was
based on the idea of the ethnic coherence of Yugoslav peoples, the social-
ist and federalist Yugoslavism championed by Josip Broz Tito and Ed-
vard Kardelj was based on the idea of the free association of Yugoslav
peoples based on their own national interests. This Yugoslavism was dia-
lectical as well. Starting from the premises of the Marxist theory of state,
it was seen as a Hegelian Aufhebung of the nation, that is, its simultaneous
overcoming and its preservation. One of the speakers at the Sixth Con-
gress of the Yugoslav Socialist Alliance of Workers (1966) eloquently
used the word natkriljivanje, which means both surpassing and preserv-
ing, when he spoke of Yugoslavia as the result of the “common interest of
its peoples and nationalities” (in Markovic¢ 2001:29). Of course, the ideo-
logues maintained that this state, perfect as it was, was still subject to the
laws of dialectical materialism, according to which the state is the mani-
festation of class struggle, and as such will “wither away” together with
the “withering away” of the class system.*’ This idea was completely for-
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Fig. 6. Youth Day celebration, Belgrade, 1958. Photograph courtesy of
Muzej istorije Jugoslavije.
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eign to the Romantic cultural model that is centered on the nation and
national culture. Where does that leave the Youth Day slet, that form of
collective performance so deeply rooted in romanticism?

Performances of large magnitude that emerged from nineteenth-century
romanticism were always closely bound with larger political movements.
With their specific goals, mass emotional appeal, and rhetoric of uphill po-
litical battle, these festivals clearly exhibited all of the strong characteristics
of liminality in performance. The disruptive power of mass political move-
ments was capable of sweeping into their currents performances that were
neither addressing the masses nor explicitly propagandistic in nature.

In performance studies and beyond, in the study of culture in general,
the mass festival is commonly considered one of the central examples in the
argument about the subversive potential of performance. So, continuing
the line of the argument he began in his 1969 The Ritual Process, in his writ-
ing from the 1980s on celebrations and festivals, Victor Turner claims that
the deeper meaning of these performances is to be found in their function
as “an independent critique of the society that brought them into being,
and hence a possible front of alternative ideas, values, motivations, and
designs (rough sketches rather!) for living” (1982:28).4! With the end of the
Cold War, the “liminal norm” entered the study of Soviet mass celebra-
tions. For example, in her otherwise very valuable book Life Has Become
More Joyous, Comrades: Celebrations in the Time of Stalin, Karen Petrone makes
a sustained effort to demonstrate that “while parades celebrated the disci-
plined conformity of the individual to the collective, they were also sites of
individual and non-conformist behavior that challenged Soviet discipline”
(2000:45).% These kinds of claims collapse formal and structural similarities
between performances that belong to completely different discursive re-
gimes, to such an extent as to alter their very meaning and purpose. In
short, the “liminal norm” brings under the same rubric all performances of
large magnitude and obscures significant differences that exist between
them. If the postrevolutionary mass spectacles in the early Soviet Union,
such as The Storming of the Winter Palace (1920), were still able, through re-
enactment, to inspire some of the subversive and revolutionary energy of
the historical event, they would not have turned into the purely normative
performances we see by the mid-1930s. In order to understand these per-
formances of pure normativity, we have to reach not only beyond the “lim-
inal norm” of the mid-twentieth-century academia, but also beyond the
Romantic movements of the previous century. Consider the following re-
port from a mass celebration:
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In the night of the 5th to the 6th August, a hundred thousand par-
ticipants in costumes and masks were dancing ... they were en-
chanted by the torch processions of the carnival heroes, by . . . the
fountains which resembled burning asters, by the nightly sky bright-
ened by the play of the projectors, by the fireworks and the rockets,
and they went down the river . . . in boats decorated with pennants.

Forty orchestras played for them, and the visitors to the park en-
joyed themselves in fair ground booths, in the circus, the theatre, at
concerts ... they were dreaming in the garden of reverie or on the
bridge of Sighs; on the Avenue of Fortune they tried to have a look
into the future. ... The crowd was full of life, they felt free and un-
restrained. (Sartorti 1990:42)

This is not a description from Venice or Rome circa 1680, but a report on a
Moscow carnival in the summer of 1937.% By the mid-1930s, there was noth-
ing left of the fervor that characterized the early postrevolutionary festivals.
As Soviet civil religion evolved, new special days were added to the stan-
dard calendar that in the 1920s had featured holidays such as May Day,
October Revolution Day, and Red Army Day. These included Air Force
Day, beginning in 1933, on the third Sunday in August; All-Union Railroad
Worker Day, 1936, on the first Sunday in August; Navy Day, 1939, on the
last Sunday in July; and All-Union Physical Culturist Day, 1939, on the sec-
ond Saturday in August. These holidays, crowded in the middle of the short
Russian summer, were celebrated with elaborate festivities and parades.

In her excellent study “Stalinism and Carnival,” Rosalinde Sartorti ar-
gues that, whereas the early postrevolutionary festivals were closely associ-
ated with the carnival tradition that came from the peasant culture and were
marked by excess and spontaneity, the parade, which becomes the domi-
nant form of public celebration in the 1930s, is a festive manifestation of
military and industrial culture (46). Apart from the solidification of Stalin’s
position as the head of the state, the formalization and hierarchization of
Soviet parades in the early 1930s also reflected the introduction of the First
Five-Year Plan in 1928 and the “general holiday fatigue” of the mid-1920s
(58). Stalinist purges and periods of starvation caused by forced collectiviza-
tion of agriculture were followed by festivals of opulence and order. Unlike
postrevolutionary festivals that depended on the masses of amateurs, these
affairs demanded a high level of professionalism. Sartorti cites the example
of the 1935 May Day celebration, when five thousand professional artists
from Moscow theaters took the roles of historical and literary personalities
(65). Two summers later, Gorky Park became the staging place for the carni-
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val described earlier. Even though they were strictly ordered and regi-
mented, these spectacles required the population’s willing participation.
They were realizations of the ideal of total participation that was pursued in
vain by the early twentieth-century mass political movements. The number
of participants in May Day parades grew from 750,000 in 1929 to 1.5 million
in 1933. A traveler from aboard wrote on his visit to Moscow: “It is the
world’s most unique parade—the one parade in which (barring a few thou-
sand in the review-stands) there are no spectators. Everybody marches. A
parade for parade’s sake, without audience or wise-cracks from the side-
walks or the faintest suggestion of self-consciousness” (Lyons 1935:212).
These performances of greatest magnitude are materializations of the prin-
ciple of teaching by praise established in baroque festivals.

Sure enough, there are a number of formal similarities between socialist
and baroque festivals. For one, in their relatively free combination of vari-
ous spectacular elements, from marches to dances to theater performances,
they are pronouncedly eclectic. Second, even with this variety of perfor-
mances, parade dominates both forms. These are festivals of mobility: ba-
roque cavalcades, processions, and ceremonial entries are paralleled by the
marches, motorcades, air shows, and regattas that were prominently fea-
tured in Stalinist festivals.** Third, both baroque and socialist festivals are
displays of ostentation, which is formally marked by the fireworks dis-
plays. Finally, these mass displays of visibility are always oriented out-
ward. It is not only uniformity they seek, but, as Giovanni Careri points
out, style:

By combining techniques and crossing boundaries in the feste, Ba-
roque decoration displayed its full capacity to signify and its full
power to transform all who participated, according to the principles
of its “style,” a word that should here be understood as a “pathos” —
that is, a force that seizes subjects from the outside, gives them a
form that they in turn internalize, and allows them to feel similarity
in the common action. (2003:216)

This mobilization and unification through rational and utilitarian means of
design and willing participation strictly corresponds to the aestheticization
of labor and the incorporation of intangibles such as style into the political
economy. However, even a cursory comparison of these fetes and the mass
gymnastics of the early twentieth century reveals significant differences
between the socialist spectacles and baroque festivals.

Indeed, it may seem that even one glance at the Belgrade Youth Day of
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Fig. 8. Youth Day, Belgrade, 1958. Photograph courtesy of Muzej isto-
rije Jugoslavije.
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the 1960s automatically leads us back to Moscow’s All-Union Physical Cul-
turist Day from the 1930s, and further back to the Nazi rallies earlier in the
decade, then on to the Sokol slefs from the 1880s, and all the way back to
Turnverein, which is so close, historically and culturally, to German ro-
manticism. This lineage provides a logical answer to Isaiah Berlin’s poi-
ghant question about the sources of the “world-wide growth of national-
ism, enthronement of the will of individuals or classes, and the rejection of
reason and order as being prison-houses of the spirit” that suddenly came
to dominate the “last third of the twentieth century” (1998:558). And surely
enough, if we extend the gaze forward from organized masses in the Red
Square and the Stadium of the Yugoslav National Army to the mayhem on
the Caucasus and in Bosnia, it becomes hard to refute the idea that the lat-
ter is a natural continuation of the Romantic tradition and its “resistance to
rationalism,” its belief in a “perfect society compounded of a synthesis of
all the correct solutions to all the central problems of human life,” and its
doctrines that “morality is moulded by the will and that ends are created,
not discovered” (580). According to this schema, the period of socialism
(with its enforced order exemplified in disciplined mass performances)
amounts to no more than a brief and enforced suspension of this deep and
murky undercurrent. Surely this is the easiest way to naturalize and nor-
malize the catastrophe of Yugoslavia. But things are a bit more compli-
cated, especially if we take into consideration that what is brushed off as a
“brief suspension” could be in fact a historical complex with its own estab-
lished structure that is much more substantial than a thin crust covering
the deep abyss of irrationality.

The phrase “historical complex” comes from Spanish literary critic José
Antonio Maravall, who devised this and other terms (such as “historical
situation”) to describe the baroque as a more complex and far-reaching
phenomenon than a historical period or an artistic style. In his book Culture
of the Baroque: Analysis of a Historical Structure, he outlines in great detail a
number of the baroque’s properties that bear striking similarities to the
culture of the Soviet Union and of Socialist Federative Republic of Yugosla-
via. First, Maravall sees baroque societies primarily as postrevolutionary:
for him, the baroque is not a continuation of the Renaissance, but its ques-
tioning and, ultimately, its liquidation (Maravall [1975] 1986: 134). As in the
seventeenth-century baroque state, one of the main tasks of the postrevolu-
tionary state in the twentieth century is to keep in check the revolutionary
energy that brought it into being. That is why—and this is the second
trait—baroque societies, like socialist ones, are in permanent crisis. Mara-
vall goes as far as defining the culture of the baroque as a systematization
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of a series of responses to a prolonged social crisis (22). Similarly, the entire
history of socialist Yugoslavia can be seen as an endless series of crises:
political crisis in 1948, economic crisis in 1962, social crisis in 1968, consti-
tutional crisis in 1974 . . . But doesn’t this apply to all socialist states, espe-
cially socialist economies, with their perpetual need for reform and read-
justment? Why the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia? Third: What brings
together the seventeenth-century baroque society and these two twentieth-
century societies is that they establish states that are not based on the prin-
ciple of ethnicity. While in the baroque state the mass constitutes, as Mara-
vall puts it, a “proto-nation,” in Yugoslavia it becomes a postnation of
sorts. Fourth, and this is a more general point that is applicable to all mod-
ern societies and not only to these two socialist ones, Maravall presents the
baroque as the first mass society in the modern sense of the word: the mass
society in the sense of guided society. And not only that, but this mass so-
ciety is guided in a uniquely modern way: through a wide proliferation
and consumption of cultural objects and by the emerging military and bu-
reaucratic order.

The continuous organization of mass activities in the former Yugoslavia
suggests that this society followed the baroque model according to which
the state abandons the simple principle of ruling by presence in order to
adopt the dynamic model of ruling though participation. This culture of
“active obedience” (74) is accomplished through a delicate balance of vio-
lence and pleasure. When it comes to the baroque, the violence is mani-
fested in the emergence of standing armies and the pleasure in the equally
emergent concept of culture. The latter consists of an “entire complex of
social, artistic, and ideological expedients that were cultivated specifically
to maintain authority psychologically over the wills of those who might, as
it was feared, be led to take up an opposing position” (46). That is why
Maravall considers “guiding” or “management” as one of the key charac-
teristics of the baroque society. Finally, all of these pressures and forms of
resistance combine into uniquely baroque dynamics of conservatism and
progressivism. According to Maravall, for all of its fascination with the
ideas of constant change, movement, velocity, and circulation, the baroque
never brings into question the “permanent nucleus of identity” lodged at
its center (179). A baroque monarchy allows modification only insofar as it
does not endanger the main properties of the state, as stability, security,
unity, and substantiality of its purpose (193). This state ascribes to novelty
a status completely different from the one it had during the revolutionary
period. Maravall writes that after the Renaissance experience, the baroque
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could not completely extinguish the idea of change. “The baroque pro-
claimed, cultivated, and exalted novelty”:

[These] declarations in favor of the new were no less fervent than
those of the sixteenth century, but to the extent that they were per-
mitted they were be limited to poetic game playing, literary outland-
ishness, and trick effects machinated on stage, which evoked wonder in
and suspended the depressed psyche of the seventeenth-century
urban inhabitant. Nothing of novelty, let me repeat, so far as of the
sociopolitical order was concerned; but, on the other hand, there was
an outspoken utilization of the new in the secondary, external as-
pects (and, with the respect to the order of power, nontransferable
ones) that allowed for a curious interplay: the appearance of a dar-
ing novelty that enveloped the creation of the outside concealed a
doctrine—here the word ideology would not be out of hand —that
was inflexibly anti-innovation, conservative. (Maravall [1975]
1986:227; emphasis added)

All of that twisting and twirling in stadiums and city squares; all those
bodies running and jumping, groups blending and dividing, intermingling
and separating; all that long-distance running, giving and taking of ba-
tons—it could all be categorized, very generally, as “novelty.” This is pre-
cisely the quality that the organizers of Youth Day were perpetually in
search of for their mass spectacles. This deeply baroque society celebrated
itself by using the techniques of romanticism, or, for that matter, of Western
pop culture, or any other cultural style that could convey the impression of
novelty without endangering what society had designated as its “perma-
nent nucleus of identity.” Obviously, other socialist states in post-World
War II Europe and around the world exhibited similar baroque properties.
However, whereas in most of these places the “baroque complex” was in-
scribed on top of the nation-state, in the USSR and Yugoslavia it was inte-
gral to the idea of the supranational state. That does not mean that the two
federations shared the same “permanent nucleus of identity.” The best way
to understand the specific nature of the Yugoslav baroque is to look more
closely at a specific mass performance.

Between 1945 and 198y, there were two important structural changes to
the staging of Youth Day. First, in 1955, the mass celebration was relocated
from Belgrade’s main city square to the Yugoslav People’s Army Stadium.
The following year, the transformation of the spectacle was completed
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when Tito turned his birthday festivities into a celebration of Yugoslav
youth. This had direct consequences for the nature of this mass perfor-
mance. The stadium spectacle became not only a display of sports prowess
for the guest of honor, but also a demonstration by and for Yugoslav youth
to spotlight their accomplishments in labor, science, and other areas. Begin-
ning in 1957, Tito always received the Youth Baton at the stadium, becom-
ing an active participant in the spectacle.®® The creators of these mass per-
formances acknowledged the achievements of youth by making the end of
their race, the Youth Baton handover, the culminating point of the entire
ceremony. The second change came in 1965, when the performance was
moved from afternoon (4:00 p.m.) to evening (8:00 p.m.) hours, which gave
the Youth Day organizers more opportunities to use lighting effects and
fireworks. From that point on, they persistently strove to introduce innova-
tions into this well-established program. For example, in planning the 1971
Youth Day, they concluded that the overall concept of the stadium celebra-
tion had been so greatly and thoroughly improved and enhanced that they
had arrived at the “point where we have to decide: should we keep the
existing character of the performance (mass gymnastics with artistic ele-
ments) or search for new ways of and new solutions under existing condi-
tions.” After articulating so clearly this perfectly baroque condition of the
precarious balance between novelty and tradition, the choice was obvious:
the only way to reinforce the tradition would be to increase innovation. “If
we decide that the performance needs to become even more of a spectacle
that is unrepeatable and unique in our country, then we have to try to have
more creative input from creators of the spectacle” (Archive of Yugoslavia,
stack II, folder 20, 1971).% By the following year they had selected a pro-
posal by a group of experienced librettists (Momcilo Baljak, Slobodan
Bozi¢, Miroslav Nastasijevi¢, Pero Zubac), entitled This Time Will Be Remem-
bered by Us: Together in Youth, Together in Work, Together in the Future (Ovo
vreme se pamti po nama: zajedno u mladosti, zajedno u radu, zajedno u buducnosti).
Calling for 9,500 participants, it was the most massive Youth Day perfor-
mance ever.

In their introductory remarks, the authors of the script noted that the
entire event should celebrate the creativity and feelings of the youth, and
strive to “promote the legacies of the thirty-year-long socialist develop-
ment: self-management, freedom, and brotherhood and unity” (Archive of
Yugoslavia, stack II, folder 21 1972:1). The authors suggested that the
“youth experience [these ideas] not as abstractions, but as a reality that
they have to fight for and guard” (1972:1). Following on the tradition of the
Youth Day celebrations, they added that the performance should also com-
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memorate two important dates: the thirtieth anniversary of both the Allied
Socialist Youth of Yugoslavia (Savez socijalisticke omladine Jugoslavije)
and the first volunteer youth work action. This tribute to the past and to
revolutionary traditions was juxtaposed with a spectacular device that was
never previously seen in Youth Day celebrations: the “living screen” in
which participants, with the aid of multicolored ribbons, formed images
and messages across an entire side of the stadium. This tribute to the gen-
eral ideological tenets of the society represents the first level and overarch-
ing premise of the Youth Day celebration.

The main program, which traditionally consisted of several sections,
each allegorizing one of the main themes of that year’s festivity, forms a
second level of the celebration. The most visible and spectacular part of the
Youth Day festival, this level represented its main ideological charge, and it
was often erroneously seen by the critics of Yugoslav socialism as some-
thing akin to this society’s “permanent nucleus of identity.” In 1972, the
spectacle opened with the exercise “Because Two and Two are One.” The
unity expressed in this title refers not only to Yugoslav youth, but also to
the youth and President Tito together. The opening number is dominated
by a symbolic representation of the anniversary so obvious that it was not
even mentioned in the introductory remarks: Tito’s eightieth birthday.
Upon entering, a group of four hundred girls formed eight “buds” on the
stadium’s green turf. On the “living screen,” performers spelled out the
message: “Thank you for the war. Thank you for peace.”# Recent scholar-
ship by Bojana Cviji¢ and Ana Vujanovi¢ suggests the “textual” acquires sig-
nificance as “social choreography” only through embodiment (2015:58). So,
while this message greeted Tito when he entered the stadium, his arrival
set it in motion. The buds exploded into full bloom and the girls were
joined by five hundred dancers who performed folk dances.

Throughout the evening, each section was designed to balance the con-
ventional ideological message with innovative staging and performance
practices. So, in the second section, love as the source of revolution was
celebrated in a full-blown rock concert. The third segment focused on
physical culture with feigned basketball and volleyball matches flanking a
large-scale mass gymnastics exercise. At one point, the gymnasts formed a
geometric pattern that covered the entire field. It split diagonally, and a
large group of girls carrying long, blue pieces of cloth rushed into this
“opening” to form a river.

The river spilled out across the field. Members of the Voluntary Youth
Work Brigades, in their uniforms and armed with their tools, entered from
the western and eastern sides of the stadium to battle the torrent. After the
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Fig. 9. Diagram of
the “river” entering
the field, and then
flooding. Pencil on
paper. Courtesy of

the Arhiv Jugoslavije.

river was pushed back into its bed, the whole group broke into a “free, joy-
ous, youthful dance accompanied by modern musical rhythms” (Archive
of Yugoslavia 1972:6). This dramatic scene was followed by more conven-
tional performances that celebrated labor and the army. Then a strong and
“masculine” (7) exercise by army members gave way to a disheveled pro-
cession of “pioneers,” young children dressed as butterflies, sheep, and
flowers. “The finale of the performance is based on the elements of the
carnival, in which children are joined by all other performers” (10). Gradu-
ally, all participants entered the soccer field and formed a rich ornament in
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the shape of a flower with eight red hearts for petals, symbolizing Tito’s
eight decades. While the “living screen” spelled out the message “We love
you,” a young worker emerged from the center of the flower carrying the
Youth Baton. Thus began the final, ecstatic stretch of the relay run that had
carried the baton across the country. In its baroque flowering, this image is
a far cry from the strict geometrical order of socialist realist All-Union
Physical Culturist Day in 1939 Moscow. It would be a mistake to search for
the content of the elusive “permanent nucleus of identity” of Yugoslav so-
ciety in this rhetoric of allegorical images, exaggerated messages, stiff hu-
mor, physical prowess, and ecstatic jubilation. We need to look further. So
far, we have looked at the spectacular aspects of Youth Day celebration,
while paying little attention to its organizational structure.

The Youth Day celebration was fully funded directly by the federal gov-
ernment of Yugoslavia (Federal Executive Council, or Savezno izvrsno vece).
It also relied heavily on help from participating republics and cities, and on
the voluntary labor donated by thousands of young men and women. The
Yugoslav People’s Army, which participated every year, had its own sources
of funding. In 1972, the budget for the Youth Day celebration was 3.3 million
Yugoslav dinars, and in 1975 it exceeded 5 million.*® The annual stadium
spectacle was an important source of income for all kinds of professional
performance makers, from choreographers, to set designers, to composers,
to theater directors, to professional actors. Youth Day Organizing Committee
hired thousands of skilled and unskilled laborers, from professional musical
score copyists, to laborers who loaded and unloaded truckloads of materials
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Fig. 11. “We love you”: The final image of the 1972 Youth Day stadium
spectacle. Photograph courtesy of Muzej istorije Jugoslavije.

for the construction of colossal sets, to electricians, to cooks. It purchased
thousands of small props and costumes directly from factories. It transported
thousands of participants from all parts of the country to Belgrade; and while
they were there for the final stretch of rehearsals for the grand spectacle, it
provided lodging and food.

In 1967, for example, the organizing committee made 129 contracts with
individuals, including the composer who rearranged the overture of The
Barber of Seville for stadium performance, choreographers who rehearsed
amateur dancers, the crew that provided technical support, security guards,
and one Ivko Milojevi¢, who wrote the birthday message to Tito in calligra-
phy on special parchment (Archive of Yugoslavia 114/l 1967). The commit-
tee wrote requests to the National Ministry of Defense asking for the means
of transportation; to music schools asking them to release their students for
the rehearsals of a huge orchestra of accordions; to Radio Belgrade for re-
cording time in studios; to a small privately owned enterprise called
Morava that would manufacture the official stamp of that year’s Youth
Day; to companies in the lighting industry for eight hundred special hand-
held torchlights; to the Elektrometal company for the import of eight hun-
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dred small bulbs from Pagani Company in Milan, Italy; to Elektrometal,
again, asking for the waiver of the tax on the bulbs . .. As these orders,
contracts, and agreements streamed out of the office of the organizing com-
mittee, the requests for the tickets for the Youth Day stadium spectacle
poured in: go for the League of Communists of Yugoslavia, 63 for the Fed-
eral Executive Council, 142 for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 86 for the
foreign correspondents, 40 for the youth magazine Kekec, 180 for the Bu-
reau for the International Exchange of Youth and Students (8o for two
groups from USSR, and 100 for the employees), 2 for National Geographic
reporters James P. Blair and Edward Lenahaun, 3,000 for the Central Com-
mittee of the Youth League of Serbia, 8 for a firm named Azbest Produkt,
which brought its business partners from Czechoslovakia . . .

What happened each year on the evening of May 25 at the Yugoslav
People’s Army Stadium was the summation of a swarm of capillary perfor-
mances, only a small part of which were of the aesthetic kind. On that
night, the stadium was not only the stage for an oversized ideological ex-
hibit, but also a political arena, a business forum, and a publicity fair. Ulti-
mately, the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia did not just display
some more or less successfully conceived allegories of state ideology, but
first and foremost exhibited how flawlessly and impeccably it functioned.
The Youth Day celebration emerged at the same time as the economic
model of Yugoslav self-management, and it evolved together with this eco-
nomic structure. Its main purpose was to put this system on display by
giving it an observable form. All of that doesn’t mean that Youth Day spec-
tacle was a performance of pure visibility. Like the Yugoslav society, it con-
sisted of several distinct and complexly intertwined layers. There were at
least three economies at work in Youth Day festivities, each corresponding
to one layer of the spectacle: first, the symbolic economy, manifested in the
inscription of major anniversaries and events in the very structure of the
event; then, a vast mimetic economy manifested in the choreography of
symmetries, uniformities, groups, and mass movements; finally, an econ-
omy of transactions between corporate bodies—that is, an economy of
market distinction—that provided support for the first two, highly visible
economies. Every year, the mass of bodies organized in vast geometrical
figures that seemed to move, expand, contract, morph, blend, and explode
into thousands of individual particles, was an operative allegory of Yugo-
slav self-management. In post-revolutionary societies, baroque as a “his-
torical complex” emerges as a strategy for quenching the revolutionary
élan and for the alienation of mechanisms of radical change that the politi-
cal revolution sets in motion. Through its layered structure on the formal
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level and capillary connectedness with the country’s political economy on
the ideological level, Youth Day was the performance that most success-
fully encapsulated the permanent nucleus of Yugoslav society’s identity. In
fact, because of the dynamics and complexity of this nucleus, performance
was better suited than any other art to give it a legible form.

Interestingly, when it comes to the logistics of this performance, only a
very small part of it was dictated directly by the League of Communists of
Yugoslavia. Unlike the Soviet festivals, the purpose of this normative po-
litical spectacle was not to aggrandize the Party and its leadership. In fact,
both Tito and the League of Communists stayed at arm’s length from it.
Until the last moment, when the time came to claim tickets for the specta-
cle, the Party was only marginally engaged in the preparations of the per-
formance. What this spectacle put on display was not the Party hierarchy,
but precisely the “additional element” that Ward recognized in his article
on Illyrian market syndicalism. This additional element was the “market”
part of market socialism. And it showed that this market was not a true
market with a stock exchange, bonds, and stocks, but instead an intricate
network of businesses and industries, local Party organizations, and, more
than anything else, sociopolitical organizations such as the League of So-
cialist Youth, the Yugoslav Socialist Alliance of Workers, and hundreds of
smaller organizations and associations that mobilized the entire popula-
tion, not only Party members. In fact, the entire Youth Day celebration was
the epitome of sociopolitical organization. In that sense, the stadium per-
formance demonstrated the workings of the sociopolitical organizations as
a currency of the Yugoslav socialist market. That currency really didn’t
flow freely but was instead regulated and programmed. However, unlike
in the Soviet Union, this plan didn’t call for a vast scripturalization. In-
stead, it relied on carefully calibrated diagrams. In that sense, the taming-
of-the-river scene staged on May 25, 1972, was a perfect metaphor for this
diagrammaticity. Aesthetically, this image came from the repertoire that
runs back to the very point of separation from socialist realism, marked by
1li¢’s Sondage of the Terrain in New Belgrade. The rich symbolic content of the
Youth Day mass performance also included a display of the layered nature
of Yugoslav culture: one of its layers certainly consisted of incorporation of
aesthetics into the political economy, a model that survived from socialist
realism and was recognizable in its intent, reach, and deep funding struc-
ture; another was a mode of organization that tried to depart from planned
economy; the third one was an aesthetic doctrine that was completely di-
vorced from and opposed to socialist realism as a representational “style.”
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SOCIALIST AESTHETICISM

The baroque complex disrupts the notion of the “period” in a strict sense of
the word. In it, each stratum is semipermeable and synchronized with other
layers. A good example of this perpetual negotiation between different lay-
ers is the critique of Stalinism in Yugoslavia. On the political level, this cri-
tique became official to the point of becoming a rationale for oppression soon
after the breakup with the USSR in 1948. While many alleged supporters of
Stalin were incarcerated in the camps on Goli Otok and elsewhere, the lead-
ership was pushing economic reforms that lead toward a gradual opening
toward the West. At the same time, the diamat approach to Marxism sur-
vived in professional philosophy, and even after it was severely criticized, it
was never completely banished. The publication of Marx’s Early Writings in
1953 indicated the emergence of a new stream within Yugoslav Marxism that
was intellectually and politically in step with the (re)emerging critical theory
in the West, especially in Germany.* Simultaneously with the publication of
this important volume, a group of young philosophers from Zagreb Univer-
sity started publishing on subjects that were until then rarely mentioned,
such as the critique of ideology and alienation.

The inaugural scholarly article on the subject of alienation in Yugoslavia
was Rudi Supek’s “Importance of the Theory of Alienation for Socialist Hu-
manism” (“Znacaj teorije otudenja za socijalisti¢ki humanizam”), published
in Sarajevo scholarly journal Pregled early in 1953. Here, Supek is still limiting
his discussion to religious alienation as a fundamental form of alienation of
consciousness. The same year, however, Supek’s colleague from Zagreb Uni-
versity Milan Kangrga published in the Zagreb-based journal Pogledi his ar-
ticle “Problems of Ideology” (“Problemi ideologije”), in which he didn’t
hesitate to add ideology to Marx's list of areas of alienation:

Since consciousness and understanding are social phenomena, talk-
ing about ideology means talking about man’s alienation, that is,
about those social relations and conditions of life that make possible,
condition, and produce this alienated, distorted, deformed, and split
ideological consciousness, because ideology is alienation of man on
the level of his consciousness and understanding. (Kangrga 1953:782)

Having established ideology as an area of alienation, Kangrga unambigu-
ously indicates that this applies to all ideological formations, including the
one that is dominant in Yugoslavia. He calls for an analysis that
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would demonstrate where, how, and when social, political, scien-
tific, artistic, ethical, etc. positions become mystifying, intolerant,
monopolistic, exclusionary, therefore ideological precisely in the
moment when they don the robe of sanctity, unmistakability, pro-
gressiveness, justice, democracy. (792)

This was an open challenge to doctrinaire Marxism imported from the
Soviet Union, which was left untouched after the split of 1948. Their intel-
lectual superiority and political urgency notwithstanding, the “Marxist hu-
manists,” as this group often self-identified, didn’t dislodge the “diamat”
brand of Marxism from the ideological mainstream in Yugoslavia. While
ostensibly critical of the USSR, the Yugoslav ideologues’ incredulity toward
young Marx betrayed their deep and unbroken ties with Soviet Marxism.
Following the publication of the RussiaWn translation of Marx’s early works
in 1956, Soviet Marxist scholars” response to the challenge of alienation was
that of denial and rejection. On the one hand, scholars such as E. P. Kandel
argued that the concept of alienation belonged to Marx’s “immature” writ-
ings. He finds the proof of this immaturity in its near disappearance in
Marx’s later major works such as Capital and The Communist Manifesto. True
to the methodology of historical materialism, Kandel argued that “the high-
est stage [of any phenomenon] permits us to understand its earlier stage” (in
Yanowitch 1967:37). Therefore, in the light of the theoretical concepts of
Marx’s “highest stage,” such as commodity production and proletarian revo-
lution, the notion of alienation becomes theoretically insignificant. On the
other hand, a number of scholars argued that the socialist revolution and the
abolishment of private property effectively eliminates alienation from the
relations of production, so that it is inapplicable and theoretically uninterest-
ing for Soviet Marxism. Instead, it becomes the staple of Western “revisionist
Marxism.” Critical anthologies published in the USSR such as Against Con-
temporary Revisionism (Protiv sovremennogo revizionizma, 1958) feature chap-
ters dedicated to “new Marxist” thinkers outside of USSR (Ernst Bloch,
Georg Lukacs, Leszek Kotakowski, Henri Lefebvre—and the Communist
Party of Yugoslavia!), who are submitted to merciless critique from the posi-
tions of diamat.’® The fact that very often gets overlooked, especially from
the Western and postsocialist perspective, was that the Yugoslavian authori-
ties found an important source of legitimization precisely in these criticisms
coming from the East: by setting themselves up against the authoritarian
forms of socialism practiced in the USSR and other Eastern bloc states (Bul-
garia, Albania, Czechoslovakia of the 1970s, and Romania of the 1980s), they
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appeared revisionist and liberal even when they resorted to repression, as in
the aftermath of 1968.

Veselin Golubovi¢ points out in his history of Yugoslav revisionist phi-
losophy of the 1950s that the philosophical critique of Stalinism after 1948
splits into two distinct periods: the first one, from 1950 to 1953, was marked
by the emergence of critical discourse of ideology and alienation in articles
such as Kangrga’s “Problems of Ideology.” This period was followed by a
lull in the mid-1950s, which ended in the closing years of the decade. The
second period culminated with the annual congress of Yugoslav Philo-
sophical Association (Jugoslovensko udruzenje za filozofiju) in which the
young revisionist Marxists established their intellectual superiority over
their older colleagues, who still to a great degree followed formulaic Soviet-
style Marxism (Golubovi¢ 1985:48). The interval between the two peaks in
the critique of philosophical Stalinism was not a period of calm dominance
of one philosophical or ideological system. Far from that: it was the time of
sharp clashes that were a direct outcome of the liberalization of public dis-
course that followed the rejection of Stalinism. On the philosophical ter-
rain, these debates were sparked by the arrival of existentialism, which
challenged both Marxist diamat in philosophy and socialist realism in cul-
ture. It coincided with the first serious ideological rift within Yugoslav
leadership, which opened up with the publication of the high Party official
Milovan Dilas’s critique of the emerging upper classes in Yugoslavia.

Translation and publication of Jean-Paul Sartre’s literary works in Yu-
goslavia in the wake of the rejection of socialist realism can be seen as a
cautious search for alternative literary techniques. His two lesser dramatic
works The Respectful Prostitute (La putain respectueuse) and The Unburied
Dead (Morts sans sépulture) were published in 1951 and his more prominent
novella Nausea (La nausée) in 1952. These works went hand in hand with the
publication of Albert Camus’s major novels The Stranger (L'étranger) and
The Plague (La peste) in 1951 and 1952, respectively. These initial publica-
tions were accompanied, on one hand, by the quick acceptance of existen-
tialist literary techniques by young authors such as Radomir Konstantinovi¢
in Serbia and Edvard Kocbek in Slovenia, and on the other, by harsh criti-
cisms of Sartre’s philosophy. In 1950, Rudi Supek, who would go on to
become one of the leading voices of “humanist Marxism,” published the
book Existentialism and Decadence, and the following year the Croatian phi-
losopher of the pre-World War II generation Marijan Tkal¢i¢ published a
long essay titled “Existentialism (Kierkegaard-Heidegger-Sartre)” (“Egzis-
tencijalizam (Kierkegaard- Heidegger-Sartre)”). Whereas the latter dis-
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cusses Sartre’s philosophy within the larger context of existentialism, and
the former expands the range of “decadents” to encompass Romantic lit-
erature and surrealism, a polemic—one of the first in post-World War II
Yugoslavia—that sprang up in 1953 focused exclusively on Sartre. In the
third issue of the literary journal Nova misao Boris Ziherl, one of the most
prominent representatives of diamat Marxism in Yugoslavia, published
the essay “Egzistencijalizam i njegovi drustveni koreni” (“Existentialism
and Its Social Roots”) in which he offered a sharp critique of Sartre’s phi-
losophy. Literary critic Voja Rehar mounted a defense of Sartre, which was
published together with Ziherl’s response in the sixth issue of Nova misao.>!
Ziher!’s stated purpose was to demonstrate incompatibility between Sar-
tre’s existentialism and Marxism and, moreover, to question the French
philosopher’s turn toward Marxism and expose him as an “anti-Marxist”
(Ziherl [1953] 1955:60). One of the cornerstones of Ziherl’s criticism was
Sartre’s theory of alienation, which he laid out in his reflections on the
Other in his major philosophical work, Being and Nothingness, and the
drama No Exit. Summarizing Sartre’s theory of the Other as that which is a
“medium that I undeniably need in order to overcome and realize myself,”
Ziherl argues that Sartre takes this life-and-death struggle between the self
and the other (“either I will overpower him or he will overpower me”) as
the starting point for his “interpretation for all social relationships” from
“class struggle” to “ethnic relations” (24). Ziherl’s most pointed criticism of
Sartre concerns this irreconcilable opposition between the self and the
other, and concerns as well some of the central tenets of his philosophy,
such as freedom, choice, and, above all, a subject’s “thrownness” into the
world and his indetermination. Ziherl takes Sartre’s reliance on the sub-
ject’s ”
bourgeois unfreedom. “Contrary to Sartre, we think that socialism’s vic-
tory will be all the more certain if men become more free, that is to say if they
come to a deeper understanding of the objective tendencies of the society’s
development, if they have more possibilities and the will to resolutely
transform socialist tendencies into socialist reality” (64). Ziherl’s dismissal

autonomy of will” as the central proof of his inability to depart from

of Sartre didn’t diminish his impact on Yugoslav culture of the 1950s. In
fact, the critique of diamat by other means seemed to deepen during the
lull of the mid-decade. This departure from socialist realism resulted not
only in an opening of the scope and methodology in traditional arts—
literature, visual arts, and theater —but in an opening of space for new arts,
including performance. Severing of cultural ties with the USSR meant at
the same time an opening toward the cultural and artistic currents in West-
ern Europe.
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Existentialist concerns not only informed literary and philosophical de-
bates, but deeply affected attempts to rethink European culture in the after-
math of the Holocaust. In 1953, the same year as Ziherl-Rehar polemic, the
eight annual Rencontres internationales de Geneve conference, held in Ge-
neva, Switzerland, from the second to the twelfth of September, adopted a
strikingly Sartrean theme: “The Anguish of the Present and the Obligations
of the Mind” (“L’angoisse du temps présent et les devoirs de l'esprit”).5> In
Sartre’s early philosophy, especially that of Being and Nothingness, the con-
cept of anguish (Iangoisse) is directly related to will and negation, and
therefore to alienation. As he puts it succinctly, “Anguish is precisely my
consciousness of being my own future, in the mode of not-being. . . . If
nothing compels me to save my life, nothing prevents me from precipitat-
ing myself into the abyss” (Sartre [1943] 1956:32). While the keynote speak-
ers attempted to take the idea of anguish outside of this immediate frame
of reference and examine it from perspectives of psychology, religion, poli-
tics, ethics, and philosophy, the Sartrean tension between anguish and hor-
ror informed conference discussions of keynote presentations and accom-
panying artistic programs. Consider the following statement by Polish
émigré writer Czestaw Mitosz:

I 'am personally very upset by the audience’s reaction to this play. I
understand that a concentration camp is a very amusing place, of
course, and little laughs coming from the audience are absolutely
appropriate; but to consider such a play to be something ingenious,
well done, as it was said by people who did not understand that one
should not laugh while watching such a play, that repulses me. (in
Saussure et al. 1954:235)%

This was Milosz’s response to the performance of En attendant Godot on
September 6, 1953, which he offered during a public scholarly debate
over Beckett’s play (in all likelihood the first ever) that took place during
the conference.” What Mitosz saw was Roger Blin’s second run of Beck-
ett’s play, which was, after it premiered in Paris in January the same year,
on its first tour through France, Switzerland, Germany, and Italy.>
Théatre de Babylone’s performance of En attendant Godot was one of the
artistic events that accompanied the conference. Mitosz spoke up in the
Second Closed Discussion held on September 7, 1953, on the theme “Eth-
ics and Aesthetics.” His comments provide a rare glimpse at an initial
response to Beckett’s play, before numerous scholarly exegeses were
written and published:
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In Godot, there are two guys waiting for God; but God does not ap-
pear. And, for entertainment, to pass their time, we have images of
enslavement and torture, of men by men. This is not a tragedy, but
its exact opposite. There is nothing tragic in this play, because trag-
edy is when human will that wants to accomplish something meets
an unyielding destiny. In this play, the characters are determined by
the laws that they obey. All of them are gangsters; those two guys
waiting don’t do anything. They are absolutely passive; they are
waiting for something unrealizable that will never happen. Godot
will never come. Pozzo, the torturer, is subject to a strict determin-
ism, but the same can be said about the one that is tortured. They are
connected and there is no will; there is just submission. (in Saussure
et al. 1954:236)

In the third year of his Parisian exile, and on the verge of his international
breakout, which came with the 1953 publication of his books The Captive
Mind and The Seizure of Power, Milosz’s reaction was clearly that of a writer
from a socialist country:

But, this criticism: I will certainly be able to formulate it in Warsaw,
in front of the Writers” Union of Poland, about the Western plays
that deal with pure aesthetics. This lack of will, this lack of revolt
against destiny is reminiscent of a kind of decadence, which is also
present in the reaction of the audience that considers that such a
play can be ingenious. On the other hand, we can say that such an
art—the sadism of desperation—does not prepare for the advent of
anew metaphysics. There is a certain metaphysical fluctuation at the
edge of mystery. But, I do not see that; on the contrary, it is an art
that employs appearances, metaphysical appearances that lead to
pure desperation, where there is no possibility of transcendence.
The next stage will never happen. For example, we will not see a
mass movement bring happiness to the world. It is a profoundly
antimetaphysical play. (236)%

Issues from this closed discussion apparently lingered into the second half
of the conference. For instance, two days later, in the discussion of Italian
philosopher Guido Calogero’s paper “L’angoisse et la vie morale” (“Anxi-
ety and Moral Life”), in which he spoke about the virtues of Socratic irony
in the face of mortal fear, Georges Bataille raised the question of the alter-
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natives to philosophical rationality. Suggesting that “the mysterious and
the sacred are mutually engaged,” he went on to ask:

Doesn’t the sacred overlap with poetry? And at the same time
doesn’t it overlap with tragedy? For men in general, there is a pre-
cious kingdom that is very essential to them: the kingdom of poetry,
of the sacred, of tragedy; but it is, at the same time, the kingdom of
fear, of anxiety, of that thing which Mr. Calogero says we are at odds
with: death. This is finally the essential question: Does Mr. Calogero
believe that irony can go beyond its object in certain cases? Does it
go beyond God? His irony —Socrates’s—does it go beyond death?
Applied to the present situation, would irony go beyond death? (in
Saussure et al. 1954:295)

When Calogero hesitates to apply his ideas to the “present situation” and
goes back to Socrates’s attitude toward his own death, Bataille persists. OK,
he says, I agree with you, Mr. Calogero, but don’t you realize that this per-
tains to something more than the history of ethics? “We should, at least,
find out if the reasonable man is at times overwhelmed or not, and if, once
he is overwhelmed, he stops being rational” (296). Calogero dodges the
question once again, and poet Dusan Mati¢ takes over, pushing further Ba-
taille’s question of understanding and ethical relation:

What happens after? Does ethical action end when the act of under-
standing the others (or the other) is finished? Is that not the same as
Tolstoy’s: to understand is to forgive? I think that the action contin-
ues, the ethics continues. . . . I will take a classical example: I can
understand and I have understood what Hitler is, but does the dia-
logue with him continue? Is there always a possibility for dialogue?
If not, what should be done?” (297)

This insistence on “after” and “beyond” may be an indicator of similar
intellectual affinities shared by Bataille, an on-again, off-again advocate
and critic of surrealism, and Mati¢, a poet and former member of the sur-
realist group in Belgrade. Bataille, who had recently published The Accursed
Share, had an obvious interest in the conference topic.” In the conclusion of
the first volume of his magnum opus, he questioned the Marshall Plan as a
possible point of convergence between a general and a restricted economy.
Namely, in this vast project of financing the rebuilding of war-ravaged Eu-
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rope, capitalism, that epitome of the restricted economy which is concerned
with profit and accumulation, seemed to have come close to succumbing to
the general economy, which asked for unproductive consumption and ex-
penditure. “It was necessary to deliver goods without payment: It was nec-
essary to give away the product of labor” (Bataille 1991:175). However, in
the very next step of his argument, Bataille warns that along with this dis-
tribution of aid comes the distribution of credit (178). Yugoslavia was on
the receiving end. After initially refusing in July 1947 to join the member-
ship of the European Recovery Program (the official title of the Marshall
Plan), a year later, in the immediate aftermath of the break with the USSR
and its Eastern European allies, Yugoslavia was the first socialist country to
join the program. That was just the first step in a series of agreements that
deepened Yugoslavia's economic ties with the West. And indeed, soon the
nonreturnable aid (“goods without payment”) turned into loans (“distri-
bution of credit”). Mati¢’s participation in Recontres internationales de Ge-
neéve as the only representative from a socialist state came in the wake of
the Yugoslav constitution of 1953, which abolished Soviet-like economic
policies and codified socialist self-management as the legitimate constitu-
tional order of the land.

In his notes from the conference, Mati¢ wrote that the greatest impres-
sion on him was not made by any of the keynote speakers or discussants,
but by two artistic events that did not belong to the main conference pro-
gram: the concert by the Swiss conductor Ernest Ansermet, and Samuel
Beckett's play Waiting for Godot, performed by “some Parisian troupe”
(Mati¢ 1961:235). He described the latter as a “kind of contemporary Euro-
pean Lower Depths. Only without the old man Luke” (235).8 In fact, he was
so impressed by Beckett’s play that during his stop in Paris he got hold of
the theater journal Lavant-scéne, which featured the script of En attendant
Godot accompanied by two photographs from Blin’s production. Upon his
return to Belgrade he gave the journal to Vasilije Popovi¢, a recent graduate
of the first class in theater directing at the Belgrade School of Drama, who
at that time worked as an assistant director at the Belgrade Drama The-
ater.%? Popovic had the play translated and proposed to stage it at his home
institution. The repertoire of the Belgrade Drama Theater, alongside with
some other public events of that time, such as Mic¢a Popovi¢’s solo show of
his nonrealist paintings (1950) and the Exhibition of Contemporary French Art
(1952), indicated that Yugoslav culture was following its economy in its
westward turn.®® Starting with the 1951 production of Arthur Miller’s Death
of a Salesman, this theater turned away from the repertoire of classic dra-
matic literature and (socialist) realist plays to include a series of contempo-
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rary works from the United States, France, and England (by Arthur Miller,
Tennessee Williams, John Osborne, Jean-Paul Sartre, Jean Anouilh, and
others).®! The theater’s artistic director, Predrag Dinulovi¢, who staged the
breakthrough production of Death of a Salesman, was not enthusiastic about
Beckett’s play, but he did not reject it either. Instead, he authorized rehears-
als with a cast of young actors, which were scheduled to take place during
the “dead time” in the theater’s daily plan of rehearsals and performances.
According to Popovi¢, his arrangement with the artistic director was to
bring the play up on its feet, at which point the final decision about its in-
clusion in the repertoire would be made (Popovi¢ 1978:21).

Rehearsals of Waiting for Godot in the spring of 1954 coincided with the
biggest political crisis in Yugoslavia since its break with the Soviet Union.
This time the crisis was internal, and it was caused by Milovan Dilas, the
president of the Federal Assembly of Yugoslavia, who from November
1953 to January 1954 published a series of articles in the Communist Party’s
daily, Borba, in which he pointed to a number of quickly mounting contra-
dictions within the new socialist society.®> Dilas’s downfall was gradual:
from his trial and condemnation at the Third Plenum of the Central Com-
mittee of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia in January 1954, to the
stripping of his party functions, to his expulsion from the Federal Parlia-
ment, and finally, to his renunciation of membership in the LCY later that
year. The proximity and interdependence of political and cultural contro-
versies in Yugoslavia of that time was epitomized in Ziherl’s book On Exis-
tentialism, published a year later (1955), which brought together his polem-
ics against Sartre’s existentialism and arguments against Dilas he originally
published in Borba in the first half of 1954. As political tensions mounted,
the word spread among Belgrade theatrical and artistic circles about a new
and unusual play rehearsed by a group of young actors at the Belgrade
Drama Theater. In April the artistic director informed Vasilije Popovi¢ and
the cast of Waiting for Godot that their production was not going to be in-
cluded in the theater’s repertory. Instead, they were allowed to hold one
final dress rehearsal that would be open only for members of Belgrade
Drama Theater’s workers’ council. Since it was never officially included in
the theater’s repertory, Waiting for Godot was not formally banned. Caught
in institutional limbo, the production was simply shut down. The “Godot
affair” offered the first glimpse at the mechanism of the ideological control
of culture that evolved in Yugoslavia in years to come. This was not an in-
stance of the kind of self-censorship that Miklés Haraszti suggests in his
book The Velvet Prison, a sophisticated form of censorship that by the 1980s
replaced the repressive role of the censor with the “discipline of the em-
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ployee” in socialist countries (1987:72).% Instead, this was an example of
the efficiency of self-management in workers’ collectives that was ex-
panded in 1953, a year before the “Godot affair,” from factories to the “non-
producing” sector to include schools, hospitals, and institutions of culture
(Pasi¢ 1978:37). Following an initiative that arrived from no one knows
where, not only the security staff, but all employees, from stage hands to
custodians, stood on guard at the theater’s entrances.®* Still, a few people
slipped in and managed to see the dress rehearsal. These surreptitious au-
dience members, among whom were some prominent theater critics and
young intellectuals, spread the word about the terminated production. The
interest in the censored play led to the production at Staro sajmiste a few
months later. To Vasilije Popovi¢, the audience-less performance of Waiting
for Godot at the Belgrade Drama Theater was a clear demonstration of the
power of an unwitnessed event. In the aftermath of the dress rehearsal, he
wrote, “Not existing as a performance, [Godot] lived on even though it was
not played.” And: “It was effectively performed even though it was not
onstage—that is the point!” (1978:31).

Popovi¢ and his associates saw this performance as proof of the neces-
sity for an experimental venue that would work outside of “administrative
theater,” as they referred to state-supported theaters. Encouraged by en-
thusiastic reactions to the performance of Waiting for Godot at Staro sajmiste,
they began to search for a space where they could stage other experimental
plays. The director and the cast of Godot were joined by new allies, includ-
ing the emerging literary critic Borislav Mihajlovi¢-Mihiz and the film di-
rector Rado$ Novakovi¢, who became the theater group’s managing pro-
ducer. In his recollections about the “Godot affair,” Popovi¢ noted that the
producer of this barely existing new theater had a candid belief that its
audience would consist primarily of Belgrade “bourgeoisie” and “snobs”
(Ugrinov 1990:185).%5 After several attempts to find vacant spaces in down-
town Belgrade that could be converted into a small theater, Popovi¢ and
Novakovi¢ discovered an unused conference room on the ground level of
the building that housed Borba, the Party’s newspaper, and obtained per-
mission to use it for theatrical performances. They found a certain symbol-
ism in the fact that the “avant-garde scene, the first of that kind” in postwar
Yugoslavia, would be housed in the “Party’s fortress” (1990:187).

If in 1954 Waiting for Godot was seen as going too far in the direction of
a new aesthetic and ideological liberalization, two years later, it seemed on
the mark with the economic one. If in 1954 the new model of socialist self-
management was used as a convenient mechanism for an impersonal
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transmission of political decisions, then in 1956, when Waiting for Godot was
remounted in the Borba building, a sudden new development of self-
management in culture placed the production in a context far more awk-
ward and alien than the old-fashioned totalitarian state. In 1956 a new set
of laws and regulations were adopted that introduced the status of the
“free artist” for the first time in the history of socialist Yugoslavia (Joki¢
and Pavicevi¢ 1969:23). These regulations came as a result of an elaboration
of self-management’s basic principles that asked for legal protection of la-
bor as the cornerstone of self-management, and came as a result of the dy-
namic advancements in the film industry that drew actors, directors, stage
designers, and other theater professionals away from their regular employ-
ment in theaters. In this new realignment, the avant-garde artists looking to
establish an autonomous theater group found themselves under the same
rubric as the members of estrada, light entertainment for the masses.

Soon after they found the space in the Borba building, the group was
joined by the young theater director Mira Trailovi¢, who secured substan-
tial financial backing for the new theater from Belgrade municipal authori-
ties.® The new theater was named Atelje 212 (Studio 212), after the number
of seats in the auditorium. Popovi¢ writes that the opening night of Waiting
for Godot in the new space, which took place on December 17, 1956, was
sold out, and that even those who censored it two years earlier showed up
to congratulate the actors on their persistence. Champagne was opened
during the intermission to celebrate the “victory over the administration,”
as if, commented Popovi¢, “it was not the administration itself that made
this theater possible” (1971:232). He wrote that, even though the theater
was small and improvised —without proscenium, lobby, or green room—
the opening ceremony resembled those routinely done in the National The-
ater on the main city square: “They forced me to accept that which dis-
gusted me: the old threadbare theater against which I rebelled” (235). In the
very next production he started rehearsing, he observed a change among
the group members: “The sacrifice and the sacrificial act, the necessity of
which was so clear to us in the beginning, and which we took as a sine qua
non of our work, was now disturbed; as if we were no longer capable of
self-renunciation, that most supreme form of freedom; as if the time of cer-
tain selfishness would ensue, of the need for personal promotion and ac-
complishment” (244). The “theater of spiritual need” was drowned by its
own success. The search for an autonomous avant-garde theater, for the-
ater that was a “perpetual freshness in the world,” was tainted by a “slow
corrosion,” at first imperceptible, but advancing with the certainty of clock-
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work (245). A year after the opening of Waiting for Godot and the inaugura-
tion of Atelje 212, Popovi¢ made his exit from the theater and turned to
writing, adopting the nom de plume Pavle Ugrinov.®”

The arch of the “Godot affair,” in which an experimental theater pro-
duction was first rejected, then cautiously permitted to become quickly and
fully integrated into institutionalized culture, clearly illustrates the state of
Yugoslav culture in the mid- and late 1950s. Yugoslav authorities firmly
rejected the stylistic premises of socialist realism. Cultural establishment
was quick to marginalize and ridicule its representatives. Vacated space
was filled with modernist abstraction in visual art, the so-called theater of
the absurd, and psychologism in literature.®® However, socialist realism is
more than a style, and its dethroning in Yugoslavia was incomplete at best.
It left intact the institutional structure of artists’ and writers’” associations
established during the period 1945-50, which were dominated by members
of the League of Communists. This combination of the new style and old
structure opened a gap in socialist realism as a political economy, which
was left without art forms that could address the widest audience in a di-
rect and unambiguous way. Summarizing this situation, literary critic
Sveta Luki¢ suggested that, beginning in 1950, the most prominent issue in
Yugoslav culture was its polemic against socialist realism. The result was
that “for the first time ever” there was a socialist culture that was directly
opposed to socialist realism and at the same time “internal and immanent”
in relation to the socialist project (1983:68). He made this argument in a
conversation that took place in the editorial offices of the Polish literary
journal Kultura, where Polish critics presented their visiting Yugoslav col-
leagues with a set of questions about the development of Yugoslav litera-
ture after the World War I1.° In this conversation, as well as in other articles
he published before and after this visit to Poland, Luki¢ outlined the theo-
retical contours of this new socialist culture that first emerged in Yugosla-
via, and subsequently came to dominate some other Eastern European
countries, such as Poland and Hungary. In an article he published in the
daily Politika before his trip to Poland, Luki¢ wrote that “in contrast to So-
viet dogmatism, in which the bureaucracy orders the artists to do certain
things in a certain way, in our country the society —via politicians and
ideologues—negotiates with artists and advises them not to do certain
things” (67). He added that this cultural policy was gradually formulated
between 1950 and 1955. Needless to say, even without mentioning the “Go-
dot affair” or intending to do so, Luki¢ describes precisely the mechanism
of censorship that removed Wiiting for Godot from the stage of the Belgrade
Drama Theater, and matches perfectly the timing of the reversal of its for-
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tune (from suppression in 1954 to success in 1956). Second, he maintained
that, when it comes to realism, “socialist realism in many of its aspects is
not realism at all, but functionalism and pragmatism under the guise of
realism” (Luki¢ 1975:230). Whereas in the Soviet Union realism had been
accepted as the official style, in Yugoslavia it was replaced by abstraction in
visual arts and a variety of stylistic departures from realism. According to
Luki¢, in the early 1950s, Yugoslav artists, critics, and art policymakers dis-
mantled the “vulgar sociologism, moralism, speculative rationalism, and
excessive politicization” characteristic of socialist realism, and instead en-
dorsed an “aesthetic character and status of the arts” (68). Hence, he termed
the resulting cultural politics and the official style socialist aestheticism.”

In his articles on socialist aestheticism (or socialist modernism, another
term that critics use interchangeably), Luki¢ points out that the move-
ment’s “positive side” is its recognition of the work of art as a “relatively
autonomous system, . . . organized according to its own rules” and there-
fore “immanently justified” (68). At the same time, he didn’t see it as an
“escape from reality.” In fact, it created in “Yugoslavia a general condition”
that was “richer and more supporting” for creativity (235). The fact that
socialist aestheticism was relieved of an obligation to support the official
politics did not mean that it was inherently opposed to that politics. Being
that it represented a tacit agreement between artists and ideologues, it al-
ways led to a compromise. Thus, “Aestheticism dulls the edges, rounds
things up, and suffocates a more specific and deeper departure” (69). Luki¢
suggested that, if placed in the Hegelian schema of dialectics, socialist aes-
theticism would represent the first, abstract negation of socialist realism.
Accordingly, “It contains many traits of the previous phase,” which is re-
flected in the works that are “ambivalent, ideologically and politically con-
formist, and neutral in relation to its epoch” (241). Like “realism” in social-
ist realism, abstraction in socialist aestheticism is a form of functionalism.
And, in the final analysis, what social realism was for the command econ-
omy, socialist aestheticism was for market socialism.

The lacuna left in the political economy of socialist realism by the re-
moval of a realistic representational style was difficult to bridge. It was al-
most impossible to use middle-of-the-road modernist abstraction as a
transposition, commentary on, or even a mere illustration of self-managing
labor. One of the rare instances when an explicit and even programmatic
attempt was made at bringing together self-management as an ideology
with socialist aestheticism was the fifteenth issue of Bihalji-Merin’s maga-
zine Jugoslavija: ilustrovani casopis (Yugoslavia: An Illustrated Magazine).
While it always featured fairly straightforward and nicely packaged pitches
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for national treasures, industries, and tourist offerings from the Yugoslav
republics, issue number 15, published on the occasion of Yugoslavia’s par-
ticipation in the 1958 Universal and International Exhibition in Brussels,
stands out as one of most ambitious attempts to replace socialist realism
with its modernist counterpart.”! Judging from this luxuriously produced
magazine, what Yugoslavia had to sell at the Universal Exhibition was . . .
itself. Most articles in the magazine dealt with the sociopolitical organiza-
tion of the country, while illustrations ranging from medieval frescos, fu-
nerary art, and sculpture to the most recent painting, photography, indus-
trial design, and architecture were arranged in such a way as to convey the
sense of continuation between past and present and a unity between differ-
ent aspects of contemporary culture. Hence the title of this special issue:
“Tracks and the Present.” In his selections for the “present,” Bihalji-Merin
made some bold choices, such as the inclusion of paintings by Ivan Picelj
and Aleksandar Srnec, members of Croatian group EXAT 51, who in Febru-
ary 1953 held the first exhibition of abstract art in post-World War II Yugo-
slavia.”? EXAT 51 was a Zagreb-based group of painters and architects,
founded just months after Kardelj’s speech in which he encouraged the
“confrontation of opinions.” In its manifesto, the first of its kind in socialist
Yugoslavia, EXAT 51 legitimized its existence by asserting that it “consid-
ers its own foundation and activity as a practical positive result of the de-
velopment of” the very principle Kardelj advocated: “confrontation of
opinions” (EXAT 51 1969:39). “EXAT” is a portmanteau word made of “ex-
perimental” and “atelier,” and true to this commitment to experimentation
and art as labor (“atelier” as studio or workshop), painters and architects
gathered under its banner proclaimed as their “main task” directing “vi-
sual activity toward a synthesis of all visual arts” and, second, “giving an
experimental character to this effort” (39). In the work of Picelj and Alek-
sandar Srnec (also featured in this issue of Jugoslavija), this experimentation
is manifested in works that were remarkably in step with European geo-
metric abstraction of that period (Denegri 1969:38). On the pages of Jugo-
slavija, Bihalji-Merin juxtaposes Picelj’s paintings with photographs of Yu-
goslav industry and Dorde Radenkovic’s text on self-management. Here,
Picelj’s geometric abstractions from the EXAT and post-EXAT period serve
to contrast and complement scenes from industrial life: a blast furnace at
Jesenice iron works, a workers’ council meeting at the Rade Koncar factory,
and products from the glassworks in Skopje—all to illustrate Radenkovi¢’s
glorification of self-management.

Far more sophisticated than his socialist realist predecessors,
Radenkovi¢, in this text addressed primarily to foreign audiences, strik-
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ingly presents “social self-government” in performance management terms
(remember this is 1958!). On the one hand, he argues that this form of orga-
nization is a palliative against two “major dangers” of modern industrial
societies: mechanization (“the threat that worker . . . may lose all joy in la-
bour, pride in labour, sense of labour”) and excessive managerial bureau-
cratization (Radenkovi¢ 1958:90). On the other hand, he puts forward the
idea that this is a form of social, and not only industrial, organization,
which brings “direct efficacy” to democracy (94). “Social self-government”
is the “blending of socialism and democracy” in which the latter “ceases to
be a periodical game of numbers and performances on the parliamentary
stage” and instead “enters the whole life of man, just as he enters it ‘through
the front door” (97). Itis here that the harmonizing force of self-management
meets the artistic synthesis envisioned by EXAT 51. As with socialist real-
ism, this unifying vision was achieved only discursively, on the pages of
Bihalji-Merin’s Jugoslavija, where Picelj’s works were co-opted by the so-
cialist modernist mainstream. Outside of this brief discursive departure,
EXAT’s comprehensive ideas for social(ist) design were pushed into the
background to make room for the less demanding (and less self-managing)
and more conciliatory artists and works that Lukic¢ associated with socialist
aestheticism.

A nonconfrontational and watered-down idea of abstraction found its
multiple purposes within the political economy of self-management. The
Youth Day stadium spectacle offered the most comprehensive image of Yu-
goslav socialist aestheticism that could be surveyed in single glance. From
popular music, to themes ranging from war and revolution to the senti-
mentalism of children and the militarism of the army, it used everything it
could to achieve the desired emotional effect. Unlike Soviet spectacles, it
never stopped short of abstraction. The river rushing into the stadium,
spilling over its banks, being pushed back by the angular formations of
young workers: this kind of formal arrangement is paradigmatic of social-
ist aestheticist painting. If, in its machinelike progression and certainty, the
socialist realist mass spectacle strove to emulate the unfolding of the
planned economy, then the slightly relaxed, modern, and semiabstract
mass performances of Youth Day revealed the intricacy of the socialist mar-
ket economy. If the former, with its important task of labor motivation, was
an integral part of the Soviet political economy, the latter demonstrated
that Yugoslavia had its distinct and viable political economy. Whereas so-
cialist realism, both as an artistic style and as a political economy, insists on
organicity, socialist aestheticism is perfectly suited to the layered structure
of the baroque complex. The baroque social fabric is sedimentary, nonho-
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mogeneous, and full of cracks and openings. It constitutes, in the parlance
of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, a “holey space” that “communicates
with smooth space and striated space” (Deleuze [1980] 1987:415). While
they find a visual paradigm of this space in Sergei Eisenstein’s film The
Strike, it is no less present in the works of Samuel Beckett. In order to un-
derstand what happened in the cracks of socialist aestheticism, we have to
go back to the clandestine performance of Waiting for Godot that followed
its ban at Belgrade Drama theater and preceded its triumphant return as
the inaugural production of Atelje 212.

LABOR’S OTHER

If we don’t count the closed rehearsal in Belgrade Drama Theater, the first
staging of Waiting for Godot in Yugoslavia, and by all accounts in a socialist
country, took place in the summer of 1954 in Belgrade.”” It was a one-off
performance staged in the studio of the painter Mic¢a Popovi¢, located in
the complex of buildings called Staro sajmiste (Old Exhibition Grounds)
situated on the left bank of the river Sava facing downtown Belgrade.” The
cast consisted of young actors from the Belgrade Drama Theater (Beograd-
sko dramsko pozoriste), where they rehearsed Beckett’s play throughout
that spring. The roles of Vladimir and Estragon were played, respectively,
by Ljuba Tadi¢ and Bata Paskaljevi¢, and those of Pozzo and Lucky by Rade
Markovi¢ and Mic¢a Tomic.” The hosts of the event, painters Mica Popovi¢’
and Vera Bozickovi¢-Popovic belonged to a generation of young up-and-
coming painters that transformed the Yugoslav art scene in the early 1950s.
Their studio was located in a building that formerly housed the Italian pa-
vilion of Belgrade’s Staro sajmiste. In figure 12, the Italian pavilion is the
small building in the upper left corner of the complex, almost completely
hidden by the square white building, which housed one of the Yugoslav
pavilions.

Originally, SajmiSte was a complex of ten exhibition halls built in the
summer of 1937. Until the Nazi invasion, it hosted international exhibits of
goods and industrial products. In the fall of 1941, this complex was turned
into the concentration camp the Nazi occupying forces named Judenlager
Semlin (Jewish Camp Zemun).”” SajmiSte was conveniently placed north of
the river Sava, on land that, following the breakup of the Kingdom of Yu-
goslavia, was annexed by the newly formed Croatian state governed by a
Nazi puppet regime. Even though designed as a place for the display and
trade of goods, the panoptic architecture of the entire complex, with its
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Fig. 12. A panorama of SajmisSte upon its completion in 1937.

concentrically grouped buildings and central tower, made for an easy con-
version into a concentration camp. All Nazi authorities had to do was build
additional barbed wire fences and add guard towers at the corners of the
vast yard. By May 1942, seven thousand Jewish men, women, and children
had been exterminated in a truck converted into an ambulatory gas cham-
ber, or simply died of hunger and illness (Koljanin 1992:61). Having com-
pleted “the final solution” in this newly occupied part of Europe, Nazi au-
thorities changed the name of the camp to Anhaltelager Semlin (Distribution
Camp Zemun), essentially a slave labor camp for prisoners of war and ci-
vilian hostages, mostly Serbs, from Bosnia, Croatia, and Serbia proper, who
were sent on to work in other camps throughout the Third Reich. During
the period from 1942 to 1944, almost thirty-two thousand passed through
Distribution Camp Zemun, and eleven thousand died there (Koljanin
1992:397). The camp was damaged in the Allies’ bombing raids on Belgrade
in the spring of 1944, and by July it was abandoned. It suffered further
damage during the military operations for the liberation of Belgrade in Oc-
tober 1944.

After the war, the entire complex remained abandoned until 1948, when
Yugoslav leaders decided to launch the construction of New Belgrade.
Rubble was cleared and pavilions were turned into the headquarters of the
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Voluntary Youth Work Action New Belgrade.” Once this Youth Work Ac-
tion was dicontinued, the pavilions at Staro sajmisSte were once again obso-
lete. In 1952 they were leased to the Association of Artists of Serbia (ULUS),
which let young artists use empty buildings as their studios. For a short
period of time in the 1950s, the former extermination camp housed a com-
munity of avant-garde painters, writers, and theater practitioners. Vasilije
Popovi¢ had a room in the (formerly) Romanian pavilion. In reminiscences
he wrote years later, he compared Staro sajmiste to a huge “celestial wheel”
with the central axis and parts dispersed around it (Ugrinov 1990:11). The
wheel had been broken; the buildings were dilapidated and unkempt, sur-
rounded in the summer by abundant vegetation. And while from this jum-
ble of crumbling walls and invading plants occasionally emerged frag-
ments of a building’s former splendor (the banner mounts at the entrance
of the Italian pavilion, the round windows of the Swiss pavilion, and the
blue ceramic tiles that framed the entrance to the Romanian pavilion), the
more recent past of this place bled silently into the present.

The spiral staircase in Mica Popovi¢ and Vera BoZzickovié-Popovi¢'s
ground-floor apartment led from the living room to their studio, which
was large by postwar Belgrade standards. Mic¢a Popovi¢ remembers that it
measured almost fifteen by seven meters (in Popovi¢ 1978:30). On the day
of the Waiting for Godot performance, the painter and the director cleared
the studio and brought in chairs they had borrowed from neighbors. They
drew a chalk line across the width of the room, dividing it into two parts of
unequal size: the larger section for the audience, and the smaller one for the
stage (1978:30). A large ceiling lamp illuminated the performance area.
Vasilije Popovi¢ worked the lights by simply turning the wall switch on
and off to indicate the break between acts (Ugrinov 1990:173). In the Italian
pavilion, the play found itself in what Peggy Phelan calls “the scandal of
ethical blindness” that was “the catastrophe of the Holocaust” (2004:1281).
Seeing without looking, it achieved clarity that needed no stage metaphors.
It was as if, once placed on the broken celestial wheel, the play was freed of
all symbolism, and the tangibility of the here and now that Beckett sug-
gested through numerous metatheatrical devices finally and fully emerged.
There was no curtain to conceal the stage and no coulisses to cover the bare
walls of the former death camp.”

Mario Maskareli, a young painter who lived in the neighborhood, made
Godot’s famous tree from objects he found at the site: a broom handle
topped with a whirl of corroded wire (Popovic¢ 1978:28). Actors played in
costumes that were borrowed from the costume depot of Belgrade Drama
Theater.8° The hosts worried that the floor might yield under the pressure
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of more than forty bodies crammed into the studio (Ugrinov 1990:172). The
weight was not only in the bodies of the spectators and performers, but
around them as well. There was very little room for stage action in the tiny
performance area. And there was scant energy. Instead of memories of the
mise-en-scene, what stayed with actors was the general atmosphere of the
stifling enclosure and the heavy air.

LjuBA TADIC: The edge of the proscenium was marked by a chalk
line. That was the limit of how far we could go. Then they hung
the big lamp—do you remember the lamp? —and the
lampshade so that the light would focus on us. We realized that
there were not going to be any reflectors in there.

Then the audience came in. Those spectators, I remember all of
them. ...

RADE MARKOVIC: Many sat on the floor.

LjuBA TADIC: They sat on the floor and on chairs. There was a big ta-
ble on the right, and they sat on it as well. . . . And then the per-
formance began. As soon as it began, the storm came from the
Sava. There was lightning.

BATA PASKALJEVIC: Terrible weather. The storm.

LjuBA TADIC: The glass in the windows fogged.

BATA PASKALJEVIC: Terrible pressure.

LJUBA TADIC: Pressure and heat. We were drenched with sweat, all
wet, as if we were pulling an oxcart. . . .

BATA PASKALJEVIC: Our words were drowning in sweat; they came
soaked out from our mouths. (in Popovié¢ 1978:28)

These reminiscences of performing in Waiting for Godot don’t contain even
a hint of recollections about the individual actors’ gestures or ensemble

work. It is as if the actors are describing forced labor instead of a theatrical
performance. This atmosphere, as heavy and dense as Jupiter’s, turns the
stage into a locale buried under the wreckage of the past, of the memories,
buildings, and objects all around them. The director says very little about

his staging of the play. If he seems to have remembered everything but his
own directing, it is probably because that which is unforeseeable, that
which obeys no direction, theatrical or otherwise, took over the perfor-
mance. Vasilije Popovi¢:

When the first thunder rocked the heavens exactly during one of the
long pauses in the play and temporarily shut down the light, we had
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an almost physical sense that we were outside, in the midst of the
storm and tempest, on that marshy land on which Beckett placed the
action of his play, and at the same time miraculously protected from
it. And then, just before Pozzo and Lucky’s entrance, the skies
opened, with powerful lightning nearby, so that the words from the
stage were no longer audible, at least to those of us who were in the
back. Finally, at the point of nightfall in the play, the light in the
studio went completely out (most likely, a transformer nearby was
hit by lightning), so that the end of the first act was played literally
in total darkness, illuminated only by lightning (instead of moon-
light, as specified in the script). We continued the performance with
candles, which were placed along the edge of the stage. (Ugrinov

1990:174)

Instead of being installed into the site (its history, its physicality up to the
point and including the poor electrical wiring and the apocalyptic storm),
the performance absorbed it. Performers were crushed under its weight.

LjuBA TADIC: Now, what happened during the performance, to me
it’s as if it was a memory of a delirium; the same way that in Godot
everything is somehow delirious. We, I remember, got down on the
floor—you know the scene “the collapse of humanity” when we all
lay down on the floor—it is then that I felt none of us could stand up.
That’s how tired we were, so that we hardly could bring the show to
its end. (in Popovi¢ 1978:28)

Only moments later, still crawling on all fours, Gogo points up to the sky:
“Look at the little cloud.” Vladimir has the strength only to lift his gaze:
“Where?” Estragon: “There. In the zenith,” to which Didi retorts: “What is
there so wonderful about it?” (Beckett [1952] 1954:54). Nothing wonderful
indeed, for it indicates that the two of them, along with their neighbors
Pozzo and Lucky, are at the nadir. The four of them —in the words of Robbe-
Grillet, a “seething, groaning heap” of bodies —are pressed against the earth
with no strength left to raise an arm, much less to stand on their own feet
(1965:111). Like Stanislavsky much before him, Beckett used diagrams in his
preparation for stage productions. Stanislavsky’s diagrams are either a no-
tation of characters’ movements onstage or, in the case of static scenes, an
outline of the stage composition. In Beckett’s diagrams it is impossible to
find composition sketches of the kind Stanislavsky made for the dialogues
between Sorin and Treplev in The Seagull. In comparison, Becket’s diagrams
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Fig. 13. Samuel
Beckett, Waiting for
Godot, act 2. Pencil
on paper. Copyright
The Estate of Samuel
Beckett. Permission
to reproduce the
image Cruciform
“Heap” by kind per-
mission of the Estate
of Samuel Beckett c¢/o
Rosica Colin Limited,
London.

are rigidly geometrical. Spare and functional, they always indicate the lines
of movement. In sketches he made for static scenes, Beckett goes no further
than marking the actors’ onstage positions. The vocabulary of his diagram-
matic notation is also very frugal: it is limited to arrows, points, numbers,
and characters’ initials (see McMillan and Knowlson 1993). At one point,
this narrow lexicon of signs combines to make a formidable image. In one of
Beckett’s notebooks from the period in which he was preparing to direct
Wiiting for Godot at the Schiller Theater in Berlin (the so-called Green Note-
book) there is a diagram of the “heap” scene (fig. 13).

In their comments on Beckett’s diagrams, Dougald McMillan and Mar-
tha Fehsenfeld point out that this particular image is located in the section
of the “Green Notebook” entitled “Wartestelle” (“Points of Waiting”). They

s

are, as they explain, “tableaux,” “poses” or the “tangible instances of wait-
ing” (McMillan and Fehsenfeld 1988:117). There are four of these instances
in Beckett’s plan for Godot, and they are all grouped in the second act. The
heap is the penultimate such instance, and McMillan and Fehsenfeld sug-
gest that it indicates the positions of four characters: Lucky’s body is pros-
trate at a right angle across Pozzo’s in a cross-like fashion. “Estragon oc-
cupies the lower stage right quadrant of the cross and is facing stage right,
Vladimir is in the lower stage left quadrant and faces stage left” (1988:118).
Visually, these four diagrammatical bodies combine to form a new, com-
posite body that is slowly rising from the floor—no longer Pozzo and
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Lucky, Gogo and Didi; no longer human, but a human-like geometric form
consisting of lines, circles, and letters. Commenting—in an entirely differ-
ent context yet clearly comparable to the one I am discussing here—on Vic-
tor Turner’s suggestion that “in the ‘breakdown’ the individual is ‘reduced
or ground down in order to be fashioned anew,” Saidiya Hartman ob-
serves that this “breakdown also illuminates the dilemma of pleasure and
possession since the body broken by dance insinuates its other, its double,
the body broken by the regimen of labor” (1997:78).5! It is precisely here, in
this instance, that the stage composition called Waiting for Godot reaches not
only the point of perfect stillness, but also its rock bottom.

On that stormy night in the former extermination camp, the diagram of
the heaped-up bodies was inscribed upon another diagram, the only one
that survived from this particular production of Waiting for Godot. This dia-
gram is the straight chalk line on the studio floor. For how long did it stay
there? Did the chalk dissolve in drops of sweat from actors” bodies? Was it
smeared as the body-heap rose from the floor? The chalk line establishes an
impenetrable boundary between this body-pile and the observing bodies
crowded in the section of the studio designated as the auditorium. This
faint and murky line adopts the significance and efficiency of separation
(Trennung) that both Brecht and Benjamin talked about. Benjamin expands
on Brecht's Vrefremdungseffekt-producing separation of theatrical produc-
tion’s elements into an external separation structured by “the abyss which
separates the actors from the audience like the dead from the living, the
abyss whose silence heightens the sublime in drama and whose resonance
heightens the intoxication of opera” (Benjamin [1966] 1973:1). The ultimate
result of social separation is psychic alienation induced by a violence that
is as immense as it is invisible. Here again emerges the figure of incommu-
nicable currents that run past each other.

In the winter of 1941/42, Hilda Doj¢, an inmate at Judenlager Semlin,
wrote to her friend outside the camp:

At the barbed wire fence all philosophy ends, and a reality —a reality
that you who are outside can’t even imagine because you’d howl
with pain—emerges in its fullness. That reality is unsurpassable, our
misery enormous; all clichés about the strength of one’s spirit break
down in front of tears from hunger and cold, and every hope that
liberation is near disappears in the face of a monotonous perspective
of a passive existence that does not resemble life in any way. That’s
not even the irony of life. It is its deepest tragedy. (in Koljanin

1992:85)
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Hilda Doj¢’s letter marks the beginning of a human being’s degradation
that ended in a state that inmates in camps located far to the northwest of
Belgrade called Muselmann. In his influential book The Empty Fortress: In-
fantile Autism and the Birth of the Self, Bruno Bettelheim explains that “the
connotation” of calling certain inmates Musselminner “was that they had
resigned themselves to death unresisting, if this was the will of the SS (or of
Allah). To the other prisoners, but also to the SS, this seemed totally alien,
‘Eastern’ acceptance of death, as opposed to the ‘normal” one of fighting
and scheming to survive” (Bettelheim 1967:65)%2 Here alienation is not only
a cultural misnomer, but a psychic condition of separation from the world
that Bettelheim recognizes as one of the central properties of autism: “A
highly personal extension of the body, a merging of the body and external
things, stands at the beginning of an important recognition: that this world,
though not ours, is ours to try to change as we wish, is to that degree here
to be made our own. Only when we feel we can do that does the world
seem not alien” (136). Exhausted with life but not yet dead, Muselmdinner
endured the afterlife between the end of work and biological death. Keenly
aware of the history of Staro sajmiste,® the director of this clandestine pro-
duction of Waiting for Godot observed that the language itself reveals a deep
undercurrent in the seemingly discontinuous history of this site: what be-
fore the war was a place to display and trade goods (roba), during the war
became the place to incarcerate slave labor (robovi) (Ugrinov 1990:13, 53). It
is precisely at this point that Marxian analysis of alienated labor meets the-
ories of psychic alienation that emerged from the experience of the Holo-
caust. At the moment of performance, this place was still under the sign of
labor, but unlike any other that inhabited it in its short and momentous
history: the voluntary and unproductive labor of art.

The transformation, even for an evening, of an artist’s studio into a pub-
lic space in which a production—that is, a form of labor —was on display
has a far-reaching significance in the context of Yugoslavia in the early
1950s. The notion of the studio as a place of solitude goes back to the Re-
naissance: a studiolo, or a cabinet de curieux, was often built as a windowless
chamber with walls lined with cupboards containing objects that symbol-
ized the order of the universe, and arranged around the central space of
inspection occupied by the prince-scholar. However, contrary to the Ro-
mantic myth of artistic production coming from the exertion of a solitary
genius, numerous examples of artists’ working environments from the Re-
naissance to the nineteenth century offer evidence of a studio as the space
of collective effort and the site of multiple exchanges. Rembrandt’'s and
Raphael’s studios were populated by a number of artists and artisans. In



106 ALIENATION EFFECTS

these settings that combined elements of a studio, a workshop, and a shop,
there emerged a specific division of labor, with apprentices, assistants, and
specialists performing their precisely defined parts in the production of the
work of art. Anthony Hughes compares the relation between the head of
the studio and this intricate system of collaborators to a musical perfor-
mance, and the studio to a collective performance space (1990:38). The con-
cept of the artist’s studio in mid-twentieth-century Europe and America
was the product of a radical overturn of the notion of the studio as a work-
shop that came with the emergence of modernist art. The tension estab-
lished during this period between the rebellious artist working in the isola-
tion of his studio and the academic sociality of mainstream art still
resonated in and around the studio of Mi¢a Popovi¢ and Vera Bozickovic-
Popovi¢. What Caroline A. Jones described as an “opposition” between
“the ideology of the brushstroke” and the “academic notion of fini” —where
the latter stands for “careful work” and “social responsibility” —clearly un-
derlined the split in Yugoslavia in the early 1950s between the generation
of emerging painters and established artists still trying to shed the stylistic
residue of socialist realism (Jones 1996:9). Painters such as Mic¢a Popovic in
Belgrade and Edo Murti¢ in Zagreb were trying to get away from the pre-
scriptive style of socialist realism by using the paintbrush as an instrument
for reflection. Here the insertion of live performance into the artists’ studio
does not represent a replacement of the brush with a body, but an exten-
sion and continuation of the search for a gesture that is radically different
from socialist realist posturing.

Speaking of the abstract expressionist studio in this same period, Jones
points out that it was perceived as an arena where the brushstroke was
seen in radical opposition to ordinary labor. The “manly, athletic work en-
coded in the spontaneous brushstroke is not housework; nor, in some
sense, is it ‘labor’ —that category of human effort required for survival or
wage. It is gratuitous, expressive, personal” (1996:10). And further, she ref-
erences an observation that Meyer Schapiro made in 1957 about “the great
importance of the mark, the stroke, the brush, the drip, the quality of the
substance of the paint itself, and the surface of the canvas as a texture and
field of operation—all signs of the artist’s active presence. . . . All these
qualities of painting may be regarded as a means of affirming the individ-
ual in opposition to the contrary qualities of the ordinary experience of
working and doing” (11). In the Yugoslav context, this amounted to the
artists’ rejection of the representation of laboring bodies in search of a ges-
ture that spoke of the autonomy of their work. In the catalog for his 1950
exhibition, one of the first public art shows that established a significant
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departure from socialist realism, Mic¢a Popovi¢ stated his position that “one
can’t ask painting to narrate the same way literature does” (in Denegri
1993:92). While this kind of statement sounds remarkably close to Clement
Greenberg’s formalism, it was aimed directly against the prescriptive doc-
trine of socialist realism and its privileging of the representation of labor
over artist’s gestures that make representation possible: “What is good in
art is that which is experienced, warm, made with a lot of love, and in a
word, honest” (39).

This statement from a painter working in Staro sajmiste betrays his belief
in the same kind of personal idiosyncrasy as that of the defiantly individu-
alistic abstract expressionist painters. Here, however, individualism is pit-
ted against the notion of fini as a finish that glosses over, so as to conceal,
actual (social) reality. However small and marginalized, the performance of
Wiaiting of Godot in a place of labor —coercive, voluntary, artistic—represents
a shift from the representation of working bodies to a fragile and temporary
moment of reflection, by means of an aesthetic performance, on art’s multi-
ple Others (labor, imprisonment, commerce). The doors of a studio/work-
shop/factory were opened wide for an audience to take an “honest” look at
the labor performed there. The picture they encountered was all but pretty,
and it matched what they were likely to find in any other workplace. While
socialist realist artists were striving to find and depict gestures that would
encourage, induce, and perpetuate the cult of labor, the workers, freshly
recruited from voluntary youth work brigades, performed their work in
conditions that were openly discussed only in closed Party circles. Reports
from Party and factory inspections on the construction sites in New Bel-
grade reveal that workers lived in rooms that were “dirty, squalid, without
chests, tables, chairs, with knobs ripped from doors,” and in which the “air
was intolerable” (Selini¢ 2007:83).8 Food was no better: the workers’ eatery
at the Federal Parliament construction site was known to run short of bread
supplies, had lousy meals, was dirty and unsanitary, and had “bread, boots,
clothes, socks and kitchen towels all stored in one place” (84). Artists housed
in former concentration camp buildings lived on the city’s margins, shoul-
der to shoulder with these workers. Their position was removed from “in-
side the cone,” the one and only position that produced a coherent and pol-
ished (fini) image of the world.

There is one and only one point at the tip of the cone that gives a coher-
ent image precisely because it corresponds to another point that is opposed
to it: the subject of representation. The separation, or the barrier, upon
which the image is constituted, enables the subject to see and to be seen: “In
the scopic field,” writes Lacan, “the gaze is outside, I am looked at, that is
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to say, I am a picture” ([1973] 1978:106). The value of painting, of trompe-
I'0eil, is precisely in its distinctness from other images, in its display of its
own representational nature. Modern painting discovers its primary value
in this noncorrespondence with its subject. The painter does not reflect, but
fails, “reality.” What Jones overlooks in her discussion of the “ideology of
the brushstroke” is this failure. The correspondence between the blot and
fini is never direct, never perfect. It is precisely this failure, the wresting of
the paint away from the control of the virtuoso painter, that Lacan calls at-
tention to in his remark on expressionist painting.®> The drop from the
paintbrush that falls accidentally on the canvas, like the drop of sweat in
the steamy studio that falls on the chalk trace to make a stain, is “the first
act in the lying down of a gaze. A sovereign act, no doubt, since it passes
into something that is materialized and which, from this sovereignty, will
render obsolete, excluded, inoperant, whatever, coming from elsewhere,
will be presented before this product” (114). This “rain of the brush” is the
constitutive failure of the image. It is the Other around which the subject
coheres—its initial slippage and alienation. The bodies heaped on the stu-
dio floor, likewise obsolete, inoperant, coming from elsewhere, constituted
the Other of labor that is necessary, operative, and familiar. Insofar as their
gestures were the Other of labor, they can be said to mark the emergence of
performance in Yugoslavia. This sovereign gesture of art on a studio floor
can be said to constitute the beginning of performance art in an onto-
historical sense.

If we take Jean Dubuffet’s 1944 and 1946 Parisian exhibitions and those
of Jean Fautrier and Wols from 1945 as the first manifestations of Art In-
formel in postwar Europe, and the 1951 exhibitions Véhémences Confrontées
and Signifiants de I'Informel, together with the publication of Michel Tapié’s
book Un Art autre (1952) as the onset of the period of the movement’s dom-
inance in European art, then Yugoslavia was lagging behind. The earliest
gestures toward Art Informel in Zagreb and Belgrade can be dated back to
1956, and its more decisive assertion on the art scene came in 1960, suggest-
ing that the emergence of Informel in Yugoslavia was yet another instance
of this peripheral culture’s reluctant acceptance of an art movement al-
ready established in major European centers.®¢ This kind of reading of In-
formel’s advent in Yugoslavia and its significance for local culture turns a
blind eye to (at least) two larger points. First is the inherent historicity of
the new painterly tendencies in postwar Europe, which included tachism,
lyrical abstraction, nuagisme, paysagisme abstrait, action painting, and oth-
ers, summarily referred to as informel. Michel Ragon suggests that Euro-
pean postwar abstract painting consisted of at least two waves, which were
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determined by the age of the painters and by their native cultures (1971:81).
One of those waves was the period of increased internationalization that
came in the wake of the Twenty-Ninth Venetian Biennale (1958), which in-
disputably established Art Informel as the leading (even though not for-
mally organized) movement in European painting. Needless to say, this
recognition of Informel was also the beginning of its crisis, which led Ital-
ian art critic Renato Barilli to speculate about “hot” and “cold” Informel:
whereas Informel painting belongs to the former, including the works of
Dubuffet, Wols, Hans Hartung, and Antoni Tapies, in the latter, this ap-
proach to abstraction evolves into other radical art practices such as “poor
art” (arte povera), body art, video, and performance (in Denegri 1980:128).
Second, in each of its local manifestations, Informel can be seen simultane-
ously as part of a larger European movement and as a development within
its own culture (129). Instead of a center-periphery trajectory in the prolif-
eration of new artistic styles, typical for Europe in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, Informel did not leave Paris as a fully formed style to be
transplanted to local art scenes, but instead evolved as it entered different
cultures.

Acceptance of Informel in Central and Eastern Europe was uneven, to
say the least, and was directly related to different political situations from
one country to the next. Whereas excessive sovietization of Yugoslavia
during the period between 1945 and 1948 simply wiped away its interwar
avant-garde heritage, in Czechoslovakia and Poland, where at that time the
influence of Soviet cultural policies was much milder, there was a resur-
gence of interest in interwar surrealism. Art historian Piotr Piotrowski em-
phasizes that this rekindling of the avant-garde tradition, together with
influences from the West, played a pivotal role in emergence of Informel in
Poland in 1956, when Tadeusz Kantor exhibited his first canvases done in
this style, as well as in Czechoslovakia two years later (Piotrowski 2009:72).
Whereas Kantor’s early Informel, as well as that of other Polish artists such
as Jerzy Kujawski and Alfred Lenica and Czechs Josef Istler and Jiri Balcar,
was marked by a marked gesturality, Yugoslav Informel was characterized
by artists” radical experimentation with materials used in the process in
painting. This destructive attitude toward the canvas was championed by
Ivo Gattin, the pioneer of Informel from Zagreb. He started from standard
Informel procedures, which included incorporation of nonpainterly mate-
rials such as broken glass and sand into his paintings. Once he produced
his first Informel canvases (1956), he moved rapidly from paintbrush to
industrial torch blower. By melting the surface of the painting he initiated
processes in the materials applied on canvas that were no longer subject to
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his control. Gradually, this relation to the canvas transforms the very for-
mat of the painting, turning it from a flat square into a shapeless volume of
melted and burned material. In the article “New Material” (“Novi mate-
rial”) published the following year, which remained his sole theoretical
publication, Gattin called attention to the impact of industrially produced
materials on modern art. Unlike in the Renaissance workshop, in the mod-
ern studio “factories dictate the visual and the qualitative evolution of the
material, while for the painter the material becomes a terra incognita.” This
attitude toward material has become so common, continues Gattin, that
“for many contemporary paintings we can assert, without exaggeration,
that the factory is their cocreator” (Gattin 1957:11). Gattin held “materiality
of the material” as important as “drawing, color, and tone” because “it car-
ries the direct vibration of painter’s nerve” over to the canvas (11). Para-
doxically, while he emphasized materials’ role in conveying authorial “vi-
bration,” by replacing the materiality of the brush with the immateriality of
the flame, Gattin removed himself from a direct contact with the canvas.
Here the “rain” of the brush was liberated from the artist’s touch and left to
spontaneous interactions of material and heat. In this text as well as in his
numerous paintings, Gattin seemed to suggest that radical art practice had
to choose between two forms of an artist’s passivity: vis-a-vis industry or
vis-a-vis material itself. He opted for the latter.

Gattin’s work from the late 1950s was a turning point in Yugoslav post-
World War II art: for the first time, the process took precedence over the art
object, which becomes stripped of any utilitarian value. The painting is no
longer an aesthetic object, but a residue of artistic performance. Unlike
most Informel artists in Croatia, Yugoslavia, and beyond, Gattin was un-
swerving in his commitment to his radical approach to painting. In 1962 he
made his last “burned” canvases, and in 1963 he moved to Milan, Italy.
While most art historians took this as his “exit” from active art practice,
Branka Stipanci¢ calls attention to small-format drawings he made from
1963 to 1967. In one of them, produced in 1964, he combines drawing with
written text. Like some other modernist artists before him, facing the im-
passe of his radical artistic practice, Gattin turns to writing.?” In this draw-
ing/poem/manifesto, he demonstrates an awareness that departure from
conventional format (square canvas) and technique (brush, paint), takes
him away from painting as such, and into the realm of live action: “To go
outside the margins is / the necessity of my action,” and further:

All this is
a happening that has determined
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Fig. 14. Ivo Gattin: Process, 1962. Photograph by Nenad Gattin. Cour-
tesy of Marinko Sudac Collection.

the form, color,
material, and image of my
“painting.”
(in Stipanci¢ 1992:24)%

And like some other radical modernist artists, Gattin made an exit from his
art and entered a period of silence, which in his case lasted for an entire
decade.® He returned to painting in 1977, but his departure from art, like
Popovi¢’s from theater, marks the limit of radical artistic practice in Yugo-
slavia of the 1950s.

Several Yugoslav artists, Mi¢a Popovi¢ among them, followed Gattin in
using flame and acids to “attack” the canvas and initiate chemical pro-
cesses in which the artist’s hand was no longer involved. Since through this
process paintings acquired a layered, almost geological quality, critics ob-
served that the artists were abandoning “composition” in favor of “struc-
ture” (Denegri 1980:131). Still focused on art object, rather than on art pro-
cess, they called this aggressive branch of Informel “structural.” While seen
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Fig. 15. Leonid Sejka:
Declaration, April
1958. Photographer
unknown.

as representative of, to use Barilli’s formulation, “hot” Informel, Gattin’s
actions are actively anticipating “cold” Informel. In Zagreb, the group Gor-
gona (1959-66), which was described by some critics as “radical” or “con-
ceptual” Informel, abandoned the art object and experimented with “Gor-
gonesque ideas,” “Gorgonesque actions,” and “Gorgonesque behavior”
(Dimitrijevi¢ 2002:68). In Belgrade, the group Mediala, founded in 1957,
engaged in a seemingly paradoxical pursuit of the ideals of Renaissance
painting and neo-Dadaist strategies for the destruction of the art object,
which made them, as the art historian Misko Suvakovié¢ observed, at the
same time retrograde and proto-postmodernist (1993:66). Even before Me-
diala was formed, as early as 1955, one of its founders, Leonid Sejka, staged
actions that were part of his overall artistic project, which also included
painting, writing, and film.

The series of photographs in figure 15 includes shots made during one
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of Sejka’s proto-performance art pieces. He performed these actions for
limited audiences (sometimes of only one), and away from public spaces.
They complemented his writing and paintings, and represented an integral
part of his personal cosmology. According to this cosmology, the world
consists of the City, the Garbage Dump, and the Castle. The City is the
realm of collectivity, work, rationality, and order. “Since the City has its
own causality, the action can’t exist outside of that causality, indepen-
dently from it. Every action is integrated into the movement of the whole
mechanism. Every movement is part of the general machine called the
City” (gejka 1982:14). In order to perform an autonomous action, an indi-
vidual has to search for the Garbage Dump. This is not a place of exile.
While physically overlapping with the city, it is its verso, its negation, its
imprint. The Garbage Dump is the place of uselessness, nonproductivity,
insignificance, formlessness, and passivity. The Garbage Dump does not
allow even the use of the word “worker” (58). This prohibition signifies, on
the one hand, the nonproductive nature of the Garbage Dump, and on the
other, its sacredness and exclusion from the circulation to which it is sub-
jected in the City. The graffiti “Tito” inscribed in Cyrillic letters on the wall
behind the performer is the name of the archetypical worker. At the same
time, itis a trace of the vast machinistic performance that organizes the City
into huge arrangements of bodies. Scratched onto the stucco wall of the
Garbage Dump, these letters are liberated in the same way in which an
empty bottle, once freed of its purpose, becomes an object. In his narrative
about the one who searches for the Garbage Dump in the fissures of the
City, Sejka writes, “He was hoping that if the objects without use become
what they really are, he will also be able to say: ‘Il am™ (57). This poststruc-
tural performance represents a staging of “the rain of the brush” after the
reign of the brush had ended.

In 1939, Soviet citizens spelled out with their bodies the acronym of the
Soviet state. The characters CCCP (USSR) march across Red Square. Al-
most forty five years later, Yugoslav youth put their bodies together to
form Tito’s name.

In his Fluxus-inspired 1970 publication Mixed Media, Bora Cosi¢ named
this form of mass performance “bodywriting” (telopis), and used it as one in
a series of examples (alongside with Andy Warhol’s films, Dali’s paranoic-
critical method, Allan Kaprow’s happenings, and the Slovene art collective
OHO) of a much wider phenomenon of pan-aestheticism (Cosié¢ 1970:7). In
his book Sodom and Gomorrah: An Attempt at Comparative Phenomenology, he
related bodywriting not only to mass gymnastics, but also to the tradition of
music hall performances of the early twentieth century. Here he recognized
the “ancient homunculus ideal,” according to which a “seemingly inani-



Fig. 16. All-Union Physical Culturist Day, Moscow, 1939.
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Fig. 17. Youth Day, Belgrade, 1983. Photograph courtesy Tanjug.

mate object, image, or a pattern” comes to life on its own “since it already
consists of undeniably living elements, that is to say beings” (Cosi¢
1963:111)." How do we then read and understand these living, pulsating
patterns? Are they performances or texts? Discourses or nondiscursive for-
mations? Without any doubt, they bring together, in an unconventional and
surprising way, two poles of Wilhelm Worringer’s Abstraction and Empathy.
Telopis, bodywriting, is at once an abstract pattern and a living, organic
form. It both happens and, to use Worringer’s locution, is redeemed from
the course of happening (1997:21). It is both read and experienced. It brings
together text and performance, letters and diagrammatic lines. Or more pre-
cisely, it forces bodies and letters into diagrammatic formations.

And further, what is the distance between the graffiti “TIITO” engraved
in stucco behind Sejka’s back and the same name written in bodies on the
stadium’s green, or from drained Godot actors on a studio floor to enrap-
tured laborers on a construction site, or from Gattin’s conflagrations to he-
roic statues on city squares? Infinite, it seems, and none. The garbage
dump, the former concentration camp, and the painter’s backyard are artis-
tic undercommons, but they are not dissident spaces. I want to see them as
those unlegislated regions of baroque states, tears and gaps in their fabric
of power, that Elisée Reclus and other nineteenth-century anarchists left to
the social imaginings of equality and freedom.
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BEYOND THE PERFORMANCE PRINCIPLE

In the immediate aftermath of the May-June 1968 uprisings around the
world, posters with the slogan “Marx Mao Marcuse” began appearing on
the streets of Rome. While in Italy (and elsewhere in Europe) student pro-
tests were spawning radical political groups, Herbert Marcuse offered his
vision of a new society to an audience gathered on the other side of the
Adriatic.! In a talk entitled “The Realm of Freedom and the Realm of Ne-
cessity: A Reconsideration,” which he gave on the small island of Korcula
off the coast of Croatia, he called for the “transformation of work itself,”
which would come not only through a revolutionary change in production
relations but through the “emergence and education of a new type of man”
with the ultimate goal of creating a whole new humanity (Marcuse 1969a:24;
emphasis added). It was this kind of vision, beginning with the publication
of his book Eros and Civilization (1955) and culminating with his response to
the wave of student demonstrations in 1968, that made Marcuse, in the
early 1970s, one of the most prominent representatives of the Frankfurt
School of critical theory.

Marcuse’s presence in Yugoslavia during that summer, when his name
resounded on American campuses and on the street battlegrounds of major
European cities, was hardly a surprise. He had been associated with the
Korcula Summer School since its first session in the summer of 1964. Inter-
nationally recognized leftist philosophers such as Henri Lefebvre, Ernst
Bloch, Lucien Goldmann, and Eugen Fink had landed the summer school
its worldwide recognition. Organized by the same group of Zagreb phi-
losophers who edited the journal Praxis during its decade-long lifespan
(1964—74), the Korc¢ula Summer School became an annual showcase for the
so-called Praxis philosophy, which, along with the Frankfurt Institute for
Social Research (the Frankfurt School), ranked as one of the most promi-
nent centers of critical and unorthodox Marxism in Europe.? Although
most of its scholarly output was published in Praxis, the journal was not
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merely the publication arm of the school. The papers selected from each
summer filled only one of four annual issues of Praxis, and many of the
most provocative and original articles published in the journal were not
presented at Korc¢ula. Milan Kangrga, the founder and the main organizer
of the school, has suggested that some of the most stimulating ideas during
the school’s sessions were not brought up in plenaries, but in small discus-
sion groups and informal conversations in beachside restaurants (2001:229).
Each summer, the weeklong gathering had a different topic, and in August
1968, in recognition of Marx’s 150th anniversary, it was “Marx and Revolu-
tion.”® That summer the school drew some five hundred participants from
Eastern and Western Europe and America, which set the school’s record for
attendance.

International developments notwithstanding, Marcuse’s visit to Korcula
during the summer of 1968 also had a lot to do with the internal dynamics
of Yugoslav Marxism and its development over the previous decade. The
group of young philosophers and sociologists behind the journal Praxis
and the Kor¢ula Summer School emerged in the early 1950s, and by the end
of the decade they commanded considerable prestige in their academic
fields. In the process, they developed a brand of Marxism as a properly
philosophical undertaking that rejected the doctrinaire Marxism devel-
oped in the USSR of the 1930s and 1940s and insisted on bringing Marx’s
ideas in dialogue with other currents in modern philosophy, from Martin
Heidegger’s brand of phenomenology (Gajo Petrovi¢, Vanja Sutli¢), to
Hegelian dialectics (Milan Kangrga), to twentieth-century reformist Marx-
ists (Predrag Vranicki). This group of young Marxists first asserted its su-
periority over “diamat” in an annual congress of the Yugoslav Philosophi-
cal Association (Jugoslovensko udruzenje za filozofiju) held on November
10-11, 1960, in the Slovene resort of Bled. The theme of this watershed con-
ference was the theory of reflection, one of the central theoretical concepts
of Soviet-style Marxism. Its Yugoslav adherents, used to Georgi Plekha-
nov’s and Todor Pavlov’s laconic premise about human conscience as a
subjective reflection of objective reality, found impossible to swallow un-
orthodox claims, such as Milan Kangrga’s argument that for Marx there is
no such thing as “objective” and innate nature. In his close reading of Ger-
man Ideology, Kangrga suggested that Marx is not talking about “nature in
itself” but about “nature that is produced according to man’s measure,
about nature as alienation (Entiusserung) of human production.” He con-
cluded that for Marx, nature is but an “objectified human production (la-
bor), a product and result of human productive activity, his own creation
that takes place within the medium of historicity” (1960:37). In the general
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discussion, instead of offering a counterargument to Kangrga and friends,
the exponents of diamat lapsed into complaints about the influence that
philosophical “trendies” had on the Philosophical Association’s board.

In post-1948 Yugoslavia, pushing through a certain agenda in a philoso-
phy conference was not a purely scholarly affair. Yugoslavia’s political lead-
ers promoted the country as a reformist beacon among socialist countries,
and their own actions as both political and theoretical contributions to re-
surgent Marxism. Many of Yugoslavia’s top politicians started their careers
in international Marxist circles of the 1920s and 1930s, in which the idea of a
politician-philosopher was a matter of distinction from the utilitarian politi-
cos of the day. Bertolt Brecht summed up this idea in his 1931 text “Theory
of Pedagogies”: “Bourgeois philosophers draw a major distinction between
those who are active and those who are contemplative. Those who think do
not draw this distinction. If one draws this distinction, then one leaves poli-
tics to those who are active and philosophy to those who are contemplative,
whereas in reality, politicians have to be philosophers and philosophers
have to be politicians” (Brecht 2003:89).* An intense encounter between a
politician and philosophers took place in the conference “Marx and the
Present” (“Marks i savremenost”), held June 1—4, 1964, in the northern Ser-
bian city of Novi Sad, in which Veljko Vlahovi¢, one of the highest-ranking
politicians in the country, presented the paper “Remarks on Certain Ap-
proaches to the Theory of Alienation” (“Neka zapazanja u tretiranju teorije
otudenja”).5 Notably, he gave his paper back-to-back with “Socialism and
Alienation: Theses” (“Socijalizam i alijenacija: teze”) by Predrag Vranicki,
one of the leading members of “humanist Marxist” group from Zagreb Uni-
versity. Whereas the former spoke in generalizations about “forces of alien-
ation” and “struggle for disalienation,” the latter argued very directly about
Stalinism as a specific form of political alienation in socialist societies. In a
carefully structured series of short theses, Vranicki first pointed to “double
consciousness” and “homo duplex” as a common form of psychological
alienation in socialist countries. From there, he went on to list some of the
main traits of the “myth of Stalin” as a pervasive form of self-alienation to
which socialism is vulnerable: from “personality cult,” to “bureaucratism,”
to the necessity of the “separation of party and state” (Vranicki 1964:485).
All who would listen understood very well that Vranicki was talking about
the lingering features of Stalinism in Yugoslavia and about the necessity of
turther liberalization of Yugoslav society.

In the general discussion, Gajo Petrovi¢ offered a detailed critique of
Vlahovi¢’s paper. He organized his comments in eighteen points, ranging
from relatively benign ones, such as Vlahovi¢’s loose handling of analogies,
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to serious methodological mistakes in his treatment of alienation as either
economic or ethical category, to his utter incomprehension of Marx’s “on-
tological understanding of man” (Petrovi¢ 1964b:567). In short, he treated
the paper by the member of the Central Committee of the League of Com-
munists of Yugoslavia like a college senior’s term paper. While acknowl-
edging Vlahovi¢’s high rank in the political hierarchy of the country and
applauding his willingness to give his ideas a trial in front of an audience
of professional philosophers, in his meticulous analysis Petrovi¢ didn’t
come near one of the most poignant moments in the politician-philosopher’s
talk. Nested between critiques of “theories of nonsense” in Western Europe
and racism in the American South was Vlahovi¢’s direct address to his au-
dience: “Our state is, in fact, a state that negates the state, and such a state
deserves some respect” (Vlahovi¢ 1964:478). Philosophers in the audience
knew all too well that this was the state itself addressing them from the
lectern. This was an astonishing instance of self-referentiality. The state,
personified in one of its top politicians, was saying: I deny myself theoreti-
cally, but in order to do that I have to magnify myself politically. And that
meant this: by approving my philosophical self-disavowal, you are also
endorsing my political elevation. In his response to Petrovi¢’s comments,
Vlahovi¢ said as much: “To me, anyway, this is not the first time to collabo-
rate with philosophers and other scholars. There are comrades present in
this room who worked with me on the League of Communists Program.
We had over twenty meetings. Among other things, we reviewed some is-
sues related to alienation while working on the chapter on bureaucratism”
(592). The philosophers in the audience knew whom he was talking about.
His collaborators came to his aid, refuting Petrovi¢’s critique. But even
those who didn’t participate in the tailoring of Party documents were in
some agreement with the state.

Self-management was the minimum of consensus between the state and
its critics, that is to say, between politicians and philosophers. Vranicki, in
the paper I cited above: “With the workingman'’s self-management begins
the process of elimination of hired labor, which is the very alienated rela-
tionship in which the man is a mere means of production” (486). However:
“Considering the complexity of internal and international situation and
influences in its early phase of development, not all forms of self-
management, which are basically disalienated, are absolute in their own
right” (484). Two years later, Petrovi¢ concluded a talk on alienation he
gave at the University of Notre Dame in South Bend, Indiana, by circling
back to this same idea: “Economic disalienation requires the elimination of
state ownership and its transformation into a truly social ownership, and
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that can be accomplished only through reorganization of the entire social
life on the basis of self-management of production workers.” And that is
not all. Disalienation necessitates overcoming all forms of labor, including
the intellectual labor of philosophers: “Philosophy should stop being a nar-
row and specialized branch of thought. It should evolve as a man’s critical
reflection on himself and the world in which he lives, as self-reflection
which runs through all aspects of his life and serves as a synchronizing
force for all his activities. As a category that implies the negation of phi-
losophy, the category of disalienation is not only philosophical, but also
meta-philosophical” (Petrovi¢ [1966] 1969:71). The politician and philoso-
phers shared the same theoretical premise of overcoming the state and phi-
losophy through socialization of management and of critical discourse. As
a minimum of social agreement, self-management was not only the com-
mon goal, but also a medium of communication between the state and its
critics.® Part of the reason Marcuse and other reformist Marxists kept com-
ing to Korc¢ula was that in Yugoslavia their ideas were not confined to street
protests, but had at least some chance of filtering up to the highest levels of
institutional politics. The theory of alienation was one avenue of this traffic
between critical theory and state politics.

The “new type of man” Marcuse spoke about on the island of Korc¢ula
in August 1968 was a disalienated man. In the late 1960s, Marcuse’s critique
of industrial capitalism seemed to offer a natural continuation of the Marx-
ist theory of alienation. He signaled the Marxian basis of his theory in the
title of his talk at Korcula, which referenced the celebrated phrase from
Capital. In his update of Marx’s classical economic theory, Marcuse sug-
gested that the “realm of necessity” invades the “realm of freedom” by re-
placing production with consumption. Starting with the explosion of the
production of consumer goods in the early 1950s, the theory of the produc-
tion of needs was gaining prominence among Western Marxists, and by the
late 1960s it was already a well-known story. The “French May” and other
developments in and around 1968 gave Marcuse ample evidence of the
emergence of an oppositional movement that seemed to turn the two
realms from a simple duality to a dialectical process:

The growing productivity of labour tends to transform the work
process into a technical process in which the human agent of pro-
duction plays increasingly the role of a supervisor, inventor and ex-
perimenter. This trend is inherent in, and is the very expression of
the rising productivity of labour. It is the extension of the realm of
freedom, or the realm of possible freedom to the realm of necessity.
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The work process itself, the socially necessary work, becomes, in its
rationality, subject to the free play of the mind, of imagination, the
free play with the pleasurable possibilities of things and nature.

(1969:23)

Marcuse’s conceptualization of labor as the political and therapeutic locus
of liberation comes from his parallel reading of Freud and Marx in his land-
mark works Eros and Civilization (1955) and One-Dimensional Man (1964). In
the former, he posits work as inherently opposed to the “pleasure princi-
ple.” According to Marcuse, work is that aspect of human existence which
engages directly in the natural economy of “scarcity” in a “world too poor
for satisfaction of human needs.” It follows, then, that “for the duration of
work, which occupies practically the entire existence of the mature indi-
vidual, pleasure is ‘suspended’ and pain prevails” (1955:35). What distin-
guishes advanced capitalism is that the organization of work matches the
“specific organization of scarcity,” which is no longer aimed at mere sur-
vival but toward meeting certain goals set by the society itself. This denatu-
ralization of “scarcity” transforms the realm of work into the “performance
principle” as the “prevailing historical form of reality principle” (35). Ac-
cording to Marcuse, the performance principle represents the very essence
of alienated labor. The “modern individual” is reduced to an “instrument
of alienated performance,” save for a few hours of leisure that offer a pos-
sibility of experiencing pleasure and happiness. Because of this work of
repression, even “his erotic performance is brought in line with his societal
performance” (Marcuse 1955: 47). Jon McKenzie recognized that Marcuse
theorizes performance as a “mode of social domination which corresponds
to the apparatus of modern technology” (2001:160). If, as McKenzie argues,
performance studies barely acknowledged Marcuse’s notion of perfor-
mance, it may be because the formative years of this discipline coincided
with the swing in the opposite direction. In the late 1960s, the general per-
ception was that the realm of freedom expands into the realm of necessity,
or to put it differently, that aesthetic performance comes to inform and
transform industrial performance. What aesthetic performance seemed, at
the time, capable of offering was, paradoxically, the promise of removing
mediation from person-to-person relationships, and with it a path to au-
thenticity in all realms of human existence, including labor. But what was
this unalienated, authentic labor?

Starting in the 1950s, Yugoslav humanist Marxists identified this kind
of labor not only with self-management, but with an expanded notion of
human activity they recognized as praxis. In his editorial for the first issue
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of the eponymous journal, published in 1964, philosopher Gajo Petrovi¢
explained that the editors” choice of the “Greek variant of the word does
not mean that we understand this category in the sense it had somewhere
in Greek philosophy. We did that in order to make a clear distinction in
relation to the pragmatic and vulgar-Marxist understanding of practice
and to indicate that we are interested in the authentic Marx” (1964a:4). In-
deed, authenticity and humanism were perhaps two leading categories in
the Praxis school’s elaboration of its philosophical and social goals. Unlike
representatives of “diamat” who insisted on the scientificity of Marx’s
thought, this group insisted on its openness and contemporaneity. They
demonstrated this breadth of Marx by engaging in wide variety of its inter-
pretations, from psychoanalytic to phenomenological. Several group mem-
bers were particularly interested in the latter, as evidenced by Branko
Bosnjak’s article “The Name and Concept of Praxis” (“Ime i pojam Praxis”),
published in the same issue of the journal. While offering a brief historical
survey of praxis from Plato to Hegel, BoSnjak emphasized praxis as “the
essence of human existence” (1964:7). Praxis philosophers discussed “exis-
tence” both in Heideggerian and in Marxian terms: the former helped them
address the ontological status of Being, which they grounded in a thor-
oughly historical and materialist notion of “total man” (13).” From this in-
vestigation of Marx in light of contemporary philosophical and extraphilo-
sophical issues emerges the notion of praxis as a new humanism: “The task
is to humanize everything that exists. That is the dimension of praxis in
philosophical considerations” (19). An important aspect of this “humaniza-
tion” was overcoming alienation. Petrovi¢ would go on to write that, “ac-
cording to this interpretation, praxis is a specifically human form of exis-
tence that decisively sets man apart from all other beings. It is a free and
creative activity through which man fashions and shapes himself and his
human world; a historical action led by a call from the future” (1986:303).
The performance principle defines the form that alienation takes in indus-
trial societies, and performance for dialecticians is what Yugoslav human-
ist Marxists presented as an alternative to the idea of praxis.

Responding to Marcuse’s lecture at Korc¢ula, Ernst Bloch focused pre-
cisely on the notions of alienation and possibility that are central to “The
Realm of Freedom and the Realm of Necessity: A Reconsideration.” De-
parting in his own fashion from the vulgar reading of Marx’s notion of man
as a certain kind of primordial human, Bloch posed the question of the “self
from which man is alienated” and answered in the same breath that it is the
“unknown man, the homo ignotus in us” who seeks to discover the new.
And it is precisely this new that socialism strives to affirm: “The possible is
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what is only partially conditioned; one more conditioning factor is needed
for it to be realized, and that subjective factor is action, which is the transi-
tion from theory to practice” (1969b:595).8 In his response, after delving
into the question of the revolutionary subject, Marcuse turned to the ques-
tion of the possibility of departing from alienated labor, or, to use the ter-
minology of Eros and Civilization, from the performance principle.” For
Marcuse, as for many other Marxists gathered at Korcula that summer, this
possibility was offered by self-management. On many occasions during
that week on the Adriatic coast, the notion of autogestion as formulated dur-
ing the French May and the doctrine of self-management as formulated by
Yugoslav ideologues were seen as comparable or complementary, and in
any case close enough to point in a direction beyond the performance prin-
ciple. Marcuse emphasized that in order to accomplish this surpassing,
self-management had “to be more than a mere change in the form of ad-
ministration.” He professed his agreement with the idea, suggested repeat-
edly during the conference, that “self-government is a way of life,” and
then asked, what kind of life?!? “The way of life in which people no longer
satisfy the repressive, aggressive needs and aspirations of a class soci-
ety . . .; self-government in the enterprises, in the factories, in the shops,
can be a liberating mode of control only if a liberating change in the con-
trolling groups themselves has occurred.” And further, with a hint of criti-
cism for the Yugoslav official doctrine of self-management:

We cannot hope for the miracle that such a change would come in
the process of self-government after its establishment. Once the pro-
cess of self-government has started without a change in the subjec-
tive conditions, we may get only the same only bigger and better.
That may be already a great progress, one should not minimize it,
but it is certainly not the beginning of a socialist society as a qualita-
tively different form of life. (1969b:329)

This veiled criticism was insufficient. Reports from Korcula reveal that stu-
dents participating in the summer school were disappointed by the absence
of a plan for concrete political action that would ensure the continuation of
the student movement that seemed to emerge in the aftermath of the stu-
dent demonstrations that had erupted at Belgrade University only a few
weeks prior.!! In the early 1960s, there were already two distinct discourses
of self-management in Yugoslavia—that of politicians and that of
philosophers—that tolerated each other. They were in a continuous pro-
cess of repositioning. The student unrest in June 1968 radicalized this dif-
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ference. It exposed the gap between the theory and practice of self-
management in Yugoslavia and demonstrated that it was unsustainable.

CRACKED BAROQUE

The student uprising at Belgrade University started on June 2 and lasted
until June 9. In some respects, it resembled similar student demonstrations
that were shaking universities around the world, from Poland to Japan.
What is significant for 1968 as a planetary phenomenon was that each par-
ticipating event was singular in the way in which it emerged, its meaning,
and its legacy. For example, French sociologist Edgar Morin compared the
complex, rhythmic development of protests in Paris and across France
from May 3 to 30 to the first act of a French neoclassical drama, and the
long aftermath that took place in June to the second act (Morin 1975:42).
This structure came, he argued, from a deep rupture within the “sociologi-
cal event” that produced a theatrical pairing of the random or accidental
with the innate, hidden, and unfathomable aspects of the crisis (33). What
distinguishes the student strike at Belgrade University in June 1968 from
the majority of other student protests around the world is that moments of
theater —not theatricality, but theater as such—proved to be necessary for
the synchronization of the random and deep levels of the crisis. Almost in
an Aristotelian fashion, the beginning, the high point, and the end of the
process were marked by performances, each of them displaying different
forms of theatricality.

The first piece of theater happened on June 2, 1968. That evening, the
dress rehearsal of a variety show, Caravan of Friendship (Karavan prijateljstva),
sponsored by the large-circulation daily Evening News (VeCernje novosti),
was scheduled to take place in an adult education center at the outskirts of
New Belgrade.!? Staged by Croatian theater and television director Anton
Marti, Caravan of Friendship was a typical example of live popular entertain-
ment in Yugoslavia during the 1950s and 1960s, featuring singers, dancers,
and comedy acts. The caravan was typically a monthlong tour that culmi-
nated with a spectacle in Belgrade. At each stop along the way, the caravan
participants performed in shows that were conceived as contests in which
audience members voted for their favorite singers in two basic categories,
pop and folk music. Caravan of Friendship drew its ideological legitimiza-
tion from the idea of brotherhood and unity: it emulated the Youth Relay
Race not only in its “run” through all republics and autonomous regions,
but also in its insistence on visiting factories.
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In 1968, the caravan’s first public performance was scheduled for June 3
in the small eastern Serbian town of Kucevo. From there, it would roar
through eighteen cities in Serbia, Macedonia, Montenegro, Croatia, and
Bosnia and Herzegovina. That year more than ever, Caravan of Friendship
served as the epitome of the Yugoslav economy’s ability to reconcile busi-
ness with socialism. Along with promoting its general sponsor, the Evening
News, in 1968 Caravan of Friendship advertised the state-owned Industriaim-
port, the main importer for the French carmaker Simca (Société Industrielle
de Mécanique et Carrosserie Automobile) in Yugoslavia. Consequently, the
contestants and their entourage were driven around the country in Simca
cars and buses. The capstone of this traveling spectacle was to take place in
Belgrade with a performance by the two singers who had won the most
contests during the tour (Porde Marjanovic¢ in the category of pop and
Safet Isovi¢ in the category of folk songs), plus a special appearance by the
American television actor Roy Thinnes, who played one of the leading
roles on ABC’s soap opera The Long, Hot Summer.’® The final rehearsal on
June 2 was supposed to take place in front of an audience of participants in
Volunteer Youth Work Action New Belgrade "68. Even that decision fit the
new mantra of a profit-driven culture. Although they saw themselves as
carriers of the legacy of the heroic postwar socialist reconstruction, the or-
ganizers of this modern brand of youth work actions adjusted to the bur-
geoning economic and ideological environment. In the summer of 1968,
they were all about business: the organizers of the youth work action were
proud of the fact that they outbid other competitors in an open contest to
get the contract for developing the infrastructure in New Belgrade.

In its press statement explaining what set off the June 2 clash that initi-
ated the week of student protests, the headquarters of the Youth Work Ac-
tion “New Belgrade '68” declared that the security forces of the adult educa-
tion center prevented the students from entering the building because they
were following instructions they had received from the variety show pro-
ducers, who “insisted this performance should be closed to the general pub-
lic because it was scheduled to play for paying audience in downtown Bel-
grade” (“Od mirnih demonstracija . . .” 1968:6).1* The tension that sparked
the explosion at the dress rehearsal of the Caravan’s 1968 tour came from the
volatile charge created by two different cultures in close proximity: the
mainstream culture of Yugoslav popular entertainment and an emerging
alternative politics that had its strongest support among students.

The large complex of student dormitories, popularly known as Student
City (Studentski grad), was located across the street from the hall in which
the variety show was to take place. It was another hazy early summer eve-
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ning in New Belgrade, similar to the night when Waiting for Godot was per-
formed fourteen years earlier. Early June is the finals period at Belgrade
University, and the dorms were packed with students reading for their ex-
ams. Late in the afternoon there was a power outage, and many students
left their rooms. A large group gathered in front of the education center,
trying to get to the variety show. At one point, a long file of brigadiers from
Volunteer Youth Work Action New Belgrade "68 showed up and marched
into the building. Some students tried to force their way in, and security
guards intervened. When the scuffle between the students and security
guards did not let up, a forty-man-strong unit of riot police showed up. The
scuffle turned into a fight: alarmed by the news about the police interven-
tion, many students came out from the dorms and joined their friends in
front of the concert hall. The police got their own reinforcements. A fire
truck was brought to the scene, and the police used a water cannon to push
the students back toward the dorm. Many students were injured. There
was a rumor that one of them died (HodZi¢ et al. 1971:56). By midnight,
there were around three thousand students in the plaza facing the dormi-
tories. The crowd pushed back the police and, at one point, seized the fire
truck. At first, the speakers used it as a podium. Then, around midnight,
the group decided to march to Belgrade city center in order to make their
grievances public. The police blocked their path at a railway underpass,
which was located a couple of hundred yards from a complex of newly
built government buildings. Some of the students tried to negotiate with
the police, but the large group of students waiting for the negotiators
launched rocks at the police. Then, at one point, a gunshot was heard. Riled
students set the truck on fire and pushed it toward the police cordon. This
led to another violent clash, after which the group of student protesters
disbanded and retreated to their dormitories. There gatherings continued
throughout the night. The students were bewildered by the excessive ac-
tions of the police. Why did they show up in such numbers? And why were
they so violent?

The events following the June 2 skirmishes with the police were, in part,
an upshot of grassroots student self-organization at Belgrade University. In
the spring of 1968, the university newspaper, Student, published a series of
articles, editorials, and documents that spoke of a deep social crisis in Yu-
goslavia. It all began with another seemingly insignificant incident. In its
April 23 issue, Student published a sharp exchange between a group of stu-
dents from the Department of Sociology at the School of Philosophy and
the leadership of the Student Federation, the state-sponsored association of
students at Belgrade University. Earlier that month, the group of students
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initiated the signing of a petition in support of student protests in Poland,
which the University Committee, the governing body of the Student Fed-
eration, denounced in a published statement. The conflict between these
two student bodies—one official and recognized as the most powerful so-
ciopolitical organization at Belgrade University, and the other a spontane-
ously organized group—touched the very core of the doctrine of Yugoslav
self-management. In their open letter, the sociology students questioned
the legitimacy of the University Committee that condemned the 1,520 stu-
dents who signed the petition: “Who gives to the University Committee or
to any other body in this free-thinking country the right to disavow and
condemn anyone’s personal opinion?” And they went on to point to the
paradox of the University Committee’s renouncing “the action that was
initiated by the members of the Student Federation . . . if we take into con-
sideration that the main principle of our socialism is SELF-MANAGEMENT,
which means decision-making from below” (Student 1968:1). They con-
cluded the letter by questioning the very purpose of the Student Federation
as a legitimate sociopolitical organization.

In this conflict, the ad hoc group from the Department of Sociology
gained certain visibility and at least some concessions from university of-
ficials. On May 11, the University Committee supported the initiative of the
students from Sociology to organize a peaceful protest in front of the West
German embassy against that country’s threats of militarization and in
support of its student movement. A few days later, Student published tele-
grams of support that the University Board sent to the nonparliamentary
opposition in West Germany and to the Union of Students at the Sorbonne.
Then, in its next issue, on May 21, only four days before the Youth Day
celebration, Student published a front-page editorial that spoke directly to
the deep social crisis in Yugoslav society. The anonymous editorial opened
in an almost threatening manner: “What are students up to? Are they work-
ing on anything else except on their exams? How do they feel?” (1968:1).1¢
Responding to its own questions, the article spoke of the “tension” among
students, which could easily turn into an “open conflict.” The editorial en-
ergetically dismissed the notion that this discontent was just an attempt to
imitate student uprisings at universities across Western Europe and Amer-
ica, and pointed to the increasing social inequalities and injustices perva-
sive in Yugoslav society, including rising unemployment, corrupt institu-
tions, and the lack of criteria for managers’ and politicians’ personal
responsibility as its source (1). The editorial suggested that the “tension”
was not limited to the School of Philosophy, and pointed out examples of
public gatherings at the schools of Agriculture and Law, where students
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voiced their dissatisfaction with their material conditions. In conclusion,
the editorial claimed that student requests submitted to the administration
regularly ended up rejected, regardless of the merit of the request, and
were “approved only if the students threaten with demonstrations” (1).

The Student editorial was not only a disclosure of the hypocrisy of so-
cialist bureaucracy, but also a bold reminder of the bloody conflict between
students and police that had taken place only a year and a half prior in the
streets around the School of Philosophy, located in downtown Belgrade. In
December 1966, the Student League organized a protest against the war in
Vietnam. After the meeting, which took place in a large lecture hall, a group
of students wanted to deliver a protest letter to the American Center Li-
brary, which was located around the corner from the School of Philosophy.
They were intercepted by riot police, who fired tear gas and used water
cannons and cavalry. The police beat students in the streets, and even
chased after them in university buildings. The students saw the beatings,
arrests, and arbitrary court sentences for what they were: flagrant offenses
against the human rights of Yugoslav citizens. The invasion of university
buildings by the police was, in their eyes, an equally disturbing infraction
of the autonomy of the university. The references to the potential conflict in
the Student editorial of May 21, 1968, suggested that the confrontation be-
tween students on the one side and a brutal police force and incompetent
and corrupt justice system on the other was far from over.

Spontaneous gatherings at Student City continued throughout the
sleepless night between June 2 and 3, following the “first battle at the over-
pass,” as the night clash with the police came to be known among students.
One significant development of this night was the open mistrust that stu-
dents expressed toward the Student City branch of the Student Federation.
The rebels accused its officials of shutting down the PA system in the
dorms, which in the initial stages of the conflict with the police served as
the only means of communication in the vast complex of dormitories. In
place of the ousted Student Federation officials, the students formed their
own action committee, the first of its kind during the protest. It issued a call
for another protest gathering the following day (June 3). In the meantime,
the University Committee held an early morning emergency meeting in
downtown Belgrade. Many participants from the previous night’s protest
march joined the meeting and informed the members of the University
Committee about the police brutality against students in Student City and
at the overpass. It was at this meeting that the first suggestion of a
university-wide strike was brought up. Like many students who lived in
dorms and private housing scattered throughout Belgrade, the members of
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the University Committee went over to Student City to join the protest that
was to begin at 8:00 a.m. Several speakers suggested organizing another
protest march to the building of the Federal Parliament in downtown Bel-
grade, where students could present their grievances to the country’s po-
litical leaders. Before 10:00 a.m., some four thousand students marched in
an orderly column along the same route they had taken the previous night.
The photographs show that many of them chose to dress in their best
clothes. This was an important occasion for these young men and women,
many of whom came from the impoverished countryside and subsisted on
small government stipends. In their ceremonial approach to this public dis-
play of their discontent, they more closely resembled the civil rights march-
ers in Selma, Alabama, than the urban guerillas in Paris and Bonn.

Two workers driving a small truck joined the column at the front. Stand-
ing on its flatbed and leaning against the cab, young men and women
waved Yugoslav national flags and the flags of the League of Communists.
The students also displayed large portraits of President Tito and Che Gue-
vara. On crude improvised posters they wrote slogans that ranged from
expressions of their commitment to Yugoslav socialism (“Tito-Party”), to
specific grievances (“I was beaten up”), to their calls for broad social
changes (“Students-Workers,” “Down with the red bourgeoisie,” “Do we
have a Constitution?”). Shortly after 10:00 a.m. they arrived again at the
overpass. And yet again, strong police forces blocked their passage. This
time around, a number of high-ranking politicians stood behind the police
lines. A student delegation was allowed to get through the tight police line
to negotiate with the politicians. The students” bottom-line request was to
hold a protest meeting in front of one of the governmental institutions,
preferably in downtown Belgrade, or at least in front of the new govern-
ment buildings that were only a few hundred yards away from the over-
pass. The politicians insisted that the marchers retreat to Student City and
hold any mass gatherings there. The negotiations lasted for almost two
hours, while the protesters and the police waited in the scorching sun.
Then, shortly after noon, there was a skirmish on the right wing of the front
line. In an instant, it turned into a massive police assault. Afterward, stu-
dents who were in the first lines claimed that they clearly heard the order:
“Charge” (Arsi¢ and Markovi¢ 1984:81). The violence from the previous
night was happening again, this time on a much larger scale. According to
witnesses’ accounts, the policemen wielded their batons arbitrarily and
brutally beat up the demonstrators, regardless of their behavior. They at-
tacked students who were not fighting back or resisting, and even those
who were trying to run away. The following witness account is from a spe-
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cial issue of Student published on June 4, the day after the incident; the is-
sue was promptly banned at the request of the public persecutor:

Policemen charged with their batons raised above their heads. And
they started beating. With all their strength. Dull thuds all around.
Screams! Cries! A girl from the School of Philology shudders under
the shower of strikes. Radomir Andri¢, also a student from the
School of Philology, protects his head with a red flag; five policemen
throw him to the ground and beat him up with their batons and
shoes. Fracas! At one point I see the following;:

A policeman throws a tear gas bomb.

A police captain yells that students can get to downtown Belgrade
only over his dead body.

Screams. Beatings; batons that hit on legs, heads, backs. (in Arsi¢
and Markovic 1984:83)"7

Policemen assaulted blindly any civilian in their path, so that even Milos
Mini¢, the president of the Serbian parliament, received a blow to the head
when he tried to stop them. In the end, in the two clashes between students
and the police forces on June 2-3, 169 people were injured (134 students,
twenty-one policemen, nine brigadiers, and five civilians), and out of them
twelve were hospitalized (Hodzi¢ et al. 1971:60). With these instances of
mass violence, Belgrade joined the global 1968.

After the second “battle at the overpass,” the protesters again retreated
to Student City, and just a couple of hours later the action committee, the
student working group, and the editorial board of Student issued the “Dec-
laration” (Proglas) in which they condemned police brutality and biased
reporting of the mainstream media. At the same time, a list of demands was
culled from the section of the “Declaration” that addressed the social situ-
ation in Yugoslavia. This list of demands was formulated around four main
points. The sociologist Nebojsa Popov, who was a witness and participant
in the June uprising at Belgrade University, and who subsequently did ex-
tensive research on these events, divided the student demands into “spe-
cific” and “general” (1983:38). The former included release of students
taken into custody, prosecution of police officials responsible for the bru-
tality, consideration of students’ grievances by the highest state bodies, and
dismissal of journalists and editors who reported falsely on the student
movement (Hodzi¢ et al. 1971:62). In their general demands, the students
asked for: “consistent application of the principles of pay in proportion to
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the work done”; “energetic action against amassing wealth in a nonsocial-
ist way”; equality in education, so that the “social structure of the students
reflects the social structure” of the general population; and, finally, the
“abolition of all privileges that exist in our country” (61). That same after-
noon there were gatherings at various parts of Belgrade University in
which lists of students” demands were disseminated.

In the aftermath of the clash at the overpass, the authorities also held
their own meetings and made decisions, too. They instructed the police to
surround the university buildings where students held their meetings. Ap-
parently, this time they were not asked to use violence to disperse the gath-
erings. At the same time, only students and faculty were permitted to enter
the buildings. The same evening, the students decided to go on strike until
their demands were met. They responded to the police blockade by setting
up their own security guards at the entrances of the university buildings
they occupied. The standoff had begun.

By late afternoon on June 3, the School of Philosophy became the focal
point of the strike. It was located in the section of downtown Belgrade that
most closely resembles a campus. Several schools and administrative build-
ings stood in close proximity: the Rectorate (university administration of-
fices) housed in Kapetan Misino Zdanje building; the schools of Philoso-
phy, Philology, and Mathematics; and two art schools, the Academy of
Fine Arts and the Academy of Theater and Film. A few of these buildings
(Kapetan Misino Zdanje, the School of Mathematics, and the School of Phi-
losophy) faced a small city square, appropriately named Student Square. In
an attempt to break the information wall that state media erected around
them, the striking students addressed the citizens from balconies facing the
Student Square. They also pasted posters on the walls with slogans such as
“Don’t believe the press!” “Workers, we are with you,” and “Enough cor-
ruption.” On the balcony of the School of Philosophy, alongside the na-
tional flags and the flags of the Communist League, they had hung a bloody
shirt as evidence of the police brutality.

At first, curious Belgraders began to gather in the small park at the cen-
ter of the Student Square. By evening, the crowd had grown larger and
began to push toward the university buildings that were separated from
the park by Vasina Street. The traffic was interrupted, and more people
from city buses and trolleys joined the gathering. According to some wit-
ness accounts, by early evening there were some five thousand people in
front of the School of Philosophy. The ordinary citizens listened attentively
to the orators who addressed them from the balcony, without the aid of
loudspeakers. They grabbed the fliers with the “Declaration” and the lists
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of demands that students threw at them from the windows. At one point,
the students seemed at the brink of accomplishing one of their most valued
goals: establishing a meaningful connection with the workers.

Citizens gathered on the Student Square kept calling for the workers to
speak up, until, encouraged by the chants, a young man in a cheap suit
climbed on one of the trolleys trapped by the crowd. He identified himself
as a worker, and in a brief speech informed the crowd that in his factory the
workers were told that students wanted to destroy their machines, the only
source of their income. “Now I know who is telling the truth, and I choose
to stay with them, even if I get fired from work. I promise that tomorrow
my comrades will find out what happened today” (in Pavlovi¢ 1990:47).
The security forces made sure this didn’t happen. By Tuesday morning
(June 4), factories at Belgrade’s outskirts had organized their own worker
guard units to turn away student delegations. Those rare messengers who
entered factories were allowed to meet only with managers, who were
Party members already briefed on the situation and instructed to reject any
offer of collaboration that might come from students. All of these measures
were accompanied by a campaign in the media that was eager to discredit
the striking students as supporters of Milovan Dilas, Aleksandar Rankovi¢,
the Comintern, or mysterious foreign powers trying take advantage of the
situation.!®

PERFORMING SELF-MANAGEMENT

The most significant outcome of the first phase of student demonstrations
was the emergence of action committees, which were in charge of day-to-
day and hour-to-hour decision-making during the university strike. The
tirst one was established in Student City on the morning of June 3, when
protesters elected some twenty of their peers to make collective decisions
(Hodzi¢ et al. 1971:59). During the days that followed, action committees
sprang up in schools across Belgrade University. They turned out to be the
most significant form of self-organization during the strike and its greatest
legacy —a Belgrade '68 version of the workers’ councils of the 1919 Hungar-
ian revolution. While the self-management reforms of 1963 and 1965 shifted
the decision-making power to employees, thus enabling the idea of the
worker as the political subject, real decisions were made within well-
guarded institutions of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia. For the
first time in the short history of Yugoslav self-management, there was an
alternative to the official doctrine that did not come from an opposing ideo-
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logical camp, but that actually asked for more rigorous and straightforward
implementation of the principles of self-management. This time, the criti-
cism of the Yugoslav ideological state apparatus did not come from the po-
sitions of “real” socialism or Western liberalism —both easily dismissed by
Yugoslav ideologues—but from the position of sincere and direct propo-
nents of self-management. It was this idea, not fashionable rebelliousness,
that emerged as a true, shared value among Belgrade students and their
peers at the Sorbonne and other universities across Europe and beyond.

Everywhere they sprouted, action committees became an exemplary ar-
ticulation of what was then called action-critique. As Henri Lefebvre ex-
plained in his writings on 1968, action-critique poses in “new terms . . . the
question of acting ‘subjects,” and of objects and projects” (1969:31). Seen in
this way, action-critique was the conceptual and operational center of what
French students called “generalized” and their colleagues in Belgrade “in-
tegral” self-management. Lefebvre described it as “the social practice and
the theory of this practice” that “implies the establishment at the base of a
complex network of active bodies.” And further: “The many interests of the
base must be present, and not merely ‘represented” or handed over to the
delegates who became divorced from the base” (86). Maurice Blanchot, a
member of one action committee in the Quartier latin, described it as a
“communism on the other side of communism”:

Communism cannot be an heir. We must be convinced of this: it is
not even the heir of itself and is always called upon to allow the loss,
at least momentarily, yet radically, of the legacy of centuries, how-
ever venerable this legacy must be. The theoretical hiatus is abso-
lute; the rupture, in fact, is decisive. Between the liberal capitalist
world, our world, and the present of the communist exigency (pres-
ent without presence), there is only the dash [trait d'union] of a disas-
ter, an astral change. (2010:93)

In his early sixties at the time, Blanchot joined the Student-Writer Action
Committee at the Sorbonne and immersed himself in the work of editing
and writing for this group. In the midst of this feverish activity, Belgrade
journalist Ilija Bojovi¢ approached him for an interview.? Blanchot re-
sponded by writing the “Letter to a Representative of Yugoslav Radio-
Television,” which he concluded as if continuing his reflection on commu-
nism: “In a few days, an entire modern society fell into dissolution; the great
Law was shattered; the great Theory collapsed; the Transgression was ac-
complished; and by whom? By a plurality of forces escaping all the frames
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of contestation, coming literally from nowhere, unlocalized and unlocaliz-
able. This is what I believe is decisive” (84). The letter is dated June 6, 1968.
That was exactly the midpoint of the student demonstrations in Belgrade.
Two days earlier, the movement had entered an imperceptible zone of di-
saster; it had already died without any of its participants noticing.

The turning point in the student protest was June 4, and the end of that
day was marked by the second piece of theater. It was time for the authori-
ties to get to work, and they did. As early as the night of June 3, Serbian
prime minister Durica Jojki¢ met with representatives of the students’ ac-
tion committee, and they formed a joint action group charged with identi-
fying individuals responsible for the violent events of June 2 and 3.*! On
the following day, a number of governing bodies and sociopolitical organi-
zations held emergency meetings. Even though they differed in their levels
of condemnation or support for the student movement, the statements is-
sued by these groups clearly demonstrated an attempt on the part of the
institutions to absorb the initial shock and to take the situation into their
own hands through partial appropriation of the student movement. While,
on the one hand, the Belgrade City Committee of the League of Commu-
nists and the Belgrade City Assembly sharply criticized the demonstra-
tions, the institutions on the level of the republic and federation were more
lenient. One of the highest Yugoslav governing bodies, the Executive Com-
mittee of the Yugoslav Central Committee, concluded that some of the stu-
dents” demands, specifically those concerning their material and living
conditions, were acceptable and the Committee expressed a willingness to
meet with the students. By Tuesday, June 3, the action committee had al-
ready drafted the “Political Action Program of Belgrade Students,” which,
even though it repeated the key demands of the “Declaration” and “Stu-
dent Demands,” displayed clear signs of compromise between the sponta-
neously organized action committee and official sociopolitical organiza-
tions active at the university, such as the Student Federation and the
Yugoslav Youth Federation.”? Capitalizing on this indication of potential
compromise, the Presidium and the Executive Committee of the League of
Communists of Serbia issued a communiqué in which they promised to
meet the student demands the committee deemed acceptable. At the same
time, the Yugoslav Youth Federation and the Presidium of Yugoslav Stu-
dents issued their own statements in which they expressed full support for
the striking students. This slew of memos, some that agreed and others that
contradicted one another, began the slow grinding of the student move-
ment to its eventual halt.

Students barricaded in university buildings stood firm in their decision
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to continue with their strike until all of their demands were met. In a dis-
play of their ideological purity, they decided to rename Belgrade Univer-
sity “Red University Karl Marx.” They did the most they could, without
breaking the ban on public demonstrations and clashing, yet again, with
the police. By the end of the day, the standoff began to take its toll on the
protesters. Although meetings were held perpetually at almost all schools
and departments, the School of Philosophy remained the center of activity.
The large inner yard of Kapetan Misino Zdanje became the site of an ongo-
ing gathering that, for students and faculty, came to resemble their vision
of an ideal democracy. This agora, or “Convent” as they called it, had a
small podium equipped with microphones and speakers that were pow-
ered by a generator, necessary after the authorities cut the power and tele-
phone lines in the building on the very first day of protests. A series of
speakers took the podium to make speeches and announcements. Even
though Dragoljub Mi¢unovi¢, then an assistant professor at the School of
Philosophy, quickly became the unofficial emcee of the Convent, Belgrade
University did not have its own Daniel Cohn-Bendit or Rudi Dutschke to
rally behind.

The iconic oration of Belgrade June was not given by any of the student
leaders or their professors. Instead, it was a monologue from Georg Biich-
ner’s 1835 play Danton’s Death. On the evening of June 4, as the strike
reached the end of its first full day and students faced increasing pressure
from politicians and the media, the actor Stevo Zigon delivered Robespi-
erre’s speech to the mass of anxious students gathered in the inner yard of
the School of Philosophy. “Let there be no compromise, no armistice with
those who were only set on robbing the people, who hoped to rob them
unpunished, for whom the Republic was speculation and the Revolution
was a trade,” roared Zigon, driving the crowd into frenzy (Biichner
1977:29). Zivojin Pavlovi¢ recorded in his diary a detailed description of
this performance:?

Each sentence is greeted with a roaring upheaval. The crowd, elec-
trified with enthusiasm, goes into spasms over words as if stepping
on hot coals. Theater and life, actor and audience, cease to be what
they are. To my astonishment, they become one. The splendor of the
moment—this extraordinary mystery in which the howls and wild
tremors of the mass muddle the actor’s mind, so that he forgets the-
atrical tricks and, abandoning himself to intoxicating drunkenness,
tears from his chest not words but his own flesh, and the eruption of
spellbinding recitation drives the masses mad with the coincidence
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of Robespierre’s late eighteenth-century and contemporary truths —
that snake hiss of the dynamite stick comes to the threshold of the
impossible: Zigon ceases to be Zigon, and students, students. . . . In
front of them is no longer Zigon, not even the fictive Robespierre. In
this hypnotic moment, in front of the mass is its LEADER, the one that
students lack in reality. The one for whom they yearn. For they
know, they feel, they sense with their whole being, that without
him —without the daring, the wise, and the extraordinary one —the
action will fail. That without him the “movement” will not develop
into a revolution. (1990:67)

And it didn’t. It couldn’t. It went as far as it could without becoming a true
revolution. The moment Zigon stepped in front of his dazed audience, the
movement had already peaked and begun to decline imperceptibly. And in
fact, it was precisely the downward turn of the movement that made pos-
sible this sublime moment of theater. Despite the fire, despite the truth that
exploded from every word of Biichner/Robespierre/Zigon, the crowd knew
that in front of them stood an actor and not a revolutionary leader. They
were free to give the speaker their unconditional support precisely because
he was not real and the situation was not real. It is not that they were play-
ing at making a revolution. Quite the contrary: the students were acutely
aware of the stakes involved in their political position, and many of them
paid dearly for their actions that June. The sublimity of this moment was
made possible by its futility, by the impossibility of following up on the
revolutionary call. Something happened then and there, without the stu-
dents” knowledge or intention, that would transform the meaning, direc-
tion, and force of their movement. Pavlovi¢ notes that from that night on
students asked for more performances. And the actors obliged. “Instead of
bullets, the regime is spraying these naughty children with confetti” (75).
The carnivalesque atmosphere created among students the illusion that
they had found their hero and were united in their approval. It lasted only
throughout the week.

So, to recap the first three days of Belgrade June '68: an attempt on the
part of students to see a mindless variety show escalates into a bloody bat-
tle with the police, which then turns into a standoff in which protesters
force the authorities to change their strategy, but in the process end up
changed themselves. The very notion that a minor and random incident
can spiral into a state crisis is reminiscent of Romanticist narratives such as
Heinrich von Kleist's Michael Kohlhaas. Like the protagonist of Kleist’s no-
vella, Belgrade’s wronged and offended students turn from innocents into
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fighters. In this kind of sudden and improbable transformations, Deleuze
and Guattari see the flow and the becoming, the vortex and the problematic
as the main properties of nomadic space, which is, according to them, the
opposite of the state. They argue that nomadism “is of another species,
another nature, another origin than the State apparatus” (1987:352). The
former cannot be reduced to the latter. “Coming from elsewhere,” nomadic
thought is outside of the state’s “sovereignty and prior to its laws” (352).
The incessant and irreversible becomings, such as Penthesilea’s becoming-
animal and Kohlhaas’s becoming-outlaw, are initiated and driven by feel-
ings “uprooted from the interiority of the ‘subject,” which, once exterior-
ized, become affects (356). In this particular case, a state accustomed to
discursive overproduction is set back by an explosion of action critique. All
of a sudden, self-management as an ideological currency is torn asunder by
the practice of self-management. Detached from the state, it becomes a no-
madic practice—precisely because this kind of estrangement of that which
it thought it had already mastered prompted the Yugoslav state to rename
the nomadism of protesting students by proclaiming their action a mere
fad and an imitation of the fashion of rebellion that had been meandering
across the West, from one university to another. Something entirely differ-
ent was in play in Belgrade’s June: through their stubborn gesture of re-
peatedly demanding what had been promised to them, protesters shat-
tered the surface of official self-management in Yugoslavia. Their marches
from the periphery of the city to its center were blows on the baroque ceil-
ing of Yugoslav society, which cracked on the second attempt. And, to stay
with Deleuze and Guattari, these blows tore “open the firmament itself, to
let in a bit of free and windy chaos and to frame in a sudden light a vision
that appears through the rent” (1994:204). After the second attempt (June
4), the repair of the crack begins with great urgency. The state has learned
that this kind of breach cannot be closed by force, and it deploys a different
strategy. Instead of water cannons, the state launches fireworks; instead of
batons, adulation: “Then come the crowd of imitators who repair the um-
brella with something vaguely resembling the vision, and the crowd of
commentators who patch over the rent with opinions: communication”
(204). All too appropriately, whereas a becoming with unpredictable conse-
quences was set off by a mindless bit of stage entertainment aimed at easy
profit, it was slowed to a halt by entertainment that covered over the “in-
communicable novelty” of that very becoming.

The impasse the Belgrade students faced was the same that kept reap-
pearing in all historical instances of the spontaneous emergence of self-
management: the Paris Commune, Petrograd in October, civil war in Spain,
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Yugoslavia’s split with the USSR.?* In all of these cases, self-management
emerged under conditions of immense pressure. Every time, it was a man-
ifestation of energy that was uncontainable and without precedent, an “in-
communicable novelty.” Any attempt to institutionalize this unrehearsed
action threatened to calcify and constrain its vital force. The question of
self-management is entangled in a paradox of iterable spontaneity. In this
manner, it approaches one of the core problems of theater. Following up on
the tradition that commenced with Marx, Lefebvre spoke of revolution as a
dialectical overcoming—surpassing and preserving—of the aesthetic. He
opens “The Style of the Commune,” the preface to his Declaration of the
Commune, March 26 1871 (La proclamation de la commune, 26 mars 1871) with
an ambiguous assertion about the nature of this revolution: “The Paris
Commune? It was for one thing an immense, epic festival [féte], a festival
that the people of Paris, essence and symbol of the French people and the
people in general, gave both to itself and to the world” ([1965] 2003:188).
He goes on to argue that “from the outset, the Festival contained the drama;
the drama taking on its primordial meaning: a real and collective festival, a
festival lived by the people and for the people” (189). True to its etymology,
this drama is a true action that liberates labor and turns it into work, as in
a work of art: “The people acclaimed the symbols of disalienated and disa-
lienating labour, the fall of oppressive power, the end of alienation,” and
they “acclaimed the world of work, that is to say, work as world and cre-
ator of worlds” (189). This rhapsody of the Commune foreshadows Lefeb-
vre’s theorizing of council communism, published the following year:
“Only through autogestion can the members of a free association take con-
trol over their own life, in such a way that it becomes their work [oeuvre].
This is also called appropriation, de-alienation” ([1966] 2009:150). But not
so fast: failing to launch an eternal festival, the Commune drama turned
into a tragedy. “We know that Tragedy and Drama are bloody festivals,
during which defeat, sacrifice and the death of the superhuman hero who
has defied destiny are performed”; and, “Those who have fought to the cry
of Liberty or Death prefer death to capitulation and the certainty of servi-
tude. They are still fighting, desperately, insanely with boundless courage;
afterwards they light with their own hands the pyre on which they want to
be consumed and disappear. The tragedy ends in a blaze and disaster wor-
thy of itself” (189).»

Even as it happens, the revolutionary festival moves beyond itself, over-
coming its own possibility and spelling out its own disaster. This noble be-
yond (beyond life, beyond the pleasure principle) of the Commune turns
the event into a trivial belatedness of the spectacle in a desperate search for
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self-gratification, support, encouragement. Party confetti instead of the fu-
neral pyre. How to maintain revolutionary élan? How to carry on, day in,
day out, with inspired work instead of mind-numbing labor? It is a small
wonder that proponents of autogestion felt drawn to the work of Denis
Diderot, who in The Paradox of Acting and other works on theater argued,
famously, that the intensity of live performance came from a firm control
on representation by actors onstage.?® In his book on Diderot, published
toward the end of his orthodox Marxist period, Lefebvre wondered if when
a “genuine creator is spontaneous and natural, does he imitate nature?” In
response to his own question, he asserts: “No, he transforms it” (1949:272).
A decade and a half later, Jean Duvignaud, the greatest proponent of auto-
gestion among French theater scholars, addressed Diderot’s dilemma of
spontaneity versus artifice by asserting that technique is not at all in the
business of impersonation, but of revelation: “Technique uncovers the na-
ture that teaches us that very technique” (1965:356). Beyond theater, the
Diderot dilemma pertains to a politics without the party and political ac-
tion without a template and legacy. A communism without heirs.

Blanchot was talking about the paradox of action critique when he
wrote to an insistent Ilija Bojovi¢ that “May” precludes writing. The event
is the other of writing, outside of it:

Writing, the demand of writing (not only the writing that was al-
ways put at the service of the spoken word or ideological thinking
but, on the contrary, writing gently liberated by its own force as if it
gave itself over to the questioning that it alone conceals), gradually
frees all other possibilities, an anonymous way of being in relation
and communicating (which puts everything into question, first of all
ideas concerning God, the Self, Truth, and then the Book and the
Work themselves), so that this writing considered in its enigmatic
austerity should not have its finality in the Book, somehow a mark
of the end, but writing that one could envisage outside of discourse,
outside of language. (2010:97)

This is not to say that this action is beyond expression, a sublimity of sorts:
it establishes a different kind of writing that goes beyond discourse and
leaves it behind. It negates and subsumes at the same time. Not the writing
of traces, but its inverse, the writing of absences; of openings and cuts. The cut
in Yugoslavia was deep and clear: the very existence of a self-organized
and self-managed community was the most profound critique of the state-
proclaimed and ceremonial, and therefore spectacular, society of self-
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management. In another text from the days of the barricades, Blanchot
spoke of nationalism as the polar opposite of communism, so that socialist
patriotism is no better than any other: even “speaking of the fatherland of
the revolution” means “to subject oneself to the Father, to the law of the
Father” (92). The imperceptible disaster of the Belgrade unrest that started
with the Biichner/Robespierre/Zigon oration reached its formal conclusion
with an interpellation that came directly from the place of the Father.

While being entertained and flattered, the students also became paci-
fied. In his report about Belgrade June, which he filed weeks later, at the
end of the summer, a member of the American Universities Field Staff,
Dennison Rusinow, noted that “by Friday, June 7, at a diplomatic cocktail
party, a resident Western observer was overheard telling a Yugoslav offi-
cial, half seriously, that he thought the French, West German, Polish, and
American governments should be sending delegations to Belgrade to learn
how to handle student problems” (Rusinow 1968b:2). At the end of the
week, there was a sudden change in the public attitude toward the barri-
caded students. The press, which was relatively tolerant throughout the
week, suddenly returned to the kind of condemnation that marked the re-
porting on the clashes of June 2 and 3. There were rumors that army units
were at the outskirts of Belgrade, ready to enter the city and restore peace
and order. There was also increasing impatience for a public reaction from
Tito, who remained silent throughout the week.

Then, on June g, the seventh day of the strike, Tito addressed the nation
in a televised speech. He took both the students and their opponents by
surprise, admitting that the state and party leadership made mistakes
along the way. Tito asserted that from the very beginning he agreed “with
most of the students” demands,” and, in an incredible turn, symbolically
put himself at the helm of the student movement: “The revolt that took
place partially resulted from the students’ realization that I often asked
questions that have not been addressed. This time I promise to them that I
will do my best to see that they are addressed, and students should help me
to accomplish that.” He surpassed his own performative interpellation by
uttering words that until then were never heard coming from the mouth of
the socialist head of state: “Furthermore, if I prove incapable of solving
these problems I don’t deserve to hold this office.” He concluded his speech
in a fatherly manner, brimming with confidence: “In conclusion, I am ad-
dressing students once again: it is time to go back to your studies, because
it is the time of exams, with which I wish you a lot of success. It would be a
shame if you wasted any more time” (in Hodzi¢ et al. 1971:340). This was
the third and final performance of Belgrade June. Rusinow, who was one of
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the very few observers who wasn't either disgusted or elated by Tito’s tele-
vised speech, described it as “masterly performance.” Tito had carefully
memorized the cautiously crafted speech. At the same time, he delivered it
in an informal way, which reminded Rusinow of the “fireside chat tradi-
tion,” peppered with mistakes in syntax and grammar that by then were
the trademark of the oratorical performances of Yugoslavia’s president,
whose mother tongue was Slovene, and for whom Serbo-Croatian re-
mained a foreign language until the end of his life (Rusinow 1968b:16).
Many students read Tito’s speech as their victory, even though not one of
their demands was met. The strike ended the same evening, in some places
with jubilation.

By August, the political pressure in Yugoslavia, Western Europe, and
around the world was mounting, and there was little that the participants
of the Korcula Summer School could do to counter the wave of violence.
The school was under constant threat of losing its public funding and, hav-
ing had the session canceled two years earlier (1966), in 1968 it was hanging
on by a thread. On August 21, in the midst of that summer’s session, the
Warsaw Pact troops invaded Czechoslovakia, and the participants of the
summer school found themselves in a surprising situation: instead of pro-
testing the reprisals of Tito’s regime against Yugoslav students, they sent
him a telegram pleading with him to use his “international standing” to
“help the interests of socialist Czechoslovakia and its independence”
(Praxis 1969:310).” This tactical move on the part of the philosophers was at
the same time the beginning of the end of the Praxis school.

EXPANDED MEDIA / CONSTRICTED POLITICS

Deceptively simple, Rasa Todosijevi¢’s performance Decision as Art (Odluka
kao umetnost) consists of a series of actions organized around ideas of com-
plementarity and exhaustion. As his partner, Marinela Kozelj, sits impas-
sively on a chair placed upstage right, the artist, stripped to the waist, first
applies white paint to four small ficus plants positioned along the front
edge of the stage. He covers his naked torso with salt, and then picks a live
carp from a tank and places it on the floor. As the fish wriggles about stage,
he begins swallowing large quantities of water. The artist and the fish suf-
fer in unison: the carp slowly suffocates on dry land, and Todosijevi¢ gulps
water until he throws up, and then drinks again. This “game” goes on until
the carp expires. The performer paints one of his ears white, and then faces
the audience, holding a small battery-operated flashlight in his extended
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ECISION AS ART
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Fig. 18. Rasa Todosijevi¢: Decision as Art. Richard Demarco Gallery,
Edinburgh, 1972. Photograph courtesy of the artist.

right arm. He holds it until the battery dies or until he can no longer hold
up his arm.?

Photographs of this action show a banner with the inscription “Decision
As Art” hanging on the rear wall, directly behind the artist, with “salt” and
“fish” written in Serbian, English, and French to the stage right and left
(respectively) of the banner. Todosijevi¢ was among the most reflective art-
ists in the group that worked at Belgrade’s Student Cultural Center (Stu-
dentski kulturni centar, or SKC) in the early 1970s. A visual artist by train-
ing, he was also distinguished by his curatorial projects and critical and
theoretical writings. In an article entitled “Performance” (“Performans,”
1981), he wrote that whereas in performance art an artist “establishes an
address explicated in the first person,” in theater the artist’s (actor’s) “sub-
ject, his true self, his beliefs about the world’s meaning, in the moment of
performance recede into the background” (60).” According to Todosijevi¢,
it is this focus on subjectivity that distinguishes performance art from tra-
ditional performance genres. At the same time, Todosijevi¢’s attention on
the subject highlights the relevance of his work and the work of his friends
from the SKC to the ideological transformation of self-management in
post-1968 Yugoslavia.®
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Fig. 19. Rasa Todosijevi¢: Decision as Art, Information II. SKC, Belgrade,
1973. Photograph courtesy of the artist.

The ideological discourse of socialist self-management frames the no-
tion of the subject in ways different from classical political theory (needless
to say, it completely ignores the psychoanalytic theories of subject forma-
tion). Etienne Balibar asserts that, historically, the emergence of the mod-
ern subject coincides with the era of monarchical absolutism, which, he
writes, “seems to give a complete and coherent form to a power that is
founded upon itself, and that is founded as being without limits” (1991:40).
This power is both political and juridical, and as numerous commentators
have suggested, it is manifested in the act of sovereign decision. Balibar
locates the shift from the adjective to the substantive, from subjectum to
subjectus, from royal subject to “citizen-subject,” in the 1789 Declaration of
the Rights of Man and the Citizen. This document and the revolution that
made it possible bring with them a radically new concept of “sovereign
equality” where decision is no longer tied with exception but with regular-
ity. In a postrevolutionary society, unlike in an absolutist monarchy, free-
dom is understood as a public right, not a private experience, and is based
not on obedience but on equality: “Real equality must be all or, if one pre-
fers, every practice, every condition must be measured by it, for an excep-
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tion destroys it” (46). If, as Balibar suggests, the citizen is the subject who
has risen, and if (still following Balibar) the “citizen-subject” of the republic
replaces the obedient subject of an absolutist monarchy, then the idea of
self-management represents both a political and an economic realization of
the Declaration of Rights. A self-managing subject is the citizen fully eman-
cipated from any kind of subjugation.

In its short performance history, Decision as Art arched from a monar-
chic to a self-managing sociopolitical order, which can be said to constitute
two opposite poles of modern subjectivity. As we are going to see, if in the
former the exceptionality of decision-making turns it into an art form, then
in the latter the radical democratization of decision-making strives to abol-
ish art. Todosijevi¢ first performed Decision as Art in August 1973 at the
Richard Demarco Gallery in Edinburgh as part of a collective exhibit by
seven young artists from Yugoslavia.®! Then, a few months later, he per-
formed it again at the exhibit Informacije II (Information II) held at the Stu-
dent Cultural Center in Belgrade. Although the British monarchy is a far
cry from eighteenth-century absolutism, its ideological, political, and theo-
logical background brings to Todosijevi¢’s first performance of Decision as
Art an inflection of a princely and decisively antidemocratic art of decision.
Reiterated in Yugoslav postrevolutionary society, the same performance
brings forward a whole new set of issues. Richard Demarco was a private
gallery specializing in presenting alternative art from continental Europe,
while the SKC was a public institution; whereas the former was commer-
cial, the latter was not; and while the former was fully integrated within the
network of art institutions, the latter was an expression and continuation of
the communal spirit of Belgrade’s June "68.

The establishment of the Student Cultural Center was part and parcel of
the sweeping institutional reforms implemented at Belgrade University in
the wake of student demonstrations.>? Following up on the promises made
in response to the “immediate demands” for the improvement of student
living conditions, in 1969 all student dormitories scattered throughout Bel-
grade were integrated into a single organization named Studentski centar
(Student Center) (Kljaki¢ 1981:1). That same year, the ownership of a build-
ing overlooking Ulica Marsala Tita (Marshal Tito Street), one of the main
city thoroughfares, was transferred to the newly established Student Cul-
tural Center. The building, erected in 1887, served until 1941 as the Offi-
cer’s Club of the Serbian and then (after 1918) the Yugoslav royal armed
forces. After the liberation it was turned into the Secret Police Club. Follow-
ing the 1966 demise of the powerful head of the secret police, Aleksandar
Rankovi¢, and the mass reorganization of Yugoslav intelligence service, the
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building fell into disrepair. Between 1969, when it was officially handed
over to the newly formed student cultural institution, and its opening in
1971, the building—which houses a large dance hall, two galleries, a movie
theater, a spacious lobby, and a series of offices—was thoroughly reno-
vated and appointed with new equipment and furnishings, most of which
were imported from the West.** In the eyes of many students and activists,
the Student Cultural Center was one of very few tangible gains made by
Belgrade students in their June 1968 uprising. Dunja BlaZevi¢, who was the
artistic director of the SKC'’s gallery (1971—75) and then the center’s director
(1975—79), insists that this institution captured and carried into the 1970s
the emancipatory political and artistic ideals of 1968, and points out that
the SKC’s first director was Petar Ignjatovi¢, one of the prominent student
leaders from the uprising (Blazevic 2011; see also Becker 2006:393). Yet this
and other similar institutions were but a small exception to the sharp turn,
on the part of the state, away from the liberalism of the 1960s.

Silent crackdowns on the student movement started as early as the
summer of 1968. In the immediate aftermath of the protest, while the en-
thusiasm among students for collective action was still running high, the
authorities wisely limited their actions to measures that were of high po-
litical importance and very low public visibility. If what students accom-
plished in June was an effective repurposing of sociopolitical organizations
from mere tools of the Party’s political power to genuinely autonomous
political bodies, then it is not surprising that in the first weeks after the ces-
sation of the protest the officials saw the channeling of the political power
back into the mainstream sociopolitical organizations as their most urgent
task (Rusinow 1968b:5). By the beginning of the fall semester of 1968, the
action committees and other spontaneous attempts at student organization
were prohibited. In addition, gatherings and any other manifestations to
mark the first anniversary of student rebellion were thwarted (Popov
1983:188). The crackdown continued the following year with pressure from
the officials on student printed media, particularly on the weekly Student
and the journals Vidici and Susret. Campaigns against the editorial boards
of student publications were initiated by the state-sponsored media, and
intensified toward the end of 1969. Belgrade’s City Committee of the
League of Communists issued scathing criticisms of the editors of these
publications, which were followed by heated public debates about the au-
tonomy of student press.* Toward the end of January 1970, the Parliament
of the Republic of Serbia issued a statement condemning student publica-
tions, and the University Committee of the League of Communists at Bel-
grade University made public its conclusion that the “new orientation of
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[Student] requires a new editorial board” (in Popov 1990:189). With the dis-
missal of the editors of Student and Vidici in the early months of 1970, and
the discontinuation of Susret some six months earlier, the free student
press, which represented one of the main legacies of June 1968, was effec-
tively dismantled. Viewed in retrospect, the magnitude of the loss often
leaves out of the picture small gains made by the student movement. In
1970, as the social and political organizations on the local level (city, repub-
lic) who were the publishers of Student and Vidici were cracking down on
their editorial boards, the federal student organization, the Student Asso-
ciation of Yugoslavia, also located in Belgrade, started the journal Ideje
(Ideas), which quickly became the intellectual alternative both to the main-
stream philosophical and literary journals and to journals dedicated to
critical Marxism such as Praxis in Zagreb and Filosofija and Gledista in Bel-
grade. While Ideje continued with the publication of articles that examined
the legacy of 1968 both in Yugoslavia and abroad, it also brought into criti-
cal discourse in Yugoslavia a tone that was absent from other scholarly
journals, most prominently the writings that came from or were inspired
by French structuralism.*

Artists that came of age in the late 1960s and had their political baptism
by fire in the events of June 1968 took advantage of the new art institutions
that supported their practice, which was marked by departure from tradi-
tional artistic techniques and engagement with new media and modes of
discourse. JeSa Denegri, an influential art critic and staunch supporter of
the new art who in 1971 cocurated with Biljana Tomic¢ the first exhibition of
conceptual art in Belgrade,” described the young artists” attitudes as “artis-
tic nomadism” (2007:89). By this he meant their lack of commitment to a
single medium and openness toward experimentation that led many away
from conventional art techniques and toward conceptual art, film, photog-
raphy, and performance and body art. However, insofar as the young art-
ists associated with the SKC adopted the idea of self-management critically
and tried to enact it in ways different from that prescribed by the Party, this
“nomadism” also proved to be a continuation of the politics of June "68.
Among other characteristics of Yugoslav post-1968 art, Denegri included
its urbanity and detachment from traditional national cultures as well as a
pronounced desire to keep pace with the latest artistic practices in global
art centers such as New York, London, and Paris.*® According to Denegri,
what distinguished Yugoslav conceptual and performance artists from
their contemporaries abroad was their tendency to work and exhibit in
more or less formal groups. This was not a new development: as we have
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seen, in the 1950s the group Gorgona was already active in Zagreb and
Mediala in Belgrade, and the first significant steps toward conceptual art
were made in the mid- and late 1960s by the group OHO, which was based
in Ljubljana but exhibited and published regularly in Zagreb and Bel-
grade.” Interestingly, in the aftermath of the June uprising, the first con-
ceptual art groups in Serbia were formed not in Belgrade but in the north-
ern province of Vojvodina: first, in 1969, the group Bosch+Bosch in
Subotica,* then in 1970 KOD,* and a year later (3, both in Novi Sad. The
most famous of these groups was the informal Group of Six: Marina
Abramovi¢, Slobodan “Era” Milivojevié, NeSa Paripovi¢, Zoran Popovi,
Rasa Todosijevi¢, and Gergelj Urkom.** While exhibiting collectively, the
members of these groups subscribed to no artistic program and maintained
a high degree of individual distinction. Gergelj Urkom made the following
statement about the Group of Six:

It is wrong to think of the six of us as a group working on a joint
programme. But the common thread that evidently exists between
us points to the fact that we are not just six people with completely
diverse interests. One could say it was not so much our attitude to-
wards art that brought us together as it was the closeness of our
views, which came from similar attitudes towards life. During joint
exhibitions and discussions over the past few years we developed a
distinct approach to art. Through mutual efforts we managed to es-
tablish a common ground, thanks to the fact that the opinions of
each of us were important to the others. (in Becker 2006:394)*

Todosijevi¢ went even further by asserting that the group members’” work
on performance came from their interest in selfhood and ego, which was,
as they recognized early on, best communicated through the medium of
the body.*® Denegri characterizes this approach to the body and to artistic
creation as “authorial speech in the first person,” where “speech” is, more
often than not, nondiscursive: the “speech of behavior, of the body, of ges-
tures and signs, but never forms and self-sufficient art objects” (Denegri
1983:7). Needless to say, this departure from the object toward the bodily
or mental processes was described in numerous texts published in the
1960s, such as Lucy Lippard and John Chandler’'s Art International article
“The Dematerialization of Art” (1968), which Denegri regularly invoked in
his art criticism of the early 1970s. However, far more important than
merely acknowledging that Yugoslav artists and critics were aware of the
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latest artistic practices and theoretical concepts is to recognize how these
practices and concepts evolved within specific artistic and social conditions
in Yugoslavia.

Starting in 1972, the Student Cultural Center hosted two annual art
events that were of vital importance for visual, performance, and concep-
tual art in Yugoslavia. The first one, entitled Aprilski susreti (April Meet-
ing) took place each spring, and the second one in the fall.* The formal
occasion for the spring event was April 4, “Student Day” at Belgrade Uni-
versity, while the fall event engaged with the contemporary art scene in
Belgrade in a more explicit and openly critical manner. Named simply Ok-
tobar (October), it was conceived as an alternative to Oktobarski salon (Oc-
tober Salon), which was for decades the main showcase for mainstream
Yugoslav art in Belgrade. Young artists, art historians, and critics consid-
ered the October Salon indistinguishable from socialist aestheticism. Since
the same group curated both events, April Meeting had the same artistic
and conceptual agenda as October, only this time the critical edge was
aimed at the Yugoslav culture of celebration and commemoration, which
was, as we have seen, one of the hotbeds of socialist aestheticism. It needs
to be mentioned that the establishment of Belgrade’s alternative and con-
ceptual art scene in the Student Cultural Center had its “prehistory” in
Gallery 212 (Galerija 212), which Biljana Tomi¢ organized within the Bel-
grade International Theater Festival (BITEF). In September 1968, only
months after the student protest, the Slovene group OHO performed its
happening at Gallery 212, and they performed again the following year. In
1971, Gallery 212 featured a roster of artists and critics who will mark the
conceptual and performance art scene in Yugoslavia of the 1970s: Marina
Abramovi¢, Nesa Paripovi¢, Slobodan “Era” Milivojevi¢, Rasa Todosijevic,
Nena i Slobodan Dimitrijevi¢, JeSa Denegri, Irina Suboti¢, Marko Pogacnik,
Zvonko Makovié, and TomaZ Salamun, to name some.

In the bulletin issued during the first April Meeting in 1972, the organiz-
ers made a disclaimer in which they pointed out that it was their intention
to depart from the “existing form of April festivities, from spectacle, revelry
and Avala outings, and to give the manifestations related to April 4 a char-
acter that is oriented toward work and research” (Bilten 1972:1).#” They went
on to say that the April Meeting would “in fact, represent just an intensifica-
tion of specific research activities that have been going on for some time” at
the Student Cultural Center (1). The general theme of April Meeting in 1972
was “Interrogation of New Spaces and Media,” and the following year the
theme was narrowed to “Expanded Media.” The choice of this theme har-
kens back to the discourse of “expansion” and intermediality in arts, cham-
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pioned by Fluxus throughout the 1960s.%® Whereas this slogan was retained
in the first two April Meetings, the theme of the third one in 1974, phrased
in the form of question, “Expanded Media or New Arts?” indicated an at-
tempt at a critical departure from clichés about experimental art.

The organizers of April Meeting took a certain pride in the fact that, be-
ing poorly funded by the Belgrade Student Union, they could not and did
not offer honoraria to the festival participants.* Fiercely egalitarian, they
provided the same production conditions to the invited foreign artists and
to the emerging artists who won their place in the program through an
open call for submissions in the field of expanded media. The call stipu-
lated that all proposals should be anonymous, that they could be authored
either by a group or by an individual, and that they had to be realized
within the building of the Student Cultural Center or its immediate envi-
rons. Proposals were accepted for projects in “visual, audio, mobile, mi-
metic, textual, film, or other” media. Importantly, in the open call it was
emphasized that the goal was to support the “realization of ideas and re-
search efforts of young artists and, at the same time, to facilitate theoretical
and public discussions on all contemporary developments” (Bilten 1972:5).
This kind of conceptualization made April Meeting a unique platform for
the exchange of ideas between young Yugoslav artists and some of the
most significant representatives of new artistic practices from Western Eu-
rope and the United States. While Belgrade was no stranger to large show-
cases of artistic production from around the world, it was due to its open-
ness and commitment to critical and open discussion that the Student
Cultural Center, unlike some much better-funded international art festi-
vals, sparked vigorous local artistic production.

The first April Meeting opened on April 4, 1972, with a performance by
Slobodan “Era” Milivojevi¢, and continued the following day with the ex-
hibition by the competition winners, among whom were some of the future
leading Yugoslav conceptual and performance artists, including Rasa
Todosijevi¢ (Belgrade) and Goran Trbuljak (Zagreb).”® On the third day of
the festival the Italian-French artist Gina Pane, one of the pioneers of body
art in Europe, performed her two-hour piece Life-Death-Dream. The week-
long program of visual art, performance, conceptual art, theater, and music
concluded on April 11 with the Open Discussion on Expanded Media, at-
tended by festival guests and some of the leading artists, film and theater
directors, writers, and art historians from Belgrade and beyond.>! The first
April Meeting featured some programs that stood out at the time, such as
the “Video Performance,” the first-ever presentation of this new medium in
Yugoslavia, with projections of videotapes by renowned artists from the
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1960s such as Allan Kaprow and Dennis Oppenheim; and two perfor-
mances by the Italian theater Centro Universitario Teatrale from Parma,
Italy, which were extremely well received by audience and critics. How-
ever, performances by Era Milivojevi¢ and Gina Pane merit a detailed dis-
cussion. Not only do Pane and Milivojevi¢ epitomize a unique encounter
between the early performance art produced in Western Europe and Yugo-
slavia, but even more importantly, an analysis of their work helps clarify
some of the political and ideological issues that seem to remain obscure if
looked at from any perspective other than that of performance.

THE MAGICIAN AS SURGEON

Not surprisingly for the egalitarian spirit of April Meeting, the postperfor-
mance discussion of Gina Pane’s action turned into a sharp debate, the ex-
cerpts of which were published in the April Meeting Bulletin on Friday,
April 7. Slavko Timotijevi¢, the young art historian who eventually became
the curator of the SKC'’s gallery, observed that Pane established a new ar-
tistic language and at the same time became its principal medium (Bilten
1972:6).52 Then he added that if the main goal of Pane’s “unpleasant ac-
tions” such as “self-beating and vomiting” was to establish an “experience”
that the performer shared with the audience, it was doubtful that this kind
of communication was ever fully established (6). Agreeing with Timotijevi¢,
Milica Kraus, also an art historian, observed: “Pane establishes a contact
with the audience after the performance, when the audience is no longer an
audience. It is easy to establish contacts over a glass of wine. Her provoca-
tions are produced for the upper classes of a bourgeois audience. They
leave me untouched” (6). A dissenting opinion came from Jasna Tijardovic¢
(another young art historian), who called attention to the inherent connec-
tion between the medium of Pane’s work and the audience’s response.

Gina was convincing. I trust her expression precisely because it was
provocative. . . . Those who were present were approaching the ac-
tion as if everything was clear to them. It turns out that it is much
easier [for an observer] to focus in front of a painting than in front of
such an action. Gina is herself the protagonist of her action, and she
takes ownership of the kind of art she offers because the very nature
of her research is difficult to accept. Reception along the lines such
as those of “traditional” and “nontraditional” are irrelevant here. (7)
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Remaining deaf to Tijardovi¢’s subtle connection between Pane’s perfor-
mance and the April Meeting’s mission of positioning art as a research
practice and not a production of aesthetic objects, Kraus insisted: “She uses
new forms of expression, but is in fact traditional, and that’s why she leaves
us unaffected” (7).

Outside of Yugoslavia, the first piece of documentation from Gina
Pane’s April Meeting performance was published only days later, in the
April-May 1972 issue of the Paris-based journal arTitudes, which was one
of the early critical platforms for body art in Europe. The photograph of
Pane performing Life-Death-Dream in the main hall of the SKC was featured
on the cover of the journal, with scant information about April Meeting and
Pane’s performance included on page 17. The front-page photograph
showed Pane kneeling in front of the piece of blank paper placed on the
floor in front of her, covering her eyes with her hands. Behind her is a large
panel covered with words that few of the French readers of arTitudes could
understand.

The full text on the panel reads:

LIFE DEATH DREAM
DREAM LIFE DEATH
DEATH DREAM LIFE

LIFE — THAT'S — THE — OTHERS

DREAM IS A SOCIOLOGICAL PHENOMENON

DEATH: IT IS NECESSARY TO ACCEPT ONE’S OWN DEATH IN ORDER TO
OVERCOMEIT. (Bilten 1972:13)

In the version of the panel inscription that was published in the bulletin,
the last two sentences of the statement were placed in the inverse order.
The text in the bulletin also contains an additional sentence: “To be aware
of oneself through constant self-analysis: that’s the shortest path to discov-
ery of the motivations of our essence and the place occupied by social au-
tomatisms” (13). The themes of life, death, and the mechanization of con-
temporary society were characteristic of Pane’s early performance work.

Life-Death-Dream came only one year after Pane’s first actions performed
in public. These actions were preceded by installations created in response
to social and political issues of the day. In Pane’s work from the late 1960s
and early 1970s, the Vietham War figured as a symptom of the problems
plaguing modern Western societies, and in that regard she was not an ex-
ception among her generation of artists in Western Europe and the United
States. However, in its intensity and trajectory, her response stood out from
most of the engaged art of the period.
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Critics and art historians who write about Pane’s work from this period
point to 1968 as the pivotal moment in the early career of this academically
trained painter.> From conceptual and land art that she produced in 1968-
69, Pane turned to overtly political gallery-based installations: Fishing
Plunged into Mourning (La Péche endeuillée, 1970), a grid of wooden blocks
connected with charred thick rope and arranged on the gallery floor, was a
comment on the civilian victims of American peacetime deployment of
nuclear arms; and Rice (Le Riz no. 1, 1971), rows of skinny trunks evoking
rice stems planted into soil on the gallery floor, was, as Michel Baudson
writes, “indicative of the tension she felt in the face of the serious conflict:
the war in Vietnam and its death wish placed in parallel to, and thus op-
posed to, the vital energy of an age-old nourishing force” (1998:61). Her
first action involving self-injury, Unanaesthetized Climb (Escalade non Anes-
thésiée, 1971), was performed in her studio without an audience and in care-
ful collaboration with the photographer Frangoise Masson. It was also done
in reference to the Vietham War and, as evident from the title, its escalation:
she climbed barefoot up a ladder-like structure with steps lined with sharp
metal teeth. Pane performed her first public action that same year in a gal-
lery in Bordeaux. Homage to a Drugged Youth (Hommage a un Jeune Drogué)
was a social commentary addressing the themes of pain and nourishment:
before she engaged in the conversation with the audience, Pane washed her
hands in scalding hot chocolate (see Troche 2002:66). Pane would return to
these motifs repeatedly in actions she performed in the early 1970s, includ-
ing the one at April Meeting.

If we take into consideration the extreme care with which Pane ap-
proached the preparation, execution, and documentation of her live works,
it is significant that her next two actions were performed in semiseclusion,
away from the public art scene in France. Nourishment/TV News/Fire (Nour-
riture/ Actualités T.V./Feu) took place outside of the gallery and museum set-
ting, in the Parisian home of art collectors Mr. and Mrs. Frégnac, and Life-
Death-Dream was performed in Belgrade, away from the Paris art world.>*
Both actions had a tripartite title and both were aimed at establishing a di-
rect relationship with the audience. Nourishment/TV News/Fire focused on
what Pane considered three predominant aspects of modern life: money,
food, and television. At the outset of the action, the audience members were
asked to deposit 2% of their monthly income in a safe positioned at the
entrance to the space where the action took place. In the course of the first
hour of the performance Pane consumed 600 grams of raw minced meat (at
first she buried her face in the plate to munch the meat, but eventually had
to force feed herself by using her hands to make small balls of meat, which
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she stuffed into her mouth). In the second hour, she was seated on the floor
and watched the news through a glaring lightbulb that was positioned
right in front of her eyes. She explained that by doing this she was trying to
make the audience aware of what they were watching on TV (the Vietnam
War, unemployment) by removing the everyday action of following the
television news feed from its usual setting, “in armchair and slippers”
(Pane 1973:22). The performance concluded with her stepping barefoot on
flames coming from alcohol-soaked sand until she could no longer with-
stand the pain.

In her oft-quoted statement from a 1979 Flash Art interview, Pane spoke
of the wound as a means of communication: “My real problem is in con-
structing a language through this wound which became sign” (Kontova
1979:36). The ambition here is not to posit a field of nondiscursivity as a
zone beyond language, but precisely the opposite: to introduce the body —
its flesh, its fluids, its gestures—as well as objects, actions, colors, sounds,
and smells into the discursive field. In Life-Death-Dream, Pane was trying to
overcome the language barrier with her Yugoslav audience by incorporat-
ing written text into her performance to an extent she has never done else-
where. In the first part of the action, she wrote on the white panel her words
in Serbian, a language she did not know. This was followed by an attempt
at direct communication with the audience. The photographic documenta-
tion shows Pane trying to grab hands of the spectators seated in the front
row. Finally, in the third part of this action, she performed a series of ag-
gressive acts toward her own body. The art critic JeSa Denegri wrote: “By
irritating the capillary endings in her own skin she tried to provoke bleed-
ing from her nose and mouth; she courted the possibility of losing her sta-
bility and falling by walking, with her eyes closed, on an imagined line; and
she brought herself to the very edge of consciousness by powerfully apply-
ing pressure with her fingers on her neck arteries” (2003:25). In some of the
photographs from this action, we see her vomiting on a piece of paper or
lying prostrate on the floor, seemingly unconscious.>®

The permutation of the words L1FE —DEATH —DREAM suggests that any
part of the action could stand for any one of these states. In addition, the
sequential use of discursive language, direct touch, and self-injury sug-
gests that for Pane these three forms of communication are interchange-
able.>® As a text among other texts, the words written on the panel invited
the spectators to engage in reading, and then move from written to spoken
language, and further on, to the language of sounds, gestures, and move-
ments. The very vigor with which Kraus and Timotijevic argued that Pane’s
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action “failed to engage” them and left them “unmoved” confirms, para-
doxically, their participation in the visceral reading of live action that Pane
was hoping to elicit from her audience. In the April Meeting Bulletin, the
“script” of Life-Death-Dream was accompanied by the following statement
by Pane:

Communication with the audience begins with me gesturing with
my body, arms and legs. By looking, the audience not only estab-
lishes with me visual or mental contact, but begins to experience my
movements viscerally. It is similar to the relationship between ath-
letes and the audience, in which spectators share with the athlete her
effort, victory, or failure. (in Bilten 1972:13)

As it turns out, in a body art performance, unlike in a sports contest, this
“sharing” does not amount to a direct and unambiguous identification. In
her Belgrade action, the audience only partially and hesitantly accepted her
invitation to interact with the artist and “share” in her action. Another piece
of documentation confirms the mixed reception of Life-Death-Dream by the
audience in Belgrade’s Student Cultural Center. The photograph (fig. 21)
captures the moment of Pane’s direct contact with an audience member.

As Sophie Delpeux pointed out in her article “Le ‘familier-inconnu’ de
Gina Pane,” insofar as Pane “strove in her actions to fouch the audience, this
photograph encapsulates her entire artistic practice” (Delpeux 2004:114).
While noting that Pane took as her goal in this action to arrange an “experi-
ence of physical communication with the audience,” the ambivalence of the
outcome is evident in this piece of documentation: as Pane grasped the
hands of a smiling audience member, the suspicion on the faces of specta-
tors in rows behind him revealed their doubts about the purpose and even
in the possibility of such a gesture (114). Pane was aware of this ambivalent
reception of her actions. The following year, in her interview for Art and
Artists, she complained of the audience’s tendency to become “increasingly
hostile” to her work (Pane 1973:23). Instead of retreating, she responded
with even more aggressive actions.

In May 1972, upon her return from Belgrade, Pane staged in Paris one of
her landmark works, Warm Milk (Le lait chaud). In the course of this action,
she at one point turned her back to the audience and started making inci-
sions with a razor blade on her back. Following the next segment of perfor-
mance, in which she played with a tennis ball, Pane turned to the audience
and, kneeling on the floor, brought the razor close to her face:



Fig. 21. Gina Pane, LIFE —DEATH —DREAM. April Meeting, SKC, Bel-
grade 1972. Photograph courtesy of Anne Marchand.
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The tension was explosive and broke when I cut my face on either
cheek. They yelled “No, no, not the face, no!” So I touched an essen-
tial problem —the aestheticism in every person. The face is taboo, it’s
the core of human aesthetics, the only place that retains a narcissistic
power. Before the two facial slits, my action was understood as mas-
ochistic, but when I attacked my face, the attitude changed. (Pane

1973:23)

The shock of Pane’s body art does not come from the spectacle of self-
inflicted pain, but from the radical recasting of the traditional position of
the painter, which Walter Benjamin in his parable about the surgeon and
the magician defined in terms of distance:

How does the camera operator compare with the painter? In answer
to this, it will be helpful to consider the concept of the operator as it
is familiar to us from surgery. The surgeon represents the polar op-
posite of the magician. The attitude of the magician, who heals a sick
person by a laying-on of hands, differs from that of the surgeon, who
makes an intervention in the patient. The magician maintains the
natural distance between himself and the person treated; more pre-
cisely, he reduces it slightly by laying on his hands, but increases it
greatly by his authority. The surgeon does exactly the reverse; he
greatly diminishes the distance from the patient by penetrating the
patient’s body, and increases it only slightly by the caution with
which his hand moves among his organs. In short: unlike the magi-
cian (traces of whom are still found in the medical practitioner), the
surgeon abstains at the decisive moment from confronting his pa-
tient person to person; instead, he penetrates the patient by operat-
ing. (Benjamin 2003:263; emphasis added)

Taking a razor to her skin, Pane recasts the painter as the surgeon. Instead
of operating on the other (a patient, or a sequence of images), she makes
incision into her own face, and in doing so turns herself into a patient and
a representational object. The audience responds by actively resisting this
change of roles that upsets the basic parameters of an aesthetic relation.
What is, then, the content of this shift?

There are two sets of juxtapositions in Benjamin’s parable. The more ob-
vious one is the pairing of the painter and the operator, mirrored in the
magician and the surgeon. This pair, in turn, points to the healing and spa-
tial relation between subject and object. The magician/painter heals by
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maintaining the distance; the surgeon/operator heals by overcoming it. At
the time of writing the essay that contains this dazzling parable, Benjamin
was investigating two aspects of distance: the first one was that of the aura,
which he defined as “the unique apparition of a distance [of an object], how-
ever near it may be” (255); the other was that of artistic procedure of making
strange, which he found in its purest form in Brecht's Verfremdungseffekt.
Throughout the 1930s Brecht gradually elaborated on his idea of the V-
effekt, or alienation effect as it was later rendered in English, a technique
inherent to theater and other arts (literature, painting) that has been obliter-
ated by bourgeois theater through its insistence on realist illusionism. The
fundamental feature of this device is making strange. As he explained in
his 1936 article “Verfremdung Effects in Chinese Acting,” in resorting to this
device, “the artist’s object is to appear strange and even surprising to the
audience. He achieves this by looking strangely at himself and his perfor-
mance. As a result everything put forward by him has the touch of the
amazing. Everyday things are thereby raised above the level of the self-
evident” (Brecht 2015:152). Benjamin understood this “effort” toward defa-
miliarization in terms of distance. In the first version of his essay “What is
Epic Theatre?” he observed that, unlike bourgeois, epic theater “incessantly
derives a lively and productive consciousness from the fact that it is the-
ater. This consciousness enables it to treat elements of reality as though it
were setting up an experiment, with the ‘conditions” at the end of the ex-
periment, not at the beginning. Thus they are not brought closer to the
spectator but distanced from him” (Benjamin 1973:4). And here is the (so-
cial) experiment in all of its crudeness: a stranger enters the scene in the
middle of a family row. “The more far-reaching the devastation of our so-
cial order (the more these devastations undermine ourselves and our ca-
pacity to remain aware of them) the more marked must be the distance
between the stranger and the events portrayed” (5). The device of strange-
ness reestablishes the auratic relationship, but on a different terms. It is no
longer the wonder of magic that is elicited in the spectator, but wonder
over the proportions of ethical, political, and economic monstrosities that
capitalism automatizes and normalizes into routines of everyday life. The
difference between the alien and the strange is precisely in this reestablish-
ment of distance. Benjamin writes that in epic theater, “the first point at
issue is to uncover” the social conditions, and then goes on to explain: “One
could just as well say: to make them strange (verfremden)” (1973:18). If in the
1930s radical art tried to reassert the aesthetic relation of separation in or-
der to make “the devastation of the social order” observable, in the 1970s it
demonstrated the necessity of that distance through its extreme abolition.
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The operators of this radical elimination of distance became known as
body artists. Their gesture was risky not only because of the pain and radi-
cal negation of the object, that is commodity, that it involved, but because
of its vulnerability to misreading. The most fundamental misreading saw
their work as art of action. As Pane explained, for the spectators of Warm
Milk, the magic is gone so that suddenly the tension of the wound sets in.
But it is not an isolated cut that poses this radical threat in her performance.
Even though the wound represented the most shocking “sign” in Pane’s
performance, it was by no means the only or even the most privileged ele-
ment in her actions. The cut as a “sign” that affected the audience on a
visceral and most immediate level was part of a much broader texture that
constituted her live works. Francois Pluchart wrote that Pane spoke of
working not with “symbols” but with “modules.” For example, she consid-
ered fire one of the “modules” in Nourishment/TV News/Fire, the other being
the artist’s body (1972:10). The action modules were neither symbols nor
props, but syntactical units of live performance. This performance syntax
brings together the discursive and the corporeal, the evocative and the lit-
eral, in order to establish a spatial and temporal sequence of heterogeneous
units that generate meaning, addressing simultaneously conceptual, emo-
tional, and sensory faculties of the beholder. The deployment of this kind
of performance syntax that emerges from the expansion of visual language
hitherto limited to painting and sculpture and its careful manipulation was
not specific to Pane, and in fact it marks the work of a number of post-1968
performance artists on both sides of the Atlantic, such as Valie Export, Joan
Jonas, Hannah Wilke, Rasa Todosijevi¢, and Era Milivojevi¢, to name some.
This syntactical performance can be seen as a continuation of practice that
originated in 1968 political action, which Blanchot memorably described as
“writing outside of discourse, outside of language” (2010:97). In these per-
formances, the nondiscursive borders discourse but does not fully belong
to it. While refusing verbalization, these actions retain syntactical proper-
ties of language broadly construed. In doing so, the body and the language
overlap structurally: the case in point is not that the body has its own “lan-
guage,” but that it lends a specific grammar to the live representation in
which it partakes. It resembles the epic theater’s relationship to its “story,”
which, as Benjamin observed, “is like that of a ballet teacher to his pupil;
his first task is to loosen her joints as far as they will go” (1973:16). In body
art, the body is not only an object, but also a structuring device. The “joints”
of this “story” are so elastic that it no longer resembles a conventional nar-
rative, and its parts so striking that they overshadow the whole to which
they belong. Importantly, all of the artists who produced syntactical per-
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formances were trained painters, and they inherited from their education a
notion of painterly language. However, that understanding of language as
an expressive capacity of the medium came together with a radical rejec-
tion of the means of expression that were traditionally considered proper
to the medium. In this kind of performance, practices, relationships, and
structures are just as important as materials, if not more so.

Here, the nondiscursive is not anterior to discourse. It does not belong
to an assumed prediscursive or “preverbal” domain.” It does not precede
or produce discourse. Instead, its place is next to it—around discourse, not
in addition to it. The nondiscursive belongs to the affective and the situa-
tional. And it is vigorously and deeply temporal. As such, it is precisely
that which evades discourse and remains tenaciously outside of it. Instead
of signifying, it establishes symbolic, or to use Pluchart’s locution, “modu-
lar” chains. These sequences always have a body as their point of origin,
and always remain oriented in relation to it. These pulsational and affective
chains expand from the body to include objects, sounds, volumes, images,
and smells, and in the process acquire a complex and rigorously presenta-
tional structure. The articulation of the structure is not conventional, and it
does not lend itself to any predetermined reading. In that sense, it is the
writing of cuts (and in Pane’s case, physical cuts can become explicit in-
stances of this signification) that resists habitual communication. It is not
the writing of traces, but of slits and openings. Here the economy of signs
is significantly distorted toward their materiality, while at the same time
retaining their sequential nature. Hence the presentational nature of syn-
tactical performance: in order to constitute itself as such, it needs a de-
tached reader/beholder, not a participant/collaborator.® Dynamics be-
tween distance and nearness are fundamental not only to the internal logic
of the performance, but also to the way in which it addresses its spectators.

There are two moments of engagement with the audience that throw
light on the “narcissistic power” to which Pane alluded in her discussion of
Warm Milk. On the one hand, there is a strong audience reaction to her at-
tempt to make an incision on her face, or in other words, to rupture the
psychic separation between the self and the other; on the other, there is the
gesture of seemingly spontaneous contact with a spectator during the per-
formance of Life-Death-Dream. In the photograph from her SKC perfor-
mance, we see her grasping the spectator’s palm with her open hand. This
is not a handshake. Both Pane and the audience member hold their hands
high, touching each other with their palms and interweaving their fingers:
a gesture suggesting a certain mirroring and overcoming of the mirror at
the same time. Pane indicated her particular understanding of the power-
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ful and ubiquitous symbolism of the mirror in her 1975 action Soft Matte
Discourse (Discours mou et mat). Dominant “modules” in the final section of
this action, performed at De Appel gallery in Amsterdam, were two mir-
rors positioned on the floor, with a mouth drawn on one, and the word
“ALIENATION” inscribed on the other. The most striking syntactical ele-
ment of this action was Pane’s smashing of the mirrors with her bare hands,
to which she turned twice in the course of the performance. First, she broke
the two mirrors, then moved on to the next segment, which, as in Warm
Milk, involved playing with a tennis ball, this time much more labored and
less playful. Exhausted from this game, she crawled back to the mirrors
and shattered them into small pieces, cutting her hands in the process.>
Breaking the mirror and grabbing the spectator’s hand were both aimed
at overcoming “social automatisms,” as Pane explained in the April Meeting
Bulletin. Through these radical gestures the artist strove to overpower these
internalized aspects of the performance principle. In Pane’s work, there is a
strict parallelism between overcoming alienation and overcoming distance.
In that sense, subverting alienation and uncovering distance can be said to
represent the single most important political claims of her syntactical ac-
tions. And in this program of dealienating perfomance, self-wounding be-
came the most striking liberatory gesture. Speaking of Unanaesthetized
Climb, Pane asserted that by climbing the spiked steps of the ladder-like
structure barefoot, she “wanted to emphasize the fact that the artist’'s—as
well as man’s—relationships are perverted in the rush to achieve a goal, in
the frenzy to get ahead. There is no mutual respect or trust. Therefore every
gesture is inhuman and people’s sensibilities are automatically anesthe-
tized; they’re no longer aware of the effects of their actions” (Pane 1973:22).
Jennifer Blessing observed that Pane’s “stated attempt to transcend alien-
ation in her performance of suffering” closely resembles, but cannot be
identified with, the “goal of the disturbed skin-cutter to feel something
other than terrifying isolation” (2002:26).° In Soft Matte Discourse, the ges-
ture of smashing the mirror was aimed at penetrating through both discur-
sive language (the drawing of the mouth) and the alienating self-isolation
(the inscription “ALIENATION”). Aimed against alienation that permeates
an “anaesthetized society,” Pane’s actions often involved suffering as both
symbolic and political intervention. As Frangois Pluchart pointed out, her
body actions aimed “at emphasizing, to denounce them and correct them,
certain determinisms, according to which every day is identical to the pre-
ceding one and which throw the man toward a fate of self-mutilation and
destruction” (1984:129). Both the mouth she drew on the mirror and the
inscription “ALIENATION” were marks of uniformity and reiteration. The
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violent act of smashing the mirror into smithereens has to be read as an act
of escape from its isolating repetitiveness.

If, as Rosalind Krauss has argued, much of the experimental art of the
1970s was indexical in nature, then Pane’s actions represent one of the most
radical examples of this indexicality. In her “Notes on the Index: Part 1,”
Krauss explained indexes as the types of signs that, unlike symbols, estab-
lish their meaning “along the axis of a physical relationship to their refer-
ents.” They are the “marks or traces of a particular cause, and that cause is
the thing to which they refer, the object they signify” (1986:198). Insofar as
Pane spoke of her self-inflicted wounds as the “problem of language” and,
therefore, of signification, they belong to Krauss’s category of indexes. Un-
like other “indexical” (body) artists such as Acconci, Pane made a clear
distinction between the “cause” of indexical art and the “object” it “signi-
fies”: the latter is certainly the body of the artist, while the former, as Pane
herself indicated on numerous occasions, is the alienation prevalent in
postindustrial societies. It is not at all accidental that in Pane’s work mirror-
ing became both the means of representation and its subject. This, in turn,
corresponds to the distinction Krauss made between reflection and reflex-
ivity. On the one hand, through physical touch with the audience in Life-
Death-Dream, Pane engaged in an act of mirroring, which Krauss character-
ized in her article “Video: The Aesthetics of Narcissism” both as a “move
toward an external symmetry” and as a “vanquishing of separateness”
(1978:53). On the other, reflexivity —which Krauss described as a “strategy
to achieve a radical asymmetry” and as a “fracture in two categorically dif-
ferent entities that can elucidate one another insofar as their separateness is
maintained” —became prominent in Pane’s body art pieces in which ag-
gression toward the audience is sublimated into self-wounding. The ten-
sion between reflection as the realm of alienation and reflexivity as the
means of overcoming alienation informed much of Pane’s action work of
the 1970s. The arena within which the drama of the separation between
these two tendencies took place was that of subject formation. And that is
the context within which the juxtaposition of Pane’s and Milivojevi¢’s April
Meeting performances becomes significant.

THE SURGEON AS STITCHER

In his two-volume book Verfremdungen, which already in its title references
Brecht, Ernst Bloch sets up two most prominent post-World War II con-
cepts of alienation, Marxian entfremden and Brechtian verfremden, as a state-
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ment of a problem and an answer. He proposes that, whereas the first term,
entfremden, contains the Hegelian sense of “the externalization of Idea into
Nature” to which Feuerbach adds “a clearly negative connotation” of
“man’s alienation from his very self,” the second term, verfremden, desig-
nates “estrangement” or “displacement” that makes the thing no longer
“wholly self-evident” (Bloch 1970:121).! He concludes that the “round-
about way of estrangement is . . . the shortest route away from alienation
and to self-confrontation” (125). In his article Bloch sets the two meanings
of estrangement in a dialectical relation, and then adds an interpretation
that departs from straightforward Marxist theory. A similar procedure is
recognizable in Hugo Klajn’s article “Alienation according to Marx and ac-
cording to Brecht,” which was published at almost exactly the same time as
Bloch’s. Before he turned to theater and drama in post-World War II Yugo-
slavia, Klajn earned a medical degree at the University of Vienna, where he
trained with Sigmund Freud to receive a specialization in psychoanalysis.
So it seems he couldn’t help himself: “Brecht’s device of alienation re-
sponds Marx’s condition of alienation as some kind of homeopathic heal-
ing, according to the principle of similia similibus, as healing with the same
thing that causes the ailment” (1966:n.p.). Bloch concludes his discussion of
Entfremdung/Verfremdung by invoking the paradigmatic psychoanalytic
situation of mirroring: “The real function of estrangement is—and must
be—the provision of a shocking and distancing mirror above the only too
familiar reality; the purpose of the mirroring is to arouse both amazement
and concern” (125). This intertwining of Marxist and psychoanalytic no-
tions of alienation was not lost on Jacques Lacan, who, in the seminar coter-
minous with the two texts I just quoted, complained about the pervasive-
ness of discourses of alienation at the time of his lecturing in the early
1960s.%2 “One has to admit that there is a lot of this alienation about nowa-
days. Whatever one does, one is always a bit more alienated, whether in
economics, politics, psycho-pathology, aesthetics, and so on” (Lacan [1973]
1978:210). But then, he warned, that is not the kind of alienation he had in
mind when he spoke about subject formation.

The recognition on the part of Krauss and other art historians of the
strong narcissistic strain within the new art of the 1970s went hand in hand
with their turn to Lacanian psychoanalysis in search of an understanding
of the relationship between subjectivity and representation. And it seems
that a number of performance artists’ use of mirroring in their investiga-
tions of the authorial subject position in relation to the work of art pointed
to Lacan’s concept of the mirror stage (Valie Export’s 1967-68 Abstract Film
No. 1, Joan Jonas’s 1969—70 Mirror Pieces, Acconci’s 1973 Air Time, Pane’s
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Fig. 22. Era Milivojevié: Z1M: A Dress Rehearsal. April Meeting, SKC,
Belgrade, 1972. Photograph courtesy of the artist.
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1975 Soft Matte Discourse, Dan Graham’s 1976 Public Space / Two Audiences,
and Marina Abramovi¢ and Ulay’s 1977 Balance Proof, to name but a few).
In Era Milivojevi¢’s performance Z1M: A Dress Rehearsal phenomena of
mirror and mirroring are not as prominent as in the pieces listed here. If
they are occluded and relegated to the background, it is because this piece
comes at the end of a long series in which precisely these phenomena were
given a central position.

Z1M: A Dress Rehearsal started at 9:00 p.m., immediately following the
first April Meeting’s opening ceremony, and it was staged in the hallway in
front of the gallery at the Student Cultural Center. Apart from Milivojevi¢,
two other young painters, Milan Marinkovi¢ “Cile” and Ljubica Mrkalj
participated in the performance. A glass cube that measured 2 x 2 x 2 me-
ters dominated the performance space. The cardboard box that Milivojevi¢
wore on his body echoed this geometrical structure. He and Marinkovi¢,
who wore swimming trunks, aviator-like headgear, and swimming fins on
his feet, were located outside the glass box. Ljubica Mrkalj, her body
wrapped in translucent tape, was confined inside the glass enclosure,
which was adorned on its rear wall with a round mirror and two death
notices.®® Inside the glass cube, there was a TV set with its screen turned
toward the wall. Most of the action took place around the glass box, taking
the audience’s attention away from the mirror. In the course of the action,
Marinkovi¢ covered the glass walls with drawings and scribblings done in
thick white paint, which additionally obscured the view of the interior of
the glass box. If we consider Z1M: A Dress Rehearsal within the context of
Milivojevi¢’s performances that immediately preceded and followed it, it
becomes clear that the entire structure of this performance is informed by
the phenomena of mirroring.

There are several elements in Z1M: The Dress Rehearsal, such as the mir-
ror and the translucent tape covering Mrkalj’s body, that represent points
of continuity between this work and Milivojevi¢’s “art sessions” that im-
mediately preceded it.** His early conceptual work suggests that he was
not only a pioneer among his generation of Belgrade artists in moving de-
cidedly away from easel painting to installations and public performances,
but also that he was among the first to engage directly the question of the
subject position. Among Milivojevi¢’s other works from this early period, a
series of installations and actions that involved wrapping, taping, and cov-
ering objects with translucent packing tape stands out. The first in the se-
ries was the wrapping of a replica of Michelangelo’s statue Dying Slave (c.
1969). In a brief comment on this public action, which took place on the
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Fig. 23. Era Milivojevi¢: Taping the Artist. SKC, Belgrade, 1971.
Marina Abramovic on the table and, among others, Gergelj Urkom,
Rasa Todosijevi¢, Nesa Paripovi¢, Biljana Tomi¢, and JeSa Denegri in
the background. Photograph courtesy of the artist.

busy staircase of the Belgrade Academy of Fine Arts, Milivojevi¢ said that
the thick layer of tape encasing the statue becomes a mold for a sculpture
that is a duplicate of another sculpture, therefore, a “copy of a copy”
(2001:17). That the taping up of objects was an intervention in the process
of reflection and identification became clear soon thereafter, when in the
fall of 1971, on the occasion of the opening of the first October event at the
Student Cultural Center, he covered with tape all mirrors he could find in
this recently renovated building, including the large mirror panels in the
lobby area.

If tape-wrapping the replica of a classical statue can be seen as a cri-
tique of institutional and educational processes in the arts, then taping up
surfaces that occupy a highly charged place within the psychoanalytic
theory of subject formation could be interpreted as an indication of the
artist’s concern with the social and psychic positioning of the subject in
Yugoslav society. Milivojevi¢’s work with mirrors coincided with similar
works done by conceptual artists outside of Yugoslavia, and was at the
same time radically different from them. Unlike, for example, Joan Jo-
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nas’s Mirror Check (1970), in which the artist stood naked in front of the
audience and investigated her body parts with a mirror that gave her a
detailed and fragmented view of her own body, Milivojevi¢ opted to shut
down the mirror reflection rather than being absorbed in it.® Through
this disruption of the process of self-recognition, the artist obscured
rather than scrutinized the content of the mirror. The attention that
Milivojevi¢ directed to this reflective surface resulted in the removal of
the image from this optical device that figured prominently in the history
of painting from Diego Veldzquez to Michelangelo Pistoletto. While the
tape made the mirror matte, it also protected its surface. This is a gesture
that stands in sharp contrast to Pane’s aggression toward the mirrors in
Soft Matt Discourse. In the final analysis, covering the mirror with clear
tape can be seen as a paradoxical effort to capture and fix that which is
not there to begin with: the mirage produced on the thin silvery film that
covers one side of the glass. Of course, Milivojevi¢’s taping actions and
installations can and should be read in relation to Lacan’s theorization of
the mirror stage. Therefore, we can say that in Milivojevi¢’s hermeneutics
of the mirror, the investigation of primary symbolization never came at
the expense of primary socialization.®® Namely, in a performance in
which he for the first time made use of participants other than himself,
Milivojevi¢ staged the action of taping up, this time not a surface reflect-
ing the image, but another human being. It was Marina Abramovi¢—
significantly, the only female member of the informal Group of Six artists
who became closely associated with the post-1968 conceptual and perfor-
mance art scene at Belgrade’s Student Cultural Center.

The first three Milivojevi¢ taping actions can be seen as exercises in the
symbolic adaptation and permutation of its most prominent material ele-
ment, transparent tape. Whereas in the action of wrapping up of a statue it
became a mold, therefore an instrument for reproducing shapes and im-
ages, in the second action it was used to obscure and remove any image
from the mirror surface; finally, in the third, the tape acted as the surface
covering the subject —this time it was quite literally a living human being.
The taping up of the human body can be seen as a literalization of the sym-
bolic attempt in the previous action to fix and arrest the image. And it is in
this action that the Lacanian undertones of this entire series began to
emerge clearly. In Milivojevi¢’s actions, the displacement of the “object” of
taping from a vertical to a horizontal position underlines, on the one hand,
the spatial relation between the subject and representation, and on the
other, the nature of the tape as the “barrier” that determines and organizes
this relationship. Here, the passage from mirror to Marina was decisive.
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Formally, it marked the shift from installations to actions; structurally,
from the single artist’s creation to a collaborative work of art; finally, on the
symbolical level, it replaced representation (statue, mirror image) with the
female body. And that changed the significance of the dividing line, or the
bar/barrier; or in this case, the translucent casing made of tape.

In the course of his investigation of the letter, Lacan presented the algo-
rithm S/s as the very “locus of the unconscious,” at the center of which,
needless to say, is the line of demarcation that separates the upper and
lower region of the sign. In his reading of this simple mathematical for-
mula, Lacan takes into account its departure from the linearity of writing
toward the hieroglyphic properties of its spatial organization. According to
this reading, the signifier not only designates the signified, but stands
“over” it. In working out the “algorithm,” as in an interpretation of a
dream, nothing can be deemed insignificant. The line (—) that in mathe-
matics designates division, in Lacan’s reading becomes the “bar” that sepa-
rates two levels of signification. He describes it as the “barrier resisting
signification” positioned at the very center of a drama of signification based
on the “primordial position of the signifier and the signified as distinct or-
ders” ([1966] 2002:498). The bar is not just a line separating the signifier
from the signified, but the boundary of the symbolic order. That which is
below the threshold of the symbolic order always escapes the grasp of the
signifier, and of representation. In the progression of Milivojevic’s actions,
positioning the Other (human body, not a statue; woman, not a man) in the
place of the signified radically destabilized this “central locus.”

To some degree, the neatness with which Lacanian analysis corresponds
to certain works, from visual art to literature and film, can be an occasion
for skepticism. It seems almost foo inevitable that an artist who investigates
the mirror as the privileged site of representation would place a woman in
the place of the other and of the signified, both of which are marked by
lack. Indeed, in Jacques-Alain Miller’s conceptualization of the subject’s re-
lation to the process of signification, lack occupies the primary role. He
portrayed this relation with the figure of “suture,” asserting that “it names
the relation of the subject to the chain of its discourse.” The subject figures
in this chain “as the element which is lacking, in the form of a stand-in. For,
while there lacking, it is not purely and simply absent. Suture, by
extension—the general relation of lack to the structure of which it is an ele-
ment, inasmuch as it implies the position of a taking-the-place-of” ([1966]
1978:26). Not surprisingly, Miller’s psychoanalytic concept of suture en-
tered film theory much sooner and more thoroughly than theoretical inves-
tigations of theater and performance. The analogy between film as a se-
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quence of images and Miller’s discourse as a “signifying chain” is, of
course, too close to be productive. This, in turn, could lead to an association
of Milivojevi¢’s adhesive tapes with the film reels and his action of taping
as literal “suturing” or stitching of the subject to her position in space. But
this leaves unanswered a number of questions related to suturing in rela-
tion to performance.

In one of the earliest uses of the theory of suture in film, Jean-Pierre
Oudart focuses on the role of absence in phantasmatic projection as the
main property of spectatorial investment in cinematic representation. Here
the emphasis shifts from chain (linearity, succession, etc.) to questions of
space and volume. So Oudart posits that “every filmic field is echoed by an
absent field, the place of a character who is put there by the viewer’s imag-
inary,” which he names “the Absent One” ([1969] 1978: 36). The process of
suturing amounts to the transposition of the spectator into the “filmic
space” from which s/he is barred. In cinema, the “chain of sutured dis-
course” is not “articulated” by a sequence of shots, but by a spatial relation
in which “the same portion of the space” is “represented at least twice, in
the filmic field and in the imaginary field” (39). In itself, this “field” is ar-
ticulated by cinematic “framing which plays an essential role, since any
evocation of the imaginary field relies upon it: that is the filmic field and
the fourth side: the field of Absence and the field of the Imaginary” (39). In
other words, the cinematic “field” is strictly limited by the conditions of the
medium, and the “space” that it produces is generated by the illusion of
perspectival depth. As Stephen Heath asserts in his gloss on Oudart’s the-
ory of suture, in cinema “the Absent One” takes the place of the theatrical
“fourth wall” (1978:57). The theatrical fourth wall not only survives in cin-
ema but becomes the central element of its spatial production because it
facilitates the relationship of mirroring: “The ideal chain consists . . . of a
duplicating representation, which demands that each of the elements com-
posing its space and presenting its actors be separated and duplicated.”
(39). Hence Oudart argues that the “profound relationship linking the cin-
ema to the theatre” comes from “the place of metaphorical representation,
at once spatial and dramatic, of the relations of the subject to the signifier”
(38). However, what Oudart believes to be the shared property of film and
theater is precisely the source of limitation of his theory of cinematic suture
in relation to live performance. Here “dramatic,” that is to say, narrative,
produces a certain kind of “space”; he concludes that the “metaphorical
representation” is spatial because it is dramatic. “Thus,” writes Oudart,
“what we are here calling the suture is primarily the representation of that
which, under the same heading, is now used to designate ‘the relationship
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of the subject to the chain of its discourse
tive cinema and narrative performance. Once it strips itself of narrativity,
performance “articulates” its discourse by nondiscursive means. Instead of
as a chain, the “discourse” of performance is organized as a living space. In
other words, instead of being sequential and imaginary, it is pulsational
and real. This is not to say that suturing is inoperative in performance, but

(38). This holds only for narra-

that the structure of lack is organized in an entirely different way.

The crucial difference between live performance and narrative cinema
is that the latter's “space” is always evocative and illusionary. Strictly
speaking, the filmic “field” is a volume outlined by the extension of the
edges of the frame to include the spectator. The glass cube in Milivojevi¢’s
Z1M comes across not only as an extension of the illusionistic space of the
mirror, but also as a literalization of the volume implied in the cinematic
“field.” The transparent vessel that in his previous actions held the other is
now made of glass. Unlike in the action of taping up mirrors, this glassed-
in space of representation is no longer a surface but a volume. Further-
more, as in the action of taping up Marina Abramovi¢, the translucent en-
closure envelops the female body. This time Ljubica Mrkalj, unlike
Abramovi¢, was not fixed on the pedestal. As if suggesting that Z1M picked
up where his previous taping action left off, Milivojevi¢ had Mrkalj starting
from a position similar to that of Abramovi¢: wrapped in tape and lying
down in a horizontal position. However, in the course of the performance,
the subject begins to move. She eventually stands up and begins perform-
ing her own actions.”” At one point, Milivojevi¢ applied a stripe of tape
across the middle of the glass box, but that could no longer prevent the
“signified” from adopting the agency of her own. Of course, it turns out
that this agency is illusory. Mrkalj performed actions assigned to women
by the patriarchal society: still wrapped in tape, she pulled curlers from her
hair, put on plastic gloves, and cleaned the glass from within (Mrkalj 2011).
In the end, the image was turned inside out: if the glass cube resembled an
aquarium, then the snorkeling outfit of Milan Marinkovi¢ indicated that
what was perceived as “outside” was submerged underwater, so that in
relation to it the cube constituted an outside. Likewise, it was not only
Mrkalj who was inside the box, but even more so Milivojevi¢: clad in card-
board boxes, his body adopted the geometrical form of the space that
“holds” representation.

It is precisely through this drama of the loss of the self that Milivojevi¢’s
performances differed from indexical works that marked the artistic pro-
duction of the early 1970s. Even though in this period his performances
featured costumes and elaborate stage actions, he and other members of
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the informal group at the SKC insisted on distinguishing their perfor-
mances from the tradition of happenings, which was by then well known
in Belgrade and Yugoslavia.®® In his article “Performance,” Todosijevi¢
writes that in performance “an artist attempts to express himself though
several simple gestures, giving up on the eclecticism and excess that we
have encountered in happenings. The artist's body becomes the center of
actions, and any additional props, eccentric or banal details, costumes, and
everything else are there just to direct audience’s attention” (Todosijevic
1983:57). And further: “Today, [live] works are not counting on audience
participation as happenings did; they are much simpler, and focused more
on the artist’s person, so there is no room for improvisation and accidents”
(60). This kind of live art is not inclusive and collaborative, but distinctly
presentational and frontal. This insistence on distance and separation, as it
were, of one subject from another, can be seen as a direct response to the
threat of assimilation into larger collective, which was too often in the
course of the twentieth century offered as a way out of the alienation and
isolation of an individual. The danger hidden in this solution was that deal-
ienation all too easily turns into desubjectivization.

If we return to Z1M: The Dress Rehearsal, we will find that the radical
transposition of the mirror from flat surface to volume threatening to engulf
the entire space can be seen in relation to the section of Lacan’s essay on the
mirror stage that has rarely been mentioned in Lacanian readings of perfor-
mance. The case in point is a seemingly random digression, characteristic
for Lacan, which follows his discussion of the formative role of the image
(form, gestalt) in the development of an individual. Speaking of the mimetic
aspects of the formation of the self, he brings up the article “Mimicry and
Legendary Psychasthenia” in which Roger Caillois argues that certain as-
pects of mimesis may lead to self-obliteration.®” As Lacan put it, here the
“morphological mimicry” becomes part and parcel of the “derealizing effect
of an obsession with space” ([1966] 2002:5). What is he referring to?

Continuing the work he began with his 1934 essay “The Praying Man-
tis: From Biology to Psychoanalysis,” in which he tried to establish a bridge
between surrealism and science, Caillois in his article “Mimicry and Leg-
endary Psychastenia,” published in 1935 in Georges Bataille’s journal Mi-
notaure, argued that certain instances of mimicry in nature, especially
among insects, cannot be explained by Darwinian arguments about
survival-driven adaptation to the environment. Citing such examples as
the leaf-like insect Phylliidae, which engages in cannibalism precisely be-
cause it too successfully mimics leaves (its main foodstuff), Caillois tried to
provide enough basis for a drive that is opposed to the pleasure principle
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and parallel to the death drive, a drive he calls instinct dabandon (instinct of
letting go) ([1935] 2003:102).7 Caillois explained this instinct as a “veritable
lure of space” and a “disorder of spatial perception” (99). To use Lacanian
language, this would be the case of an overidentification with the image
and, in fact, so much so that the image overwhelms the subject’s sense of
reality. Caillois described this disorder as a radical decentering of the self:
“Matters become critical with represented space because the living crea-
ture, the organism, is no longer located at the origin of the coordinate sys-
tem but is simply one point among many” (99). This is, of course, a striking
case of the decentering of the Cartesian subject. Caillois likened the radical
cases of animal mimicry, such as the “truly frightening” ability of a de-
capitated praying mantis to feign “rigor mortis in the face of danger” (79),
to the phenomenon that Pierre Janet, French psychologist and Freud’s op-
ponent, observed in schizophrenic patients as a “form of mental depres-
sion” characterized by the “lessening of those functions which enable one
to act upon reality and perceive the real” and named it psychastenia (in Cail-
lois 2003:67).”! Following up on Janet, Caillois wrote that, overtaken by the
instinct d'abandon, the subject “tries to see himself, from some other point in
space. He feels that he is turning into space himself—dark space into which
things cannot be put. He is similar; not similar to anything in particular, but
simply similar.” In short, he concludes that all of this can “bring into light
one single process: depersonalization through assimilation into space” (10).
There is a certain kind of representation in which the “field” and “space”
are not metaphorical but literal, and which strive to assimilate the viewer
into a certain symbolic order not through spectatorial projection, but
through expansion of this “field” to include the social sphere in its totality.
Here the case in point is mass spectacle, which often, as was the case in
Yugoslavia, aspires to engulf the entire state.

If there is one aspect of Milivojevi¢’s performance that is more thought
provoking than the exploration of the spatiality of the mirror, it is its title:
Z1M is an abbreviation of the slogan “Ziveo 1. maj,” that is, “Long live May
1.” This strong reference to the international day of labor determines the
nature of all actions performed in this piece. The swimming, the taping, the
painting, the struggle within the confines of the boxes: these acts can be
interpreted as a struggle of the subject to overcome its external regulation
and emplacement. And as we have seen, in the symbolic universe of post-
World War II Yugoslavia, the space and the self are most closely aligned in
mass exercises performed each May. “Long live May 1” is a direct allusion,
if not to Youth Day, then to May Day, which was ranked, along with Youth
Day and the Day of the Republic (celebrated on November 29) as the top
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Yugoslav state rituals. If through these mass displays of bodies, the idea of
self-management became interlocked with the image of Caillois’s “endless
similarity,” then hailing May Day in Milivojevi¢’s performance is a call for
a reversal and undoing of this concept of the self. The second part of the
title seems to suggest the direction of this transformation of the self-
managing subject. The “Dress Rehearsal” could be a simple reference to the
upcoming May Day celebrations: April Meeting, then, is a preparation and
gearing up for the big festivity. However, it also suggests that the labor
performed at the very opening of April Meeting heralds a new concept of
labor, a labor to come, that will reverse the relationship between the subject
and social apparatuses that always strive to regulate this subject. ZtM puts
on display the difference between bodywriting and syntactical perfor-
mance. Whereas the former scripturalizes the corporeal, the latter material-
izes the symbolic. Bodywriting coerces the bodies into a linguistic form of
discourse; conversely, syntactical performance “invents” its own discourse
that draws on language no less than on the corporeal and the instinctual to
include gestures, senses of touch and smell, disgust, attraction, personal
memories and fears . .. In doing so, syntactical performance reaches back
to the idea of estrangement that precedes Brecht: to Viktor Shklovsky’s idea
of defamiliarization (ostranenie). The Russian formalist held that this poetic
device brings to literature the insight that “an image is not a permanent
referent for those mutable complexities of life which are revealed through
it; its purpose is not to make us perceive meaning, but to create a special
perception of the object—it creates a “vision’ of the object instead of serving as a
means of knowing it” (Shklovsky [1917] 1965:18). While in the medium of
literature this device “makes strange” poetic images, in the medium of live
art syntactical performance defamiliarizes the language itself.

Syntactical performance not only points back before Brecht, but reaches
past Verfremdungseffekt to psychoanalytic interpretations of alienation. In
his seminar of 1964, Lacan followed his complaint about ubiquity of alien-
ation with a disclaimer that in psychoanalysis this idea has nothing to do
with what most of his readers would first think of: the inability of the sub-
ject to see itself in any other way but through a projection on the Other. For
Lacan, alienation is the basic fact in the causation of the subject, that is, in
its formation. The first fact of subject formation is the division. Lacan con-
cludes the lecture that precedes “Alienation” with a summary of his idea of
the unconscious, which is based on “the fact” that “being born with the
signifier, the subject is born divided. The subject is this emergence which,
just before, as subject, was nothing, but which, having scarcely appeared,
solidifies into a signifier” ([1973] 1978:199). If the subject is formed in the
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symbolic, it comes into being through division that is inscribed in the to-
pology of the sign. Lacan illustrates the categorical nature of this division
with the grammatical function of the word “or” in the phrase “your money
or your life,” which he designates as the vel of alienation (212).7? It is only at
this point that the Other enters the “drama of the subject” to introduce
separation as the second dimension of alienation:

By separation, the subject finds, one might say, the weak point of the
primal dyad of the signifying articulation, in so far as it is alienating
in essence. It is in the interval between these two signifiers that re-
sides the desire offered to the mapping of the subject in the experi-
ence of the discourse of the Other, of the first Other he has to deal
with, let us say, by way of illustration, the mother. It is in so far as his
desire is beyond or falls short of what she says, or what she hints at,
or what she brings out as meaning, it is in so far as his desire is un-
known, it is in this point of lack, that the desire of the subject is con-
stituted. The subject—by a process that is not without deception,
which is not without that fundamental twist by which what the sub-
ject rediscovers is not that which animates his movement of
rediscovery —comes back, then, to the initial point, which is that of
his lack as such, of the lack of aphanisis. (219)

Lacan borrows Ernest Jones’s term aphanisis to designate the “fading” and
“annihilation” of the subject. If the subject comes into being through alien-
ation marked by the double rift of division and separation, then, to put it
somewhat crudely, suturing is the process that makes it possible for the
subject to cohere. Of course, while aphanisis should not be confused with
instinct d’abandon, they both represent the “lethal” threat to the subject.
What differentiates these two forms of the subject’s termination is the tem-
poral dimension of the former:

The signifier, producing itself in the field of the Other, makes mani-
fest the subject of its signification. But it functions as a signifier only
to reduce the subject in question to being no more than a signifier, to
petrify the subject in the same movement in which it calls the subject
to function, to speak, as subject. There, strictly speaking, is the tem-
poral pulsation in which is established that which is the characteris-
tic of the departure of the unconscious as such—the closing. (207)

As Oudart explains, in cinematic representation the operation of suture
works by placing “the filmic subject, the spectator” in the position of the
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Absent One, “which abolishes itself so that someone representing the next
link in the chain (and anticipating the next filmic segment) can come forth”
(38). From this perspective, in bodywriting, what we may call the perfor-
mative subject is analogous to Oudart’s cinematic subject insofar as it con-
stitutes the imaginary subject of the narrative discourse that is taking place
in front of it. Here the “cinematic field” is not metaphorical but actual (soc-
cer field) no less than the kinesis (“cine”) that unfolds on it. In this kind of
spectacle, performance is completely taken over by the linguistic signifier,
down to the writing executed in living, moving bodies. It represents, in its
own right, the fantasy of the subject’s complete absorption into discourse.

The time of “cinematic discourse” is articulated as sequential and lin-
ear, which allows Oudart to assume its structural identity with the chain of
signification and focus precisely on that which this discourse has to pro-
duce (space, field). The time of performance is not only conventional (eight
o’clock performance that runs for two hours with an intermission), but bio-
logical and pulsational. Insofar as this is the time of the subject, perfor-
mance radically recasts the position of the “Absent One” or the lack: the
subject of performance is not the receiver but the producer. If we go back to
Miller’s idea of the suture, we will see that he elaborates on it via Frege’s
schema of the number in which the concept precedes any kind of numera-
tion. Taking number 1 as the designation of the concept of identity (with
itself) and o of nonidentity, Miller proposes that “the concept of not-identical-
with-itself is assigned by the number zero which sutures the logical structure”
(1978:29). The radical outcome of this proposition is that, in order for per-
formance to have its own “discourse,” that is the field, not the chain of
signification, the subject has to occupy the place of lack. That leads to what
Miller calls “the central paradox” of the subject, which is that “the identical
represents the non-identical, whence is deduced the impossibility of its re-
doubling, and from that impossibility the structure of repetition, as the pro-
cess of differentiation of the identical” (32).

The radical proposition of the fading of the subject played out in artistic
production of the 1970s in many variations that were often mistakenly sub-
sumed under the proposition about the death of the subject. On the Yugo-
slav conceptual art scene it came most forcefully in the work of Goran
Dordevi¢, the youngest member of the group of artists associated with SKC
Gallery. Dordevi¢’s interest in repetition not as mere tautology, but as re-
moval of the temporal dimension of the subject is evident already in his
earliest works, such as the installation Two Times of One Wall (Dva vremena
jednog zida), which was on display in Belgrade’s Student Cultural Center
(SKC) in January 1974. Here he projected a photograph of a white wall on
the same white wall, marking the temporal gap between the installation
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Fig. 24. Goran Dordevi¢: Oktobar 72. SKC, Belgrade. From left: Slavko
Timotijevi¢, Jadranka Vinterhalter, Milan Jozi¢, Milica Kraus, Jasna
Tijardovi¢, Zoran Popovi¢, Marina Abramovi¢, Rasa Todosijevi¢, Go-
ranka Mati¢, Dunja Blazevi¢, Gergelj Urkom, Nikola Vizner, Slobodan
Milivojevi¢ Era, Nesa Paripovi¢. Photograph courtesy of the artist.

and its object. That same year, his contribution to the SKC’s Oktobar festival
was a projection of the photograph of artists and art historians taken in
SKC Gallery two years earlier. The photograph, which in the ensuing de-
cades acquired something of an iconic status, was featured on the flyer for
this exhibit, with the following text on the verso side: “This is a photograph
of all participants and organizers of the exhibit oxToBAR 72. It captures a
certain state of the spirit and relationship within that group at that mo-
ment. By projecting this photograph two years later in the same place in
which it was taken, I want to call attention to changes that happened in the
meantime, so that the intervening time period becomes the immediate oc-
casion and medium of my action” (in Dimitrijevi¢ 2003:149).

In these installations, Dordevi¢ borrows from the cinematic apparatus
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the mechanism of the projection of the image as a convenient index of
repetition, while radically transforming the meaning of that projection.
Here the work is condensed to a caesura that separates two instances of
the same image. If materiality of the signifier provides the deferral (and
therefore the very constitution) of meaning, this caesura constitutes a de-
materialized signification: a traceless writing. It is an act detached from an
actor: a pure effect.

ALIENATING THE UNALIENABLE

When, in the early evening of April 20, 1974, Marina Abramovi¢ stepped
into a burning five-pointed star, having first clipped her finger- and toe-
nails and cut some of her hair and thrown them into the flames, she entered
into an intersection of art and politics, conceptualism and ideology, that
was unique to post-1968 Yugoslavia.” This action, performed in the back-
yard of Belgrade’s Student Cultural Center (SKC), quickly became one of
the defining works of her career, and as such became a subject of a number
of interpretations, many of which mystified the event. My aim here is not
to dispel mystifications, but to take this iconic performance as a starting
point for discussion of a complex web of cultural and historical relations in
Yugoslavia of the mid-1970s. At this historical juncture, the ideology of self-
management was going through the most dynamic period of theoretical
and legal reforms since the days of its inception in the late 1940s and early
19508.

Marcuse was not alone in his appreciation of this Yugoslav brand of
socialism. In an interview published in the bulletin of the third April Meet-
ing (1974) after the screening of his film Art in Revolution, the German-
English filmmaker Lutz Becker affirmed that during the April Meeting
weeklong program of events, “the Student Cultural Center turns into an
international center for creativity and exchange of opinions,” going so far
as to compare the atmosphere at this artistic gathering with the fever pitch
of the early Soviet avant-garde that he tried to capture in his film (Bilten
1974:n.p.). Three decades later, he spoke about the SKC with undiminished
excitement. Becker opens the essay he contributed to East Art Map: Contem-
porary Art and Eastern Europe, edited by the Slovene art collective Irwin, by
painting a stark Cold War image of the repression of “non-conformist art”
and “hidden art” in the countries of the Warsaw Pact (Becker 2006:390).
Then comes the standard turn of phrase: “The situation for arts and artists
in Yugoslavia, however, was totally different; it evolved under very excep-
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tional social and political conditions” (390; emphasis added). Becker makes
the case for Yugoslav exceptionalism by emphasizing self-management,
nonalignment, and the “internal internationalism” of various cultural tra-
ditions that came together within Yugoslavia’s borders. Seen from the per-
spective of the packed room at the screening of Art in Revolution, the state
that supported art institutions such as the Student Cultural Center had the
power to create the impression of an “avant-garde society” so lasting that it
outlived the country itself and the carnage that marked its demise. The
underlying premise of Becker’s essay, in itself an important eyewitness ac-
count by one of the foreign guests during the early days of the SKC, is his
enduring impression of this institution’s mission of “searching for equality
between an artist and a society” (Bilten 1974:n.p.). When it comes to the
SKC and other similar art institutions in the former Yugoslavia, this search
was marked by tensions that in fact brought into question all political, in-
stitutional, and ideological premises that were routinely taken as founda-
tional for its “exceptional” status within Eastern Europe.

Becker and other contributors to recently published anthologies such as
East Art Map and Impossible Histories barely mention that the SKC, the
gKUC, Ideje, and other youth institutions that constituted Yugoslav alterna-
tive culture in the 1970s were a small payoff the state offered in return for
its ruthless stomping of the student movement that emerged in 1968. The
immediate aftermath of “June” saw the suppression of autonomous stu-
dent organizations, followed by arrests and prison sentences for the prom-
inent members of student movement Vladimir Mijanovi¢, Milan Nikoli¢,
Pavlusko Imsirovi¢, and Jelka Kljaji¢. In this wave of arrests, the film direc-
tor Lazar Stojanovi¢ was tried and sentenced, and his film Plasticni Isus
(Plastic Jesus) banned.”™ The campaign against the so-called dark wave in
cinema, theater, literature, and visual arts worked in a way that was less
direct but as effective as the actions against the student movement. Again,
most of the works that came under attack and eventually ended up cen-
sored were addressing, in one way or another, June 1968. Among the pro-
scribed works were Aleksandar Popovic’s play Second Door to the Left,
which featured iconic June images such as the blood-stained shirt; Zelimir
Zilnik’s feature film Rani radovi (Early Works), and Dusan Makavejev’s WR:
Mysteries of the Organism, both of which were inspired by June events.” Ar-
rests and prison sentences were just one part of the wide-ranging clamp-
down on the student movement. The Student Association at Belgrade Uni-
versity, the organization that strove to redefine the nature of sociopolitical
organizations in Yugoslavia by transforming itself from a mere cogwheel
for the transmission of the Communist League’s power into an autono-
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mous political body, was dismantled in 1974. In the course of that year, two
leading scholarly journals dedicated to humanist Marxism, Praxis (Zagreb)
and Filosofija (Belgrade) lost their funding and ceased publication. Also in
1974 the Korcula Summer School held its last session. Over the years fol-
lowing the June uprising, the state pressured professional associations and
institutions of higher education to remove a group of reformist-minded
professors from Belgrade University. When everything else failed, in Janu-
ary 1975 the General Assembly of the Republic of Serbia adopted a ruling
according to which, because of their “moral and political unacceptability,”
eight professors were effectively expelled from the university.” To use
Jelka Kljaji¢’s assessment, “The result of political repression in the first half
of the 1970s was the atomization of resistance and the disappearance of any
form of an alternative public, or more precisely, the silencing and bringing
under control of almost all ‘channels’ for the expression of critical thought”
(1998:21). “Almost all” because the small gains that students made in 1968,
specifically the SKC and Ideje, remained in place and provided the platform
for critical discourse into the 1970s. But here also, in many ways, 1975 ap-
pears a cutoff date.

Still, it would be an oversimplification to interpret the blazing star into
which Abramovic stepped on April 20, 1974, as a symbol of violence perpe-
trated by the socialist state or the burning up of the revolutionary ideals of
the Left. The situation in Yugoslavia was much more complex, and it might
be more appropriate to read the five points of this burning structure as a
constellation of mutually opposed forces at work in Yugoslavia at that
time. The house would burn down once the precarious balance established
at that time began to tip a decade or so later, in the mid-198os.

Obviously, one of the most palpable forces within this constellation was
the state oppression, which gave rise to a new generation of dissenters.
Apart from their demands for the democratization of the society and a re-
turn to the revolutionary ideals of the Left, the June student movement
coincided with a liberalization of public life, including relaxing constraints
on public speech and the exchange of information. This opening galva-
nized public discussion of massive human rights offenses that took place in
the aftermath of the 1948 Yugoslav split with the Soviet Union, which re-
sulted in widespread persecution and the creation of the Yugoslav mini-
gulag on the island of Goli Otok in the Adriatic Sea.”” Although completely
different in nature—one was the suppression of declared or even presumed
Stalinists, the other of the new Left; one was random and massive, the other
selective and limited —these two instances of political persecution sepa-
rated by two decades were widely perceived as proof of the carefully con-
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cealed violent nature of the Yugoslav state. It is not at all accidental that
Zivojin Pavlovi¢’s diary of the June unrest, Bloodied Spittle (Ispljuvak pun
Krvi, 1984), concludes with a long letter from an anonymous former Goli
Otok inmate, thus establishing an analogy between 1948 and 1968.

It is peculiar that, with the notable exception of Milovan Dilas, neither
one of these two waves of political repression in Yugoslavia produced any
notable dissidents. Whereas from the anti-Soviet uprising in Poland (1956)
prominent public intellectual figures emerged, such as the philosopher
Leszek Kotakowski and the poet Czestaw Mitosz; and Prague Spring (1968)
gave notoriety and fame to playwright Vaclav Havel, novelist Milan Kun-
dera, and philosopher Karel Kosik, there were no public intellectuals from
Yugoslavia who, in the aftermath of either 1948 or 1968, became interna-
tionally recognized as prominent critics of Yugoslav socialism.”® Nor did
the waves of repression in Yugoslavia result in the establishment of a paral-
lel culture of samizdat publications or underground art actions, as it did in
the Soviet Union. Even though many who were subjected to repression
before and after 1968 considered themselves dissidents, they seemed not to
be able to establish high public profiles comparable to those of repressed
intellectuals in other socialist states. The sociologist Mira Bogdanovi¢ of-
fers the explanation that political dissidence was a uniquely Cold War phe-
nomenon within which Yugoslavia held a very ambiguous position. Dissi-
dents could not have been what they were without what Bogdanovic calls
the “Cold War industry of anti-communist consciousness”: an extensive
network of funding, broadcasting, and publishing agencies that included,
but was not limited to, the Congress for Cultural Freedom, Radio Free
Europe-Radio Liberty, Free Europe Press, and the National Committee for
a Free Europe. Drawing on the wealth of publications that emerged in the
aftermath of the fall of the Iron Curtain, Bogdanovi¢ comes up with the
definition of a Cold War dissident as “any person who, because of some of
his or her personal traits, could become one of the instruments of the US for-
eign policy, which was aimed toward, if not explicitly overturning, then at least
weakening the Soviet Union either within its borders or in its satellite countries”
(2010:308).7 So, if the purpose of Cold War dissidence was to erode the
Soviet empire, she contends, in the eyes of the West Josip Broz Tito was an
unequaled dissident (310). No Yugoslav dissenter could do more than he
did to undermine the Soviet Union. Being useless in conducting large-scale
ideological warfare, the internal critics of Yugoslav socialism were left
without the support of the powerful network of the “Cold War industry of
anticommunist consciousness” and were exposed to the winds of internal
Yugoslav politics. Virtually all of them became victims in the internecine
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struggles within the League of Communists of Yugoslavia that raged in the
late 1960s and early 1970s.%

It is very tempting to see Abramovi¢’s Flaming Star [ Rhythm 5 as a com-
ment on the ideological exchange that took place in Yugoslavia in the after-
math of 1968. Throwing her nail clippings and hair into flames before step-
ping into the fiery enclosure was suggestive of a ritual offering. This
ceremonial exchange could be read as a reference to another force, less vis-
ible than repression but no less important: the perpetual traffic of ideas
between official state ideology and its critics. The most obvious example of
this traffic was the massive absorption of critical theory into official ideol-
ogy. In the early 1970s, the publishing house Komunist, the official publish-
ing organ of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia, released a series of
anthologies meant to counter the new Left that emerged in 1968, but also to
co-opt some of its leading figures. So in the anthology Marksizam i umjetnost
(Marxism and Art) we find not only the past heroes of the communist and
noncommunist Left such as Gramsci, Brecht, and Benjamin, but also its
reigning stars Lefebvre, Adorno, and Marcuse. The choice of texts is no less
significant: in the case of Marcuse, it is the short text “Society as a Work of
Art” (“Drustvo kao umjetnicko delo”), the idea that would, as we are going
to see, feed into justifications for the ongoing reconceptualization of self-
management.

However, only international intellectual stars were the subjects of this
kind of recuperation. The process was much more pervasive. In Yugosla-
via, unlike in other socialist states, individuals were persecuted, not their
ideas. Instrumentalization of dissidents in intraparty rivalries was mir-
rored in the similarly pragmatic use of their opinions. In order for this ide-
ological appropriation to take place, it was important that the traffic of
ideas went both ways. Examples of this discursive commerce are legion.®!
Relevant for an understanding of the uses of alienation in relation to art
and self-management in Yugoslavia is the itinerary of the concept of cre-
ativity (stvaralastvo) in its passage from a critical to a normative position.
From the perspective of Praxis school, Western industrial and Eastern post-
Stalinist societies were alike, to a degree, in their dehumanization of ordi-
nary citizens. This two-pronged critique of the socialist East and capitalist
West evolved throughout the 1960s and reached one of its high points in
the Korc¢ula Summer School of 1967, when a series of seminars on the gen-
eral theme of “Creativity and Objectification” (“Stvaralastvo i postva-
renje”)% was organized. The notion of creativity was discussed in a number
of working groups that ranged from Freedom and Planning to Workers’
Movement in Self-Management to Cultural Production and Societal Orga-
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nization. Among the presentations by speakers from Yugoslavia, Romania,
the United States, Switzerland, and elsewhere, Vanja Sutli¢’s remarks made
in the working group Bureaucracy, Technocracy and Personal Freedoms
stood out. Starting from the notion of human labor that is not defined by its
division within capitalism, but rather labor defined in its “simple, constitu-
tive moments,” Sutli¢ argued that “labor is economy and power over itself
and over everything that is” (1968:53). Seen in this way, labor is inseparable
from creation: there is no power that is not already “empowered from that
power (Labor) which ‘creates’” man to whom Labor . . . is his most basic
need” (53). Unlike other Praxis philosophers, Sutli¢ departs in significant
ways from the anthropocentric and humanist interpretations of alienation.
In his book Being and the Present: With Marx on the Path of Historical Thinking
(Bit i suvremenost: S Marxom na putu k povijesnom misljenju) he presents labor
as a production of existence out of Being. In this schema, man is not a cre-
ator of his world and himself (a sine qua non for reformist Marxism from
Frankfurt to Korcula), but an intermediary between Being and essence.
Therefore, “Man’s every production is a reproduction of what Being “pro-
duced’ or ‘birthed.” . .. Changing of essence in its Being as man’s production is
a reproduction of the original production of nature itself’ (1967:17). This removal
of man from the source of production grounds Sutli¢’s understanding of
alienation: “Fundamental alienation is a perversion of the production of essence
from the Being into commodity-producing labor” (31).8 Correcting, in passing,
numerous participants of the Korcula symposium who understood creativ-
ity in the narrow sense of art making, this philosopher turned to the com-
mon criticism of capitalism as an enemy, on the one hand, of “conscious
and autonomous art,” and on the other, of labor, which it reduced to the
automatism of factory work. Sutli¢ suggested that, while not entirely incor-
rect, neither one of these two assumptions takes up the division of labor as
the basic condition of capitalist production. According to him, “Labor” un-
derstood in the properly Marxist way as a “first life need” is “total work”
that is not limited to science or art, and, at the same time, any action is
creation (64-65). According to this Marxist analysis, strongly influenced by
Heideggerian phenomenology, a “revolutionary turn” transforms any hu-
man action or performance into “total work” (or labor with the capital L),
which, through that very turn, becomes a part of an authentic existence. In
other words, revolution is the act of creation that turns mere subsistence
into meaningful existence.

The proceedings of the 1967 Korcula Summer School seminars were
published in the January-April 1968 issue of Praxis. The discourse of cre-
ativity was adopted not only by the striking students, but also by their op-
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ponents. Here the politician-philosopher first comes to mind. In a series of
undated speeches and papers delivered in the aftermath of 1968 and pub-
lished a few years later in the book Revolutions and Creativity (Revolucije i
stvaralastvo), Veljko Vlahovi¢, whom we already know from the debates
about alienation from the early 1960s, adds creativity to the cache of ideo-
logical principles of socialist self-management. He distinguishes between
two kinds of creativity, rebellious and revolutionary, and deems the former
a destructive and the latter a productive force (1973:44).3¢ The first, which,
he is quick to emphasize, is often found in “some of [Yugoslav] recent pub-
lications,” is an expression of “desperation and resignation” (17). This pars-
ing of creativity is part of Vlahovi¢'s larger agenda of detaching an idea
from the opponent and transferring it across the ideological divide with the
goal of adding it to a completely different discursive formation. This hos-
tile takeover still constitutes an exchange of sorts. So creativity is ripped
away from “certain discussions of society’s humanization, of humaniza-
tion of social relations, of radical humanism that, instead of analyzing so-
cioeconomic relations from which emerge future relations between men,
are concerned with an abstract man.” Creativity is repurposed to serve the
dominant ideological discourse: “The opposition between labor and leisure
cedes being the main problem of socialist society, that is to say of socialist
culture, and its place is given to finding ways to engage people in free cre-
ative activity. Obviously, the center of gravity shifts from faceless cultural
consumption to free and authentic creativity” (22).

From here the discourse of creativity within the mainstream ideological
discourse develops on two parallel levels. On one level, the officialdom
used the notion of creativity to justify purges in the arts or for their ideo-
logical obfuscation. In December 1973, a committee of Party members at
the Association of Visual Artists of Serbia held a meeting on the topic of the
“dark wave in painting.” The discussions were summarized in a thirty-
one-page unsigned document that sharply criticized the artists that gained
prestige during the 1960s, most of them members of Mediala.®® Surpris-
ingly, a pushback against this summary attack came not only from painters
and writers, but from Party officials themselves.? In his article published in
Komunist, the daily of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia, Prvoslav
Rali¢ wrote that the “Party is not an art critic” and that no one has the right
to “in the name of the Party ideologically brand the art of Ljuba Popovi¢,
Vlada Velickovi¢, and Dado Djuri¢ as an art of negativity, destruction, ag-
gression, and irony” (1975:96). While defending these artists, Rali¢ at the
same time supported their critics, who, in a section of their report, con-

demned artists” “nonpainterly” discourse that strayed toward politics (97).

183



184 ALIENATION EFFECTS

This double gesture, typical for the state’s handling of cultural affairs dur-
ing this period, was aimed at preserving the principles of socialist aestheti-
cism while at the same time setting firm limits on what is “proper” for art.
“The main subjects in the realization of the freedom of the creativity prin-
ciple are the creators themselves. Freedom of creativity is won, not
granted,” observes this “liberal” party ideologue (196).5”

On another level, a new generation of theorists, very well versed both in
neo-Marxist theories and in new artistic practices, were harnessing the idea
of creativity in the hope of transforming the institutional power structure
from within. In a series of articles published between 1974 and 1975, Zarko
Papi¢, one of the former soixante-huitards who tried to tread a thin line be-
tween official and critical discourse, proposed a vision of conceptual art as
the basis for a future official art of Yugoslav socialism.®® The articles that
this trained economist turned professional politician published in the wake
of the 1974 constitution were among the extremely rare instances in which
fringe artistic practices entered dominant ideological discourse. Not sur-
prisingly, Papi¢ recognizes creativity as a point of intersection between
these two, infinitely distant, discourses. His ideological pragmatism was
informed by the fundamental tenet of Marxism, which sees the division of
labor as the main cause of its degradation to commodity status. The divi-
sion of labor, according to Papi¢, can be abolished only by “overcoming
management as a historically specific form” of labor organization (1976:47).
Turning to the distinction between political and social revolution, Papi¢
argues that the latter abolishes the division of labor into intellectual and
physical—and managing and managed classes as its inevitable corol-
lary—by transforming labor into creation: through the “socialization of
creativity,” or the “intellectualization of the proletariat and proletarization
of the intelligentsia” (20, 39).% Or, to use McKenzie’s terminology, it is on
the subject of creativity that the discourses of aesthetic and organizational
performance come together. According to Papi¢, the condition of their inte-
gration is the abolishment of the aesthetic.

The starting premise of Papi¢’s article “The Perspectives of Creativity”
(“Perspektive stvaralastva”) is the notion of the end of art, seen from both
Marxist/Leninist and conceptual art’s point of view. First, the Marxist/Le-
ninist: the problem of the opposition between creativity and politicization
of the artist can be solved, Papic¢ writes,

only through the synthesis of creativity and revolution. This synthe-
sis is possible only outside of art and against it, in the totality of the
society and its creativity. The art of revolution is impossible without
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revolution in the arts, without revolutionary abolition of autono-
mous artistic creativity for the purpose of general, societal creativity.

(1976:69)

And here the “revolution in the arts” is not limited to radical changes of
form, as was advocated by much of the historical avant-garde, but in the
radical abolition of the art object, its dematerialization. This point of view,
of course, comes from conceptual art. Deobjectification leads to the aboli-
tion of the boundaries that separate different arts, that is, toward the expan-
sion of artistic media. This abolition of limits is limitless in itself because
the elimination of the art object points to the possible transformation of
man and of human society in general. Papi¢ starts from Marx’s idea of rev-
olution as a shift from managing people to managing things:

This objective historical process opens up the social possibility and
necessity of an analogous socially objective process of the “transi-
tion” of creativity from the world of objects to the world and exis-
tence of man. Therefore, no longer should creativity be expressed in
objects to which we then assign aesthetic qualities, but creativity of
the people, among the people and for the people, incessant creativ-
ity aimed at the emancipation of man, at the development of his hu-
manity, at the humanizing of his existence, reality, practice, and so-
cial relationships between men. (70)

At times, this ecstatic writing seems to want to enact that which it argues by
abolishing the boundaries between the reflective and the programmatic,
and between radical politics and radical art. Here we find the journal Flash
Art cited alongside the publications of Komunist (the official publishing
house of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia) and conceptual artist
Mel Ramsden cited alongside Yugoslav old guard apparatchik Dusan
Petrovi¢ “Sane.”? At the same time, Papi¢ never let go of his political prag-
matism. He pointed out that this new kind of art was not a distant possibil-
ity, but already existed and was thriving in student cultural centers in Bel-
grade and Zagreb (75). He held up these centers as examples of the free and
spontaneous collaboration of artists within state-supported art institutions
that potentially could serve as models for labor associations in general. At
the same time, he found that their activities contained an implicit critique
not only of Yugoslav art institutions, but of the institutionalization of art in
general: “The new art of overcoming art is possible only if it takes place
everywhere, in open spaces, in factories, parks, schools, everywhere where
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people live and work, where untapped human creativity exists” (77). Here
the possibility of dematerialized art, of art emancipated from objectness
into an ongoing, continuous process appears as the only conceptualization
of art consistent with the principles of socialist self-management. The final
premise of this line of argumentation is that if self-management was to
have an official art, then it had to be performance-oriented conceptual art,
strikingly similar to the kind of art practice that some thirty years later re-
ceived the name of “socially engaged art.” The ultimate confirmation of
this radical dematerialization of art is that self-management is a system of
social relationships that arises from creativity and strives toward it. It is a
total artwork in its own right:

Creativity of the revolution in the “arts” is possible only as a totality
of revolutionary changes; changes of content (social and personal
commitment to revolution), change of form (expansion of media),
and change of organization and economic relationships (association
of creativity and labor according to the principles of self-
management). (78)

The familiarity of this statement shouldn’t come as a surprise. Here, for a
brief instant, finally emerges a vision of conceptual art as a political econ-
omy of self-management, analogous and obverse to the role socialist real-
ism held in command economies.

To close the full circle, this eclectic idea of creativity as a withering away
of the art object resonates powerfully with, and is indebted to, the vision of
one of the most prominent international artists of the 1970s. On April 19,
1974, in between his two well-documented trips across the Atlantic, Beuys
conducted a public dialogue at the SKC in Belgrade.”* Writing about this
performance-lecture, Denegri emphasized Beuys’s assertion that dialogue
represented the most important aspect of his work. Here, Denegri wrote,
not only the form of oral communication is important, but also its “the-
matic, which is both universal and radically specific in its character, there-
fore, philosophically grounded and politically engaged” (2003:64). The
April Meeting Bulletin published a series of texts on Beuys, among them the
Italian art critic Achille Bonito Oliva’s 1971 interview with the artist. Here,
Beuys spoke of his political engagement in terms that resonated with his
Yugoslav audience:

Now I'm going to unify art and science into a still larger concept: in
the center stands creativity. The problem has many sides and em-
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braces several concepts. In fact, freedom is connected to man’s indi-
viduality, to man as an individual. In the moment man comes to a
realization of this individuality of his, he wants to be free. As a result
of this anti-authoritarian desire for self-government and self-
determination the concept of the self-determination of man doesn’t
make any sense if it doesn’t start out from the concept of freedom.

(Beuys 1974:3)"

The previous year, the Group of Six (sans Slobodan “Era” Milivojevi¢) per-
formed at the Richard Demarco Gallery in Edinburgh, where they saw
Beuys's action From noon to midnight. 12 hour public lecture. The German
artist also saw their performances, liked them, and accepted the young art-
ists” invitation to present his lecture/performance at the next April Meeting.
Beuys’s visit did not end with the lecture. He actively participated in the
proceedings of April Meeting, occasionally collaborating with local art-
ists.”* Some of these engagements were planned, such as Braco Dimitrijevi¢’s
Cocktail, and some were not, and it remains uncertain if they happened at
all. Denegri describes the image “seared in memories” of those who were
present at Abramovic¢’s Flaming Star / Rhythm 5 of “Beuys entering the
burning star, picking up the artist who had lost consciousness, carrying her
in his arms out of the fire, and kissing her on the forehead” (1996:102). In
Abramovic’s biography, largely based on extensive interviews with the art-
ist, Beuys is given a considerably smaller role. James Westcott writes that,
according to his source, Beuys “warned” Abramovic not to do it, but that
once she did, it was Radomir Damnjanovi¢ “Damnjan” and Gergelj Urkom
who “jumped over the flames and hauled Abramovi¢ to safety” (Westcott
2010:67).”* In the larger scheme of things, it turned out that the force of in-
ternational influences was most significant both for the fate of Yugoslavia
and for the career of the author of Flaming Star / Rhythm 5.% As for Beuys’s
passage through fire, it appears to have foretold the fate of the documenta-
tion of his visit to Belgrade. The audio recording of his lecture and the
blackboard with drawings he bequeathed to the SKC were damaged be-
yond repair in the fire that destroyed part of the building in 1981.

1968/86/89

In his article “The Year 2000: Efficiency of Economy and Perspectives”
(“Godine dvehiljadite: efikasnost privredivanja i perspektive”) published
in January 1969 in the inaugural issue of the journal Direktor, factory man-
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ager, politician, and trained economist Milos M. Sindi¢ predicted that by
the end of the millennium Yugoslavia would “definitely” join the group of
developed countries. Basing his calculations on the country’s economic
growth for the period from 1949 to 1969, he estimated that by the year 2000
per capita income in Yugoslavia would reach $2,500 and that the gross do-
mestic product (GDP) would increase to 6.3 times the current level (Sindi¢
1969:23). As it turned out, in the year 2000 in much of what used to be Yu-
goslavia, the GDP was almost nonexistent and the first priority was not
economic growth but burying the dead, the resettlement of refugees, and
the pursuit of war criminals. Of course, it is all too easy to be cynical about
past predictions, especially if they concern a country that, instead of leav-
ing the club of “developing” in order to join the much coveted league of
“developed” nations, ceded nationhood status altogether. Instead of seeing
that final push toward its goal of economic strength in the last decade of the
twentieth century, Yugoslavia went through a violent disintegration.

The launching of Direktor as a journal dedicated to professional manag-
ers can be seen as an important symbolic moment in the dismantling of the
system of centralized planning and the implementation of a socialist mar-
ket economy in Yugoslavia, which went hand in hand with the develop-
ment of self-management. The transfer of decision-making power from
central political and economic bodies to workers” councils of self-managing
enterprises did not mean that professional managers became obsolete.
Quite the opposite: it became clearer than ever before that decisions made
by the workers’ councils needed professionals who would ensure their ex-
ecution. Making a business decision does not in and of itself guarantee
competent implementation. Sindi¢ stated as much by pointing to the im-
provement of “economic efficiency” as the main purpose of the journal to
which he contributed his article (19). The purpose and content of Direktor
can be seen as an indicator of the desire of the proponents of Yugoslav self-
management to depart from the organizational model prevalent in coun-
tries of real socialism and align itself conceptually with the organizational
principles of postindustrialist economies. Based on what McKenzie called
“scientific management” (characterized by a Taylorist approach to the or-
ganization of labor), the former were becoming increasingly anachronistic,
left over from the era of mass industry, while the latter moved toward more
sophisticated organizational principles of “performance management.”
The purpose for reinforcement of the manager’s role in Yugoslav enter-
prises was to curb the “Illyrian effect” that hit the Yugoslav economy hard
in the mid-1960s.% This shift from scientific to performance management is
clearly reflected in Sindi¢’s focus on the West in his assessment of human-
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ity’s progression toward what the classics of Marxism considered its final
stage. He concludes his survey of the latest technological advances, most of
which were associated with Western Europe and the United States (biosci-
ence, information technology, etc.), by asserting that “we are closer to
achieving communism in our production forces than to achieving commu-
nism in our production relations”; then he credits Yugoslavia for its “his-
torical achievement” of contributing to the “resolution of this contemporary
contradiction” through its “program of socialist self-management” (20).”

Sindi¢ draws heavily on the special issue of Daedalus: Journal of the Amer-
ican Academy of Arts and Sciences entitled “Toward the Year 2000: Work in
Progress” and specifically on Herman Kahn and Anthony J. Wiener’s arti-
cle “The Next Thirty-Three Years: A Framework for Speculation.” But that
is not all: at one point, he quite literally inscribes Yugoslavia in a graph of
the median annual GDP growth for some thirty countries worldwide that
was originally published in Life magazine. It would not be far-fetched to
read “The Year 2000: Efficiency of Economy and Perspectives” as a similar
inscription of Yugoslavia into a new managerial discourse, which was for
Sindi¢, as well as for his Western counterparts, epitomized in Jean-Jacques
Servan-Schreiber’s The American Challenge, first published in France in 1967
(Le Défi américain) and promptly translated and published in Yugoslavia (in
1968, the same year it was published in the United States). In his extremely
popular book, Servan-Schreiber argued for abandoning the traditional
forms of organization predominant in France and for adopting the Ameri-
can model of management. It is the emergence of this kind of managerial
discourse in Europe in the late 1960s that French sociologists Luc Boltanski
and Eve Chiapello identified with the emergence of the “projective city.”
According to them, transnational corporations that emerged from the de-
regulation of the 1970s are an epitome of the projective city: this city is not
contained in one place or even to a single hemisphere, and unlike in the
imperialist phase of capitalism, its main principle is not hierarchical subor-
dination but networks. Here, anything could “attain the status of project,
including ventures hostile to capitalism. . . . Utterly different things can be
assimilated to the term “project’: opening a new factory, closing one, carry-
ing out a re-engineering project, putting on a play” ([1999] 2005:111). If
anything “can attain the status of project” it is because the project’s main
purpose is to appropriate the unforeseeable. Not surprisingly, for the au-
thors of The New Spirit of Capitalism, the events of 1968 represent the water-
shed between industrialist and “projective” capitalism.

Instead of studying the resonances of 1968 in philosophy, art, or the his-
tory of social movements, Boltanski and Chiapello focus on the effects that
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’68 had precisely on that against which it rebelled: the world of big busi-
ness. Starting with the late 1960s, they trace the ways in which political and
academic discourses that the uprising of students and workers helped ar-
ticulate and popularize fed into negotiations between labor and big busi-
ness during the crisis-prone 1970s and 1980s, marked in France by the so-
cialist government of Frangois Mitterrand, and led all the way to the full
acceptance and institutionalization of new management techniques in the
1990s. Boltanski and Chiapello argue that what was unique for the crisis of
1968 was its combination of “social critique” characterized by its demand
for security and “artistic critique” characterized by its demand for auton-
omy. This crisis then provoked a whole series of responses on the part of
the industrialists and the state that stretched across the following decade.
When workers insisted on denouncing paternalism, authoritarianism, and
Taylorist separation between design and execution, and proclaimed their
“demands for autonomy and self-management,” big business responded
by relaxing the rules of workers’ participation in decision-making and by
individualizing working conditions (170). Looking for solutions, both in-
dustrialists and organized labor searched far and wide. One of these initia-
tives is particularly telling. In the early 1970s, the prominent organization
of managers, Association Nationale des Directeurs et Cadres de la fonction
Personnel (ANDCP), sent its delegations to Japan and Yugoslavia to study
the management models used in these countries, and published their find-
ings in two special issues of its journal, ANDCP. The findings of ANDCP’s
mission to Yugoslavia reflect the official state ideology of self-management.
The authors note that Yugoslav “self-management is concerned with hu-
man beings, whom it regards as the only factor in the collective process”
and that “self-management is a system in which orders are to be avoided
and instead people are to be persuaded” (ANDCP in Boltanski and Chia-
pello 2005:214). But not everyone was so gullible, and a number of activists
and theoreticians of autogestion in France saw the intentions of post-1968
reforms in Yugoslavia for what they were.

In its booklet Autogestion, State, Revolution (Autogestion, état, révolution)
Groupe Noir & Rouge wrote that Yugoslav self-management remained un-
der the weight of the governmental decree by which it was founded. The
authors argued that when it comes to Yugoslavia, one could not speak of
“self-management, not even a co-management, but simply of stewardship”
on the part of workers (1972:101). A few years later, Yvon Bourdet, one of
the leading historians and theoreticians of French aufogestion, asserted that
“in Yugoslavia there is no true self-management, but a simple participation
[of workers] in corporate management bodies” (1975:17). Yugoslavs were
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not far behind when it comes to their assessment of post-1968 development
of autogestion in France. While acknowledging strides that French leftist
parties, unions, and individual theorists made toward an understanding
and implementation of self-management, in his book French Left and Self-
Management (Francuska levica i samupravljanje), Bogdan Trifunovi¢ levels
critique on all of them for approaching “self-management more as a demo-
cratic political right than as a fundamental political and economic relation-
ship” (1976:195).° In short, if in the 1950s and 1960s Yugoslav practice of
self-management served as an ambiguous source of French theorizations of
autogestion, in the aftermath of 1968 it lost any respect it might have had
with French intellectuals and labor leaders. At the same time, increasingly
conservative ideologues of Yugoslav self-management saw as insufficient
any partial demands for self-management in France and other Western Eu-
ropean countries.

Along with significant differences, there were profound similarities in
the follow-up to 1968 in France and Yugoslavia, especially in the 1980s. As
in France, the dissident discourse returned in Yugoslavia during that pe-
riod; and as in France, it was focused on victims of the Gulag, including
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Varlam Shalamov, and Yugoslav Gulag survivor
Karlo Stajner, and not on victims of the persecution from the 1970s.1% In
her penetrating study of the cultural perception and historical narrativiza-
tion of the students” and workers” uprising in France, May '68 and Its After-
lives, Kristin Ross points out that in France the “official ideology of dissi-
dence . . . amounted to a ‘moral rearmament of capitalism” by shifting
attention away from the masses of Algerian workers on the outskirts of
French cities to the plight of a few well-known scientists and intellectuals,
the dissidents of Eastern Europe” (2002:173). In order to be recuperated,
the political agenda of '68 had to acquire a form that could be easily dis-
posed of. Ross argues that the slow emergence of the “official story” that
presented “May” as a generational clash and a lifestyle statement effec-
tively depoliticized the events of May and June 1968 (Ross 2002:6). Even the
temporal designation of the French uprising as “May,” which highlights
the student rebellion and obscures the general strike that took place in
June, separates, in cultural analysis and historical memory, students from
workers. Ross argues that this “temporal reduction” is just the most visible
side of a much broader political reduction of the French spring that shifts
its emphasis from the political demand for solidarity and equality to the
cultural, or more narrowly artistic, demands for individual freedoms.!"
Because of its “staggeringly rich inventory of the doxa, narrative strategies,
rhetorical devices, and personalities,” Ross takes the 1988 television show
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Le process de Mai as epitomic of the “dominant revisionist rendering of '68”
that took place in the 1980s (154). In this TV “trial” of 68, the final judg-
ment comes in the guise of comments on the mass student protests that
shook France in conveniently anagrammatic ‘86. In the show staged in
front of a TV “jury,” Laurent Joffrin, an expert on the student demonstra-
tions of ‘86, asserts that “today’s youth are pragmatic and conservative,
distrustful of politics and ideology,” an assessment with which students in
the “jury” agree. (153).

In his report on the ‘86 movement, which he wrote from Paris to the
Slovene youth magazine Mladina, Slavoj Zizek, at that time a young phi-
losopher who was quickly rising into prominence as a public intellectual,
portrays the movement of 68 in strikingly revisionist terms. Starting from
Lacan’s retort to students protesting in 1968, “Hysterics, you wanted a
master, now you got one,” he asserts that

the movement of 86 . . . was not a movement of desire, but of de-
mand: the movement established a clear, unequivocal demand,
which “is just what it is,” behind which there is nothing hidden, not
getting caught in the “dialectics of desire” while uncompromisingly
persisting on literalness of that demand. Conversely to flexibility of
68 movement, this movement is obstinate: “I don’t want anything
more than what I asked for, but this I want without reserve.” As
Lacan notes somewhere, by stubbornly insisting on a demand, we
make the other—the addressee of the demand —to become histeri-
cized. . . And this was perhaps the movement [of 86]s lesson to us:
don’t get trapped in dialectics of desire, but set certain demands and
then stick to them. (1989:11)

Zizek’s uncritical subscription to the image of ‘68 developed by French me-
dia in the 1980s may surprise many of his readers thirty year later:

It is not difficult to conclude that this “less” of the demand in re-
gards to desire (we want that which we demand, nothing more, not
to change the world) is actually “more.” That the movement of 68
let itself get recuperated into that which it became—that is, that it
was adopted by existing discourses (for example, bureaucratic revo-
lutionary), or that it ended up in sad displays of degenerate junkies,
poetasters, and aged hippies, all of that did not happen regardless of
its radicalism, but because of it. The movement of ’86, in accord with
its seeming “modesty,” while failing to “change the world,” truth-
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fully realizes the big “more”: namely, it is clear that the emphatic
“apocalyptic-ness” of movement ‘86 signalizes its opposite—that it
established a new form of political practice which transformed the
entire political field. (11)!%?

Zizek could so successfully channel reactionary responses to ‘68 from
France because this kind of imagery was already fully operational in Yu-
goslavia. Here the managing of the student uprising’s “afterlife” went
from suppression to trivialization. The first period lasted almost a decade:
from the early 1970s to early 1980s. It included prosecution of protagonists
of 1968, censorship of journals, books, and films, and incrimination of
prominent intellectuals; as late as 1983, Nebojsa Popov’s sociological
study of student rebellion in Yugoslavia, Oppositions: Social Conflicts—
Challenge to Sociology (Sukobi: Drustveni sukobi/izazov sociologiji), was
banned, and the following year Zivojin Pavlovi¢’s diary of June ‘68, Blood-
ied Spittle was proscribed and all printed copies were destroyed. Then, be-
tween 1983 and 1985, three prominent works, Slobodan éijan’s film How I
Was Systematically Destroyed by an Idiot (Kako sam sistematski unisten od idi-
ota, 1983), Milisav Savi¢’s novel A Poplar on the Balcony (Topola na terasi,
1985), and Goran Markovi¢’s film Taiwan Canasta (Tajvanska canasta, 1985)
were released and went into wide distribution without any obstruction.
What differed in these works was the way in which the ex-participants of
“June” were portrayed. If, as Ross argues, in France the “official story”
about “May” created a certain cliché in the media, literature, and film
about soixante-huitards as egocentric liberals, the unofficial story about
1968 produced in Yugoslav culture of the 1980s was the image of "68ers as
outsiders, eccentrics, and cynical and corrupted careerists. Toward the
end of the decade, the relationship to 1968 became less ambiguous, but
still more complex than in France.!® In Yugoslavia, the inversion is more
intricate than the neat '68/'86. And it has a lot to do with the recognition on
all sides that they had to stick to their demands—no more, no less, than
what was rightfully theirs.

In 1989, agitated students again gathered on the plaza between Student
City’s dormitory buildings. According to newspaper reports, around mid-
night on Monday, February 27, large groups of students started pouring
out of their rooms.!™ It took minutes for the group to swell to five thou-
sand. Soon, for the first time since 1968, a massive student column was
marching again from New Belgrade toward the city center. This time there
was no underpass, and the narrow cobblestoned road had been replaced by
a broad two-lane boulevard; and this time, police were not blocking pas-
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sage.!® In fact, as some reporters recounted, “Two blue police cars slowly,
like an advance guard, escorted the students to the parliament building”
(Lopusina 1989:8). Unlike in ‘68, students were greeted by the inhabitants
of New Belgrade’s residential high-rises, many of whom were members of
the police and the military. In Student City, Belgrade University provost
Slobodan Unkovi¢ and other high-ranking university officials had already
positioned themselves at the head of the column of protesters. As they
walked, students chanted, “Students have risen!” Drivers from passing
cars honked back, and many citizens joined the march. An excited student
exclaimed to the reporter, “This is not '68, this is "89” (8).

Indeed it wasn’t '68. This time, students easily reached the goal that
students twenty-one years earlier valued above any other, but never got
close to accomplishing: joining forces with workers. Even as they walked
across New Belgrade, taxi drivers gave protesters rides free of charge,
honking along the way to wake up sleepy Belgraders. Once the column
reached the Yugoslav Parliament Building, student “activists” started mak-
ing speeches, and finally at 3:30 a.m. the president of the Serbian parlia-
ment, Borisav Jovi¢, addressed the crowd. Unlike the officials twenty-one
years earlier, he did not plead with them to go back to their dormitories,
but expressed resolutely his support for their cause. In the early morning
hours, as the crowd began to disperse, a new wave of support came from
masses of workers as they walked out from their factories. Victory, but for
whom? For what?

This idyllic alliance of students and workers, cabbies and cops, retirees
and clerks, Serbs and Montenegrins, was not fueled by demands for politi-
cal and economic equality or for social justice, but by the politics of the day.
The march occurred at the beginning of one of the most massive and ad-
vantageously timed meetings of support for Slobodan Milosevi¢. The trig-
ger for the student protest was a televised broadcast of a gathering in Lju-
bljana, Slovenia, organized in support of striking miners at the Trepca
mines, located in northern Kosovo. The strike itself was not driven by labor
issues, but by the national politics that jolted Yugoslavia in its final years.
This mass demonstration initiated by the students was the last in a series of
massive gatherings across Serbia and Montenegro that secured Milosevi¢’s
dominant position in regions populated by ethnic Serbs, and paved the
way for constitutional changes that would strip the Serbian regions of Vo-
jvodina and Kosovo of the autonomy granted to them by the Yugoslav con-
stitution of 1974. In response to these constitutional changes, in November
1988 there were mass demonstrations of ethnic Albanians in Kosovo, which
were brutally suppressed by Serbian security forces. Milosevi¢ used the
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mass gathering in front of the Yugoslav parliament to put pressure on fed-
eral authorities to declare a state of emergency in Kosovo.!% What numer-
ous commentators saw as an anachronistic direction of the Serbian leader-
ship was in fact in perfect accord with the development of the projective
city through recuperation, distortion, and revision of the spirit of ’68:
emancipation was turned into mobilization, solidarity into pragmatism,
and calls for equality into promises of freedom.
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A FEDERATION OF INTERESTS

The emergence of conceptual art in Yugoslavia coincided with the period
of dismantling of a socialist market economy and return to a conservative
form of socialism under the guise of a better and improved self-management
introduced by a new constitution in 1974 and the Law of Associated Labor
in 1976. According to official histories of Yugoslav self-management, along-
side with nationalism, centralism, and “leftist deviations,” “the tendency
toward increasing strength and independence of techno-managerial social
forces” was perceived as one of greatest threats to Yugoslav socialism.
Dusan Bilandzi¢ and Stipe Tonkovi¢, the official historians of Yugoslav
self-management, write that if “until the early 1960s the dominant position
in the society was held by political structures,” then “especially after the
1965 economic reform, social processes started working in favor of ‘techno-
crats’ and ‘managers.” It is important to note that they sought their legitimi-
zation in the very concept of self-management” (1974:162). Here, if profes-
sionalization of management is recognized as being the main problem,
then the solution would be its return under the reign of political structures.
The path to this solution did not lead back to a centralization of govern-
ment, but toward a certain polycentrism, which came with a decentraliza-
tion of the country’s political and economic structure. Not surprisingly,
Bilandzi¢ and Tonkovi¢ indicate 1971 as a watershed year (166). That year,
they explain, constitutional amendments established republics as centers
of sovereignty, while the federation held only those “rights” that were
agreed upon by all republics (155). This effectively meant abdication of the
idea of the self-managing subject, and the first step back toward traditional
notions of subjectivity and sovereignty, which are based on property rather
than on labor. This called for the rigorous dismantling of all aspects of inte-
gral self-management in Yugoslavia. That was accomplished with Yugosla-
via’s last constitution, proclaimed on February 21, 1974.

The constitution of 1974 has been heavily criticized, especially in Serbia,
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for its unjust and unequal political and territorial organization of the fed-
eration.! Most histories of Yugoslavia’s demise point to this legal document
as the main cause of the political strife that ended in the series of wars in the
1990s. According to conventional criticism, the 1974 constitution was an
attempt by the aging rulers of the Yugoslav League of Communists to con-
solidate its grip on power. It was criticized for serving local leaderships of
the Yugoslav republics, thus effectively turning the Yugoslav federation
into a confederation. In addition, many observers were quick to note that
the cumbersome “delegate system” established through this constitution,
which was heralded as a decisive step toward direct democracy, in fact
displaced real decision-making from the bicameral federal parliament and
put it in the hands of the closed offices of Party leadership.2 While correct
on many points, this kind of criticism ignores the significance of the consti-
tution for the reorganization of the national economy, especially of self-
management. In fact, the largest part of the 1974 constitution is dedicated
to self-management, not to the territorial organization of Yugoslavia. Simi-
larly, while it made small (but in some cases nevertheless significant) inter-
ventions in the status of republics and autonomous regions, it made the
most detailed and substantial changes in the very structure of self-
management.

Yugoslavia’'s 1974 constitution not only provided the new framework
for the political and territorial organization of the federation and for the
reorganization of factories and other institutions of employment; it also
tried to legislate the deep crisis that came into the open in June 1968, and it
did so by removing the worker from the position of Yugoslavia’s founda-
tional political subject. This displacement of the worker from the place of
the political subject is indicated in the name of the basic production unit of
the Yugoslav self-managing economy: the Basic Organization of Associ-
ated Labor (Osnovna organizacija udruzenog rada or OOUR), not the Basic
Organization of Associated Laborers (Osnovna organizacija udruzenih rad-
nika). The possibility of political subjectivity and agency is thus already
removed on the level of language. The authors of the constitution were
counting on the power of political interpellation to keep the workers from
“associating” into viable economic and political organizations. June '68
showed not only that a new form of community —or, in Blanchot’s words,
a new form of communism—in Yugoslavia was necessary, but also that it
was possible.

In the doctrine of associated labor, the notion of subjectivity acquires a
double valence. The subject is at the same time a revolutionary subject and
an economic subject. This double status of the subject is fully realized in the
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working class (as the subject who carries out the social revolution) and more
specifically in the worker (as owner of the means of production). Workers’
political subjectivity is defined by a clearly defined set of rights that include,
to name just some, the right to work with socially owned means of produc-
tion, to “associate” one’s labor with other workers, to organize production
and income, and to participate in management and decision-making. As
Slovene economist Aleksander Bajt explains, the entire theoretical doctrine
of self-management is based on conflation of the subject of decision and the
subject of work (Bajt 1988:153). If as an ideological operation, “associated
labor” foreclosed the political potential of self-management to catalyze the
emergence of spontaneous community, then as a legal practice, it tried to
invent a norm for all economic, political, and cultural relationships. Each
Basic Organization of Associated Labor was presumably an autonomous
unit that could be integrated into a Complex Organization of Associated
Labor (Slozena organizacija udruzenog rada, or SOUR), which were, in
turn, coordinated within regions and republics, while the republics syn-
chronized their decisions on the federal level.

This rhapsody of associations and unifications, however, is not limitless.
If engineers of associated labor had, as one of their goals, to prevent any
potential for integral self-management, another goal was to secure the Par-
ty’s control of top management. These two goals are reflected in the dual
structure of management in OOURs and SOUREs: collective management in
the hands of workers’ councils and personal management in the hands of
the director. This structure was in place prior to the 1974 constitution, but in
it the manager was, ideally, a facilitator rather than decision-maker. The
new constitution enshrined the company director in Article 103: “In every
organization of associated labour there shall be a business board and/or an
individual business executive in charge of the organization of associated
labour” (The Constitution 1974:138). Clear and simple enough. However, this
is precisely where the poetry of ideology steps in. As we have seen, what
sets apart the constitution of 1974 from other similar legal documents is its
authors’ attention to language. On the one hand, it was marked by linguistic
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invention (“association of labor and means,” “self-managing contracts,”
“past labor,” etc.), and on the other, linguistic renovation. The most signifi-
cant example of the latter is the term for the company manager. “The indi-
vidual business executive” is too bland a phrase to render the expression
inokosni poslovni organ from the original text of the constitution (Ustav
1974:31). This phrase is the punctum that binds a legal document with the
larger, and largely unspoken, ideological fabric that gives the laws their

form and power and is protected by them at the same time. Why inkosni or-
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gan? What does this say other than “individual business executive”? The
word inokosni is an archaism that in ethnographic literature mostly desig-
nates a form of family organization in rural areas in the lands of the south-
ern Slavs. As turn-of-the-twentieth-century legal ethnographer Valtazar
Bogisi¢ explains, up until mid-nineteen century, in most of these areas the
common form of family organization was a rural cooperative (zadruga) com-
prising several brothers, their wives, and their children. An exception from
this form of family organization was inokostina, or what we would call today
a nuclear family consisting only of a married couple and their children
(Bogisi¢ 1986:222). The word fell into semioblivion with industrialization,
which brought the demise of traditional rural cooperatives in the late nine-
teenth century. By transferring inokosni from a preindustrial economy to a
society that aspired to join the postindustrial world, the authors of the con-
stitution wanted to the point to the tradition of cooperative forms of organi-
zation in the region that became Yugoslavia. However, the discourse of ide-
ology always goes beyond the speakers’ intention. The word inokosni
designates a family unit that is not common: in the Serbian Dictionary (Recnik
srpskog narodnog jezika) Vuk KaradZi¢ translates the root word ino as aliud,
“other,” and inokosan as “single” (einzeln) and “without other related heads
of families” (ohne andere Verwandte Familienhiupter) ([1852] 1969:232). While
this rendering still contains the reference to family structure, in Vuk
Karadzi¢ and Duro Danici¢’s translation of the Old Testament, this word
appears in pure adjectival form. For example, in Isaiah 49:21 the people who
forget their Lord are compared to a woman without kin: “ko mi ih rodi, jer
bijah sirota i inokosna.” The King James rendering of the same passage is
“Who hath begotten me these, seeing I have lost my children, and am deso-
late, a captive.” In short, inokosnost designates otherness and desolation, and
accordingly represents perhaps the oldest expression of psychic and social
alienation in Serbian and Croatian language(s). By dusting off this ancient
expression, the ideology of associated labor has enshrined alienation in the
very constitution of Yugoslavia. And indeed: alienated from a self-managing
structure of governance, company directors became the Party’s main power
mechanism for exerting its control over the economy.?

That the introduction of OOURs, SIZs (Samoupravne interesne zajed-
nice, Self-Managing Communities of Interest), and other organizational
units was an attempt at further decentralization without really doing so is
clear from investment patterns before and after 1974. Starting from the
well-established rule that centralized economies use high levels of invest-
ment to stimulate growth, Bajt observed that Yugoslavia was no exception
in the immediate post-World War II period. From 1965 to 1974 investments
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were significantly decreased, only to shoot up, in the period from the adop-
tion of the new constitution (1974) to the beginning of the debt service crisis
(1980), to levels that exceeded the era of centralized planning (1947-53): “It
is obvious that the state is responsible for this upsurge, since it is simply
impossible that this kind of investment rate can be the result of free
decision-making of economic subjects” (Bajt 1988, 162). In many ways, the
overhaul of self-management that took place in the mid-1970s represented
an attempt to go back to a centralized economy, while keeping the appear-
ance of economic and political liberalism that would make this economy
(and ideology) appear safe and attractive to international moneylenders. If
we take this into consideration, it comes as no surprise that the system of
“associated labor” quickly declined into hypernormativization. The 1976
Law of Associated Labor had 976 articles, deemed excessive by most legal
experts. That was just the beginning: by the early 1980s the hyperproduc-
tion of legal norms led to the implementation of some 2.5 million “self-
managing general regulations” and almost 2 million “self-management
agreements” (Jovanov 1983:86).* Sociologist Neca Jovanov wrote in the
early 1980s that “legal norms . . . especially those regulating behavior in
general, and especially that of participants in self-management, are multi-
plying to such an extent that there is no real social space for any action of
self-managing workers” (89). In addition to their regular employment,
workers were required to participate in the meetings of workers’ councils,
which had little real power and served to legitimize decisions made in
Party circles. As Jovanov wrote, instead of transferring power from state
institutions down to the citizens, self-management was, through this hy-
perregulation, turned into an “expanded self-reproduction” of the state ap-
paratus (91). This excessive reliance on self-managing “agreements” and
“regulations” prompted some analysts to proclaim the post-1974 economic
system a “contractual socialism,” as opposed to the “market socialism” of
the previous period (Mencinger 1987:401). The constitution of 1974 and
Law of Associated Labor ushered Yugoslav self-management into its last
phase, in which all of political, economic, and theoretical gains made over
previous three decades were obliterated. During this period, the core idea
of self-management was transformed beyond recognition and defeated.
For the sake of conceptual clarity, in this chapter I will treat associated la-
bor as a period-specific aberration of self-management, which represents a
much broader set of ideas and practices. We can say that associated labor
represents a specific ideologization of self-management in Yugoslavia, and
that as such it deeply marks a decadent phase in which Party leadership



DISALIENATION DEFECTS

tried to stage a conservative turn under the thin veil of progressive politics.
Associated labor is the name of that flimsy ideological cover.

One of the paradoxes of Yugoslav politics of the 1970s that contempo-
rary readers may find most mind-boggling is that this conservative turn,
which resulted in a foreclosure of the revolutionary potential of self-
management, did not mend Yugoslavia’s ties with the USSR and the East-
ern bloc. Precisely the opposite: it led to ever closer ties with Western gov-
ernments and financial institutions. In other words, the conservative turn
in Yugoslavia during the 1970s paralleled the conservative backlash that
followed 1968 in the West, except that it followed a different ideological
pattern.

During the 1970s the USSR, that island in the worldwide moment of
1968, entered an era of slow but steady stagnation; its satellite states in
Eastern Europe, badly shaken by that same moment, entered a period of
“normalization” marked by oppression. Unlike the rest of socialist Europe,
Yugoslavia was going through a very dynamic period in which it was try-
ing to address challenges that emerged from the student revolt and its af-
termath; and unlike the United States and Western Europe, it was trying to
reconcile two kinds of neoconservatism: internal (socialist), which came
from the Yugoslav leadership and the rank-and-file old-guard Party mem-
bers, many of whom returned from semiretirement back into active politi-
cal life; and external (liberal-capitalist), which came from the West, on
which Yugoslav economy was becoming increasingly dependent.® Deregu-
lation of international money markets in the late 1960s and early 1970s had
a direct impact on Yugoslavia. As in the past, the money kept coming from
the West, but this time it was not in the form of war reparations, aid, or low-
interest credits, but in the form of commercial loans. Susan Woodward
makes a well-substantiated argument that socialist Yugoslavia, throughout
its history, had remained extremely vulnerable to global political and eco-
nomic trends. She concludes: “The dynamic of public policy was driven
neither by electoral competition between political parties representing la-
bor or capital at home, nor by a domestic business cycle, but rather by the
federal response to international events” (1995:256). The overhaul of the
Yugoslav economic and political system, epitomized in the 1974 constitu-
tion, was a two-pronged response to this two-headed neoconservatism:
retrograde socialism at home, and neoliberalism abroad.

Answering the challenge of retrograde socialism, Yugoslav authorities
resorted to measures that were characterized by repression against a criti-
cal minority and gratification of the masses. The former resulted in a cam-
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paign against progressive intellectuals (shutting down the journal Praxis
and the Korc¢ula Summer School in 1974, removing eight professors from
Belgrade University in 1975, etc.) and artists (cracking down on “the dark
wave” in film, censoring books and theater performances). At the same
time, the general population was inducted into a culture of socialist con-
sumerism that had all the external features of prosperity: factories and de-
partment stores were popping up almost daily across the country, and em-
ployment was on the upswing. Socialist consumerism was not limited to
tangible goods, but to a significant degree included cultural consumption
as well. It was the golden age of festivals, which ranged from alternative
theater to film and classical music; of World War II film spectacles; and of
pop culture that easily flowed into socialist culture.® On a more fundamen-
tal political level, the authors of the Yugoslav constitution repositioned the
League of Communists of Yugoslavia away from the realm of politics
proper into the very fabric of society. Writing at the crest of the 1974 consti-
tutional reforms, Edvard Kardelj pointed out that the LCY was not a “clas-
sical political party that rules over society” because it promoted the “devel-
opment of anew kind of democracy”: a “self-managing socialist democracy”
(1977:34). Once the new constitution shifted it from an organizational prin-
ciple of industrial democracy to the fundamental premise of state ideology,
self-management began to conflate society and state, two interwoven but
discrete and often opposed forms of social composition (and became asso-
ciated labor). Well-intentioned critics pointed out the paradox: the ideo-
logues of associated labor presented it both as a continuation of the politi-
cal revolution and as a normative system. In other words, it was both a
process and a structure.” Following this fundamental paradox, the Party
was an agent of the process and of the order, or in other words, both the
reformer and the conserver of state institutions. Kardelj's statements —such
as the one proclaiming that the LCY and the Socialist Alliance were not
“mediators between man and power, man and organs of self-management,
man and the assembly, in the way that political parties in a classical parlia-
mentary system are,” but were instead “first and foremost the factor that
shapes social consciousness” —clearly indicate that the Party did not posi-
tion itself at the top of the social system (as it did in other Soviet-style states
in Eastern Europe), but instead wedged itself between various “decentral-
ized” institutions: republics and communes, communes and enterprises,
sociopolitical organizations and state institutions, and so on. (32). In short,
starting from the Stalinist model of an axis of power positioned at the cen-
ter of society, it transformed itself into a flowing and decentered medium:
a universal mediator of all social exchanges, or a currency. By the end of the
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1980s, the conservative repositioning of the Party became so obvious that
comparisons with East European totalitarianisms suddenly began to make
sense for the first time since 1948.

The response to external neoconservatism was more subtle, and it was
folded in with economic reform that came together with and was insepa-
rable from constitutional reform. That associated labor was both a process
and an order meant that Yugoslavia was perpetually in a state of transition,
a process that was manifested in a series of reforms that seemed to dis-
mantle one mechanism of state socialism after another, but could never get
rid of all of them for the simple reason that it was also generating them.
Historically, when it came to the organization of work, Yugoslav self-
management did not introduce radically new work methods and technolo-
gies, and its track record in improving working conditions was very un-
even. Its most significant departure from industrial capitalism and étatist
socialism was the expansion of workers’ participation in decision-making.
The empowerment of workers was one currency that was subject to careful
regulation. (For example, in various periods of the development of self-
management, workers’ councils had more or less say on wages, employ-
ment, investments, etc.). The other currency closely related to it was labor,
which was positioned at the very center of ideological and political dis-
courses. If productivity in the Yugoslav self-managing economy was, at
best, erratic and highly dependent on capital import, the one area in which
it certainly distinguished itself was the production of a discourse about
work. Still, this kind of discourse was not the exclusive property of Yugo-
slav self-management. As early as the 1930s period of industrialization in
the Soviet Union, labor entered ideological discourse through its aesthetici-
zation.® The Yugoslav turn to self-management in the wake of 1948 split
with Soviet Union was motivated, in part, by an attempt to emancipate la-
bor from its ideologization, which was so evident in the political economy
of socialist realism. The idea of integral self-management, or self-
management that was not managed by the Party, was a logical and un-
avoidable consequence of this emancipatory move. Suppression of sponta-
neous self-management required positing a social bond even more
fundamental than labor and class solidarity. What was unique for the Yu-
goslav ideology of associated labor was the discovery and promotion of
interest as the core value that associates subjects into a viable society.

It is not an exaggeration to say that Kardelj’s entire elaboration of asso-
ciated labor rests on the notion of interest.” His promotion of interest as a
central component of a productive economy is the result of a dual effort.
On the one hand, interest is a form of disalienation. It is in the personal in-

203



204 ALIENATION EFFECTS

terest of the worker to take control of her labor power. In that sense, in
Kardelj’s theory of the emancipation of the working class, interest has a
role similar to that of class consciousness in the writing of Lukacs.!?
Kardelj's elevation of interest as one of the pillars of the revised self-
management in the 1970s can be seen as a return to the classical works of
Marx and Engels, who in The Communist Manifesto used precisely this idea
to set the Communists apart from other “working-class parties” (Marx and
Engels 1962:22).1 On the other hand, Kardelj posits interest as a solution
for the problem created by socialism’s removal of financial motivation for
labor from the economic system. In a Stalinist economy, gain and profit are
replaced by other goals; labor is presented in terms of every individual’s
ethical responsibility to the proletarian class (Dobrenko 2007:177). It is pre-
cisely through this labor of representation (of labor) that socialist realism
became an instrumental part of a command economy. In rejecting the So-
viet political economy, Yugoslav self-management rejected this external
motivation for labor and returned the power back to the individual worker.

Kardelj recognizes the importance of interest in all facets of associated
labor. For example, centralized planning was one of the first aspects of the
command economy that self-management had to do away with. According
to the new notion of “social planning,” a plan is an “expression of the need
for the coordination and harmonization of workers’ interests” (Kardelj
1979:60). Likewise, interest is the central term of his definition of self-
management (that is, associated labor): “The system of socialist self-
management is not only a form of democratic rule by workers over condi-
tions and means of production, but also the starting point of self-managing
in the transformation of the entire society on the basis of the leading role of
the interest of the working class” (1977:11). It is lodged at the very center of
the tautological relation between the working class and progress: “The
working class’s historical interests are the moving force of the general soci-
etal progress,” and because of that, it is necessary to give that process a
direction that will “secure the leading position of these interests” (22). In-
terest is not only the main motivator of the working class, but also of every
individual. The “workingman’s interest” is broader than the “material con-
ditions of life” and includes cultural, spiritual, and other needs (12). It is at
the very center of Kardelj’s theorization of labor:

A worker’s true goal and interest is to distribute newly formed value
in “pure income” in such a way that it secures the growth of his own
living, social, and cultural standard, but also to secure the necessary
conditions for the growth of the productivity of his own labor, that
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is, the development of techniques and technologies for his own labor
and creativity. . . . Motivation to struggle for income, then, essen-
tially differs from the motivation to struggle for profit. (27)

According to Kardelj, under conditions of associated labor, interest is not
a spur that drives one individual against another, but instead a mortar that
bonds them together into a sustainable community. Interest is not some-
thing that is external to work, nor is it an abstract value. Theoreticians of
Yugoslav self-management put it at the center of the very definition of la-
bor as a mode of human behavior. In his elaboration on the main tenets of
Kardeljian self-management, the sociologist Eugen Pusi¢ explains that
“men fulfill their interests in their natural environment” by means of “all
kinds of activities, which can be defined as behaviors to which an indi-
vidual attaches certain meanings.” Therefore, “We will call labor any ac-
tivity that is intentionally and specially aimed at attaining certain inter-
ests” (1968:68). In this way, performance (broadly construed) in Yugoslav
self-management is inherently tied to self-interest. Post-1974 theorizations
of associated labor placed interest, and not some other value traditionally
associated with proletarian struggle, such as solidarity or equality, at the
very core of the ideology of “associated labor.” In doing so, they moved
self-management away from the modernist project of emancipation of la-
bor in order to bring it closer to the neoliberal idea of its randomization
and deregulation.

In his important early work, Knowledge and Human Interests (1968),
Habermas places Marx within the tradition of European Enlightenment. At
the very source of this history is Immanuel Kant’s idea of disinterested
thought. Here, explains Habermas, “The concept of ‘interest’ is not meant
to imply a naturalistic reduction of transcendental-logic properties to em-
pirical ones,” but precisely the opposite, “to prevent just such reduction”
([1968] 1971:196). According to this schema, in his critique of idealist phi-
losophy, Marx is still not erroneously reducing labor to pure empiricism. If
“Kant takes formal logic in order to derive the categories of the under-
standing from the table of judgments,” and if “Fichte and Hegel take tran-
scendental logic in order to reconstruct respectively the act of absolute ego
from pure apperception and the dialectical movement of the absolute no-
tion,” then Marx’s synthesis in the materialist sense “takes place in the me-
dium of labor rather than thought” so that “the substratum in which it
leaves its residue is the system of social labor and not a connection of sym-
bols” (38). This substitution of labor for thought and economy for logic
does not take Marx outside of the enlightenment project, but expands the
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basic premise of this very project: “Self-consciousness is not an ultimate
representation that might be able to accompany all other representations: it
is an action that goes back inside itself and thus in its own accomplishment
simultaneously makes itself transparent—an act that becomes transparent
to itself in the course of its own achievement” (38). This transparency of
consciousness to itself comes from its detachment from interest, and as
such constitutes the ground for any claim of scientific objectivity.

It is precisely this ideal of disinterested critique that Habermas sees as
being under assault at the end of modernity. In his 1980 address “Moder-
nity versus Postmodernity” he summarizes his analysis of the Enlighten-
ment from Knowledge and Human Interests and other subsequent works by
asserting that “the project of modernity formulated in the 18th century by
the philosophers of the Enlightenment consisted in their efforts to develop
objective science, universal morality and law, and autonomous art, accord-
ing to their inner logic” (1981:9). Following in the footsteps of the Frankfurt
School’s analysis of the history of the Enlightenment, Habermas concludes
that “the 20th century has shattered” this ideal (9). He recognizes the crisis
of the modernist project in a “climate” that has engulfed “more or less the
entire Western world,” which “furthers capitalist modernization processes
as well as trends critical of cultural modernism” (13). Indeed, it is “the post-
modernism of neoconservatives” that embraces and promotes “technical
progress, capitalist growth and rational administration” and at the same
time promotes “a politics of defusing the explosive content of cultural
modernism” (13). In Knowledge and Human Interests Habermas objects to
Marx’s privileging of instrumental over communicative action. The varied
importance that Marx attaches to these two fundamental modes of human
action ultimately results in his sophisticated analysis of labor as a form of
self-consciousness and at the same time in his reduction of politics to class
struggle: “Marx conceives institutional framework as an ordering of inter-
ests that are immediate functions of the system of social labor according to
the relation of social rewards and imposed obligations. Institutions derive
their force from perpetuating a distribution of rewards and obligations that
is rooted in force and distorted according to class structure” (1971:277). As
a result, the notion of interest remains fairly undeveloped in Marx, and it
remains attached to the idea of class struggle and class interest of the pro-
letariat. This clearly does not give Kardelj enough material for his insertion
of the notion of interest into the very core of the Yugoslav ideology of as-
sociated labor. If, following Castoriadis, we agree that the real socialism of
the Soviet model was nothing more than state capitalism, then Yugoslav
post-1974 socialism can be seen as an attempt to take state capitalism past
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the industrial age and to follow capitalism in its passage into a postindus-
trial society. Furthermore, it was this endemic political neoconservatism
that introduced Yugoslavia to political postmodernism even before the ar-
rival of its cultural counterpart.

The ideologeme of interest demands a deeper alignment of the pro-
jected ideological order with past economic formations. As Albert
Hirschman explains in his important work The Passions and the Interests, the
emergence of capitalism was made possible not only by changes in indus-
try and trade, but also by a massive reassessment of values in the Western
world. In the course of the seventeenth century a “curious change” oc-
curred in which the feudal idea of elevating glory over riches was called
into question and eventually overturned. The medieval hierarchy of pas-
sions was gradually eclipsed by the perspective that one passion counter-
acted another. In this new taxonomy of passions Hirschman recognizes a
moral foundation of the new social order. This new taxonomy of lesser and
graver passions led to a new doctrine, according to which “one set of pas-
sions, hitherto known variously as greed, avarice, or love of lucre, could be
usefully employed to oppose and bridle such other passions as ambition,
lust for power, or sexual lust” (1977:41). This doctrine based on manipulat-
ing an individual’s private passions is easily translatable into a principle of
“engineering social progress” (26). Long before the recognition of the mar-
ket, the “invisible hand” was that of interests. According to Hirschman,
from the early political economy of James Steuart’s An Inquiry into the Prin-
ciples of Political Economy (1767) to Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1776)
the doctrine of interests traversed a path from a bold new proposition to
generally accepted truth. The evolution of the word brought a “semantic
drift” in which the meaning of “interest” shifted from avarice as an indi-
vidual passion to an economic sense of concern, aspiration, and advantage.
“Injection of an element of calculating efficiency” into human behavior
helped this idea, as Hirschman writes, “survive and prosper both as a ma-
jor tenet of nineteenth century liberalism and as a central construct of eco-
nomic theory” (1977:19). And furthermore, “From France and England the
idea traveled to America where it was used by the Founding Fathers as an
important intellectual tool for the purposes of constitutional engineering”
(28). It is precisely as this kind of ideological tool that we find “interest” in
the work of the mastermind of the last Yugoslav constitution.

The idea of interest provided Kardelj with the means to address one
glaring weakness that self-management brought to Yugoslav statecraft.
Self-management was impulsive; it worked in the times of crisis and great
emotional charge, but it was notoriously difficult to maintain the high level
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of engagement from day to day, or, in theatrical terms, from night to night.
The great social upheavals that shook Yugoslavia at the end of the 1960s
and the beginning of the 1970s showed, furthermore, that the “Diderot di-
lemma” cuts both ways. Self-management was promoted as an alternative
to Stalinism and as a less repressive way on the part of the state to control
the society. Because of its potential for universal equality and empower-
ment of the subject, as an idea self-management was inherently opposed to
the state. The history of socialist Yugoslavia is a history of a self-managing
society slipping away from the control of the state, and the state’s attempts
to regain its control over society. In the mid-1970s, “interest” became a very
effective tool in this struggle. Ideologues of associated labor used it in the
same way as the statesmen in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In
the new economy of passions, avarice is useful because of its universality
and insatiability. As a perfect example of this attitude Hirschman brings up
Hume’s observation that “avarice, or desire for gain, is a universal passion
which operates at all times, in all places, and upon all persons” (54). Unlike
other appetites, the passion for accumulating money seems unquenchable,
and in that sense it introduces an unusual sense of constancy in the market-
world torn apart by conflicting and destructive urges. It was not only its
ability to increase the total wealth in a society that made the passion for
acquisition a useful tool for statecraft; it was its capacity to promote behav-
ior that is at once engaged and obedient. In his early writings on political
economy, James Steuart noted that if a “people [were] to become quite dis-
interested,” then “there would be no possibility of governing them” (in
Hirschman 1977:50). It is not at all surprising, then, that the notion of inter-
est resurfaces in Michel Foucault’s work on governability from the 1970s.
Outlining the differences between the three systems—Ilegal, disciplinary,
and security —Foucault writes that “the law prohibits and discipline pre-
scribes, and the essential function of the security, without prohibiting or
prescribing, but possibly making use of some instruments of prescription
and prohibition, is to respond to a reality in such a way that this response
cancels out the reality to which it responds—nullifies, or limits, checks, or
regulates it” (Foucault [2004] 2007:47). This “cancelation” of reality is ac-
complished through discourse. For example, a security society doesn’t con-
ceptualize labor as pragmatically as a disciplinary society does—as a set of
“best actions for achieving a particular result” (57)—but as a relationship
between discourse and body, and institutions and assemblages of multi-
plicities. Crucially, security societies transform the notion of discourse as
much as they do the body and its actions. In a security society, the discourse
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does not consist of legal decrees, scientific propositions, or political deci-
sions, but includes all of the information, calculation, and anticipations that
go into the regulation of society. Discourse is not external to power, but in-
herent to it; it is not its representation, but its mode of operation. Foucault
argues that in security societies economy is no longer a science of regulation
and distribution, but of the collection of information, the creation of statisti-
cal averages, and estimation based on this data. In this reckoning, “There is
at least one invariant that means that the population taken as a whole has
one and only one mainspring of action. This is desire” (Foucault [2004]
2007:72). In security societies, desire receives a new elaboration:

Desire is the pursuit of the individual’s interest. In his desire the indi-
vidual may well be deceived regarding his personal interest, but
there is something that does not deceive, which is that the spontane-
ous, or at any rate both spontaneous and regulated play of desire
will in fact allow the production of an interest, of something favor-
able for the population. The production of the collective interest
through the play of desire is what distinguishes both the naturalness
of population and the possible artificiality of the means one adopts
to manage it. (73; emphasis added)

Itis via interest, and not via more or less superficial features of a market
economy, that Yugoslavia joined the broad spectrum of security societies
that emerged in the second half of the twentieth century. As a result, the art
of governing in Yugoslavia involved an equal measure of the sovereign’s
firm control and of predicting and calculating contingencies. In order to
regain balance and stability in the late 1970s, Yugoslav authorities em-
ployed repressive measures limited to intellectuals and artists (disciplinary
modality) while promoting consumerist behavior among the general pop-
ulation (security modality).

Conceptual centrality of interest for the new doctrine of associated la-
bor was fortified through the establishment of Self-Managing Communi-
ties of Interest (Samoupravne interesne zajednice, or SIZs). The institution
of the SIZ addressed the question of funding for segments of the economy
that were not directly engaged in material production, and previously
were funded by ministries through taxes and the redistribution of funds.
According to this new funding scheme, there were five kinds of SIZs, in
charge of education, science, welfare, health, and culture respectively.
Kardelj spoke of them as an integral part of the “social exchange of labor”
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through which “working people” could exercise control over spending in
all kinds of nonproducing areas, and, even more important, as a “self-
managing integration of interests” (1977:30). What is important here is not
only funding, but also the taxonomy of labor. In his elaboration of the “self-
managing integration of interests” Kardelj speaks of forms of “immaterial
production” that don’t represent just “spending but also [are] an integral
part of social labor”; according to him, the purpose of Self-Managing Com-
munities of Interest is to mediate between “productive and so-called non-
productive labor” (31).

In a very similar fashion, neoliberal capitalism will, in its infinite adap-
tations, undertake an informalization of labor. Boltanski and Chiapello
suggest that the emergence of post-Taylorist business enterprise in indus-
trialized societies coincided with the rise of service industries and the spe-
cific forms of labor prevalent among them. This comes down to the very
organization of the workplace: “Given that what matters most is intangible,
impalpable, informal —a term that characterizes both relations and the rules of
the game, which are invented as one goes along—the most appropriate or-
ganizational mechanisms are thus likewise interpersonal,” observe Boltan-
ski and Chiapello (2005:118). Here work is organized through interpersonal
relationships, rather than through its relationship to the object of labor.
What Boltanski and Chiapello describe without naming it is the security
mechanism at the very heart of neoliberal capitalism. In ridding itself of the
disciplinary techniques of the Fordist factory line, capitalism is not giving
up on its primary objectives of growth and expansion. The room for this
growth is no longer geographical, as it was at the height of imperialism, or
demographic, as in the decades of mass industrialization, but “interper-
sonal” and behavioral. The introduction of Self-Managing Communities of
Interest as a way of regulating “immaterial production” preceded by al-
most three decades the critics of neoliberal capitalism and their recognition
of the emergence of this kind of labor.!?

It would be a crude oversimplification to say that ideologues of associ-
ated labor were ahead of their time, and that they anticipated the future
development of labor organizing. Rather than a vanguard of flexible capi-
talism, Yugoslav self-management, which over three decades made a full
circle from direct command economy to self-management to indirect com-
mand economy (associated labor), was something like its side-guard. It
developed separately from, and in relative synchrony with, security societ-
ies of the West. In its own marginal and skewed way, Yugoslavia partici-
pated in transformations that shaped capitalism over the second half of the
twentieth century —up to and including her own demise.
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THE OTHER LINE

Between 1971 and 1973, a member of the Belgrade group of six conceptual
artists, Zoran Popovi¢, produced a series of works under the common title
Axioms. It consisted of basic geometrical figures (circle, diagonal line, cross,
square, point, vertical line, crossed diagonal lines), executed in linocut and
other techniques, including performance. This is his description of his ac-
tion at the exhibit Axioms he held at the SKC in 1972:

The room in which I perform is in complete darkness. When the
audience is ready, with the beginning of first sounds, which are se-
lected especially for this occasion, small bulbs attached to the tips of
my fingers slowly come on. The sound that accompanies the perfor-
mance of Axioms is very intense, and it seems to fill the entire room.
It has the purpose of an instant inclusion of spectators. It is asyn-
chronous with the performer’s movements. At the end, the bulbs at-
tached to my fingertips are slowly turned off. The basic idea is that
this kind of presentation, which affects the senses powerfully, leaves
no room in the spectator for creation of any other kind of images
except those that are in front of him or her. During the performance,
any narrativity is strictly circumvented, and so is any pictorial inter-
pretation, that is, any analogism. (Popovi¢ 1983:37)"3

In his sophisticated elaboration of Axioms, Popovi¢ suggests that be-

1

cause of their “’metalinguistic’ structure” these “geometrical diagrams”
are “as much critical, as they are aesthetic,” that is, that they are “as ideo-
logically manipulative as they are equivocally self-reflexive” (1983:25). If
that is the case with the whole series, then performance additionally en-
hances the signifying potential contained in this structure. It is here, per-
haps more than anywhere else, that Deleuze’s insistence on the “unbridled
manual power” of the diagram comes into prominence. “Being manual,”
writes Deleuze, the diagram “must be reinjected into the visual whole, in
which it deploys consequences that go beyond it. The essential point about
the diagram is that it is made in order for something to emerge from it, and
if nothing emerges from it, it fails” (2003:128). So what emerges from Axi-
oms? In the very least, a certain number of lines. Depending on the me-
dium, these lines are produced by scratches on a surface (linocut), or by
traces on paper. In performance, they are produced by hand gestures.
These gestures are made visible by attaching light sources to tips of the
performer’s fingers. This underlines the manual nature of gestures and



Fig. 25. Zoran Popovi¢, Axioms. Belgrade, 1972. Photographs by Vladi-
mir “Kic¢a” Dobrici¢. Courtesy of the artist.
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their proximity to labor. Now, attempts to give labor an inspectable form
have their own place in the history of scientific management.

Chronophotography, the very same technique Popovic¢ used in his per-
formance of Axioms, was used early in the twentieth century by Frank and
Lillian Gilbreth in their time-motion studies. These early followers of F. W.
Taylor also resembled Popovi¢ in their use of different media. While he
used lithography, photography, performance, and other forms to repro-
duce the same set of geometric figures, they were using various methods in
an attempt to achieve reproducibility of gestures. Placing a laborer in front
of a black background divided in a Muybridge-inspired grid, they would
first take the motion study photographs by attaching small bulbs to work-
ers’ fingertips. Then they would use these images, which they called “cy-
clegraphs,” to create three-dimensional wire models. The purpose of creat-
ing these casts of bodily gesture was to train workers to perform their tasks
in the most efficient way. This takes scientific management to an extreme,
and at the same time represents the most literal example of disciplinary
techniques in their striving to produce a docile body. Here this docility
reaches the point of the complete negation of a worker’s subjectivity. As
Sharon Corwin points out, these “models function as abstract representa-
tions of labor in which the worker is wholly excised from the act of work,
leaving only a reified trace of labor in its most efficient form” (2003:146).
Therefore, Axioms is placed at the intersection of two kinds of abstraction
that in many ways defined modernism: nonfigural painting in art and sys-
tematization of labor in industrial production. Insofar as it pointed to the
quiet transition to an indirect command economy that was happening in
Yugoslavia exactly at the time when he was working on Axioms, Popovi¢’s
early conceptual work was much more politically incisive than he might
have anticipated or intended.

Having spent 1974—75 in New York City, Popovi¢ and his (then) girl-
friend Jasna Tijardovi¢ established a living link between the Belgrade con-
ceptual art scene at the SKC and the New York conceptual art of the mid-
1970s. Early in they stay, they got in touch with the conceptual artist Joseph
Kosuth, who offered to let them stay in his loft on Bond Street in SoHo. This
gave them open access to New York conceptual art scene, in which they,
Popovi¢ asserts, participated as equals. Only a few months after their ar-
rival in New York, Tijardovi¢ and Popovi¢ published their article “A Note
on Art in Yugoslavia” in the inaugural issue of the journal The Fox, a plat-
form for ideas that emerged from the radical left wing of the New York
conceptual art scene.™* According to Popovi¢, they directly participated in
the creation of the intellectual “climate” that led to the launching of this
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journal. It was a two-way street: on the one hand, during their stay in New
York in 1974-75 this couple actively participated in debates with the radical
wing of the Art & Language group, which, claims Popovi¢, “at the last mo-
ment corrected many of their naive political positions, and helped them get
rid of many political illusions”; and on the other, he saw this collaboration
as the “practical beginning” of his “work on “artistic action of direct politi-
cal speech” (Popovi¢ 1989:28).!° In Popovic’s artistic activities, this direct
political speech of the work of art “stripped of its exclusive self-reflexivity”
culminates in his piece Worker, Typographer Miodrag Popovi¢: On Life, Work,
Leisure (Radnik, tipomasinista Miodrag Popovié: o Zivotu, o radu, o slobod-
nom vremenu). The group of conceptual artists gathered in the SKC en-
gaged in “direct political speech” in Oktobar '75, an art event that was iso-
lated in its attempt to address directly the massive turn in Yugoslav politics
of the mid-197o0s.

Even though in Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966
to 1972, Lucy Lippard enthusiastically announced that “by 1970 . . . Yugo-
slavia had also kicked in” as part of the worldwide progression of postob-
ject art, its development was by no means imitative of or analogous to that
in United States or Western Europe (Lippard 1973:xix).!® Conceptual art in
Yugoslavia was highly specific for its social environment, and in that sense,
it differed significantly in its content, if not in its form, from similar move-
ments in the capitalist West and in the socialist East. In the United States
and Europe conceptual art was driven, in part, by artists” opposition to the
institution of art as it was deeply implicated within the structures of ad-
vanced capitalist societies. They saw dematerialization of art as its decom-
modification. Their critique of institutions was first and foremost ideologi-
cal, not aesthetic. Unlike in countries of postindustrial capitalism, in
Yugoslavia the shift “from art object to the subject of the artist” was not
taking place within an art market dominated by art dealers, galleries, and
private art museums (Denegri 2007:102; emphasis added). At the same
time, in distinction from conceptual art in the USSR and other countries of
real socialism, where artists presented their works in private apartments
and studios, in Yugoslavia this kind of art was shown in public art muse-
ums and galleries. In other words, it was taking place within the culture of
socialist aestheticism established on the basis of the tacit agreement be-
tween artists and authorities to uphold the boundaries between the politi-
cal and the aesthetic. When, for example, Prvoslav Rali¢ insisted on the
separation of artistic practice from artistic discourse, where the former was
beyond and the latter well within the realm of ideological criticism by the
Party, he spoke from the well-established positions of socialist aestheti-
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cism. Dematerialization of art in Yugoslavia meant, first and foremost, its
stepping out from the realm of the aesthetic. In doing so, it exposed the
ideological function of the seemingly politically neutral mainstream art.
More difficult than understanding the differences of general political
and economic context in Yugoslavia and other countries that produced sig-
nificant conceptual artworks, is recognizing the differences in the concep-
tualization of the very idea of an “art institution” that was subjected to this
critique. We need go no further than comparing, for example, artistic state-
ments like Guerrilla Art Action Group’s (GAAG) “A call for immediate res-
ignation of all of the rockefellers from the board of trustees of the museum
of modern art” (1969) and Rasa Todosijevi¢’s “Edinburgh Statement: Who
Profits from Art, and Who Gains from It Honestly?” (1975). One of Art
Workers” Coalition (ARW) splinter groups, GAAG distributed their pam-
phlet in a guerrilla action performed in New York’s Museum of Modern
Art on November 19, 1969. Without warning, they ripped each other’s
clothes and exploded concealed bags of fake blood, then fell on the floor
playing dead among scattered leaflets in which they accused the Rockfell-
ers on MOMA'’s board of trustees of using “art as a disguise” and as a
“cover for their brutal involvement in all spheres of the war machine”
(GAAG in Alberro and Stimson 2009:86). This and other actions organized
by GAAG reflect, in a radicalized form, ARW’s engagement in a wide spec-
trum of social questions such as the struggle against racism and sexism,
antiwar protests, and the struggle for artists” rights. As Julia Bryan-Wilson
recognizes, artists gathered in ARW, GAAG, and other similar groups ac-
tive in New York and Los Angeles were aware of “how their art circulated”
and of “its symbolical and ideological ‘use’ that challenged previous claims
of autonomy” (2009:17). Todosijevic’s statement, first published in English
translation in the catalog of Richard Demarco’s gallery show of Yugoslav
artists and subsequently in several Serbian editions, speaks about the posi-
tion of art in a society in which modernist autonomy of art was abolished
during the period of socialist realism, never to be fully restored. Here the
artist is not a small entrepreneur competing with other “small businesses”
in a market, but a “worker” fully integrated in a vast symbolic economy of
social conformism. Todosijevic’s statement is a long list of institutions that
“profit from art.” It begins with “factories, which produce materials” and,
from there, moves on to their workers, to galleries (nonprofit and other-
wise), to other cultural institutions and all of their employees (from experts
to janitors), to media, bookstores, antique shops, banks . . . all the way to
“cheap politicians who have, in this ‘mysterious way,” through relatives,
friends and connections, seized at a sinecure, brainwashing artists and
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making enough money for two life times through this nonsensical busi-
ness” (1975:.p.)."” In his contribution to New Art Practice exhibition cata-
log, art critic JeSa Denegri amplified Todosijevi¢’s point by asserting that
“the representatives of the new artistic conceptions have revealed . . . the
appalling internal configuration of ‘art systems’ in Yugoslavia, bringing in
an unprecedented way into the open the symptoms which bespoke of,
among other things, the outmoded methods of artistic training, the inertia
within galleries and other institutions in charge of exhibiting art, of a vast
majority of critics out of touch with new developments, and finally, of con-
cealed but verifiable existence of a specific market mechanism which is dif-
ferent from that in the West, but is no less powerful and ruinous in its own
way” (Denegri 1978:13). In other words, like no other group of artists be-
fore them, the representatives of “new art practice” uncovered the condi-
tions of socialist aestheticism in Yugoslavia and its mechanism that deeply
implicated —to use ARW terminology —art workers in a system of back-
ward and corrupt institutions.

Like that of dematerialization, the discourse of expansion (April Meet-
ings were subtitled Festivals of Expanded Media) took on new meanings
and applications once it was taken out of the context of the American coun-
terculture of the late 1960s and transposed to the cultural context of social-
ist Yugoslavia. Texts published in April Meetings bulletins outline the
transformation of “expanded media” from a convenient art historical cate-
gory into a critical term at the boundary between arts and politics. In their
program notes about the festival, the organizers of the first April Meeting
(1972) used the phrase “expanded media” to indicate their intention to de-
part from medium-specificity in the arts: “Expanded medium is the term
that encompasses a very broad range of creation, research, and thinking
within interdisciplinary regions of traditionally compartmentalized arts,
and we use it in its most inclusive sense” (Bilten 1972:1). In their use of the
term at this early stage, the festival organizers already departed from Gene
Youngblood’s New Agey arguments for “expanded cinema” as a broaden-
ing of consciousness that would go “beyond mere political revolution”
(1970:52). A specifically Yugoslav politicization of this label is recognizable
in the statements by the former Mediala member Vladan Radovanovi¢,
who, in the roundtable discussion held at the second April Meeting (1973),
suggested that “since expanded media is not an art movement or a style in
art, it encompasses not only various currents and styles, but also something
that is still art but at the same time tends toward non-art” and that, in its
constellation of meanings, this term should include the “expansion of atti-
tude toward the artistic and toward the medium” (in Zecevi¢ 1974:n.p.).
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Constitutional changes in Yugoslavia in the early 1970s radically altered
the meaning of “nonart,” that is, the everyday into which art was expand-
ing. It was no longer an amorphous, more or less utilitarian existence, but
everydayness was held together (and pulled apart) by a vast network of
agreements and regulations.

Yugoslav contractual socialism was an attempt to reconcile a postrevo-
lutionary society, which produced a new figure of the charismatic leader,
with the tradition of contractual democracies that significantly curtailed
the power of the sovereign. In the United States and Western Europe, con-
ceptual art engaged precisely this political texture of Western democracies.
In his much-discussed essay “Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From the Aes-
thetic of Administration to the Critique of Institutions,” Benjamin Buchloh
called attention to the shift from aesthetic to institutional discourse in post-
object art:

Beginning with the readymade, the work of art had become the ulti-
mate subject of a legal definition and the result of institutional vali-
dation. In the absence of any specifically visual qualities and due to
the manifest lack of any (artistic) manual competence as a criterion
of distinction, all the traditional criteria of aesthetic judgment— of
taste and of connoisseurship —have been programmatically voided.
The result of this is that the definition of the aesthetic becomes on
the one hand a matter of linguistic convention and on the other the
function of both a legal contract and an institutional discourse (a
discourse of power rather than taste). (1990:118)

Instead of using art institutions of Yugoslav “contractual socialism” to le-
gitimize their own practices, conceptual artists used these institutions as a
critical platform within which they strove to develop modalities of self-
organization that were radically opposed to the increased ossification of
self-management. Much of this struggle took place within the Student Cul-
tural Center. In 1976, The Fox published Jasna Tijardovi¢’s report on the
situation in the SKC, “The ‘Liquidation’ of Art: Self-Management or Self-
Protection.” Even though most readers of The Fox were unacquainted with
the social and political situation in Yugoslavia, it is clear from Tijardovi¢’s
text that by 1975, the SKC found itself caught between two concepts of self-
management: one imposed on it from without through the funding struc-
ture of SIZs, and one resisting from within, constituted mostly by artists
and theoreticians who spontaneously gathered around this institution and
were active in shaping its identity from the very beginning. “The Gallery
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[within the SKC] wants to be socially justified, which means it is not neu-
tral. It wants to adapt to society, to the aim of this society —self-management.
The same is true of certain artists/collaborators (of whom I am one): we too
are devoted to self-management, and to socially useful work—but in the
form of art”; and “Self-management was supposed to teach me to work and
act independently —without fear; more free; free, without self-censorship”
(Tijardovi¢ 1976:98, 99). While Buchloh complained that conceptual art “in
its bureaucratic rigor and deadpan devotion to the static collection of fac-
tual information, came to refuse any transcendental dimension whatso-
ever,” Tijardovi¢ snapped at arguments for the “liquidation of art” justified
by discourses of dematerialization (Buchloh 1990:141):

The term “transcendence” or “liquidation” is too imitative —it comes
from politics. This is an unhealthy, masculine idea. It reveals the ex-
tent to which repressive forces are stored up and the extent to which
they can appear as a distorted form—in this case the idea of “tran-
scending” art reminds me too much of the transcendence and liqui-
dation of people. ... Art (as a whole) is being disarmed because (cer-
tain) art questioned the bureaucratic, financial power of the SCC;
essentially art isn’t the issue at all. (Tijardovi¢ 1976:99)'8

Tijardovi¢ article exposes a deep rupture between the integral and self-
management of interests. They both derive from the experience of 1968.
However, whereas the first form of self-management stands for indepen-
dence, freedom, and absence of fear and self-censorship, the second one
promotes interdependence, institutionalized socialization (however para-
doxical it may seem), and, ultimately, full assimilation of art into social
practices. It is easy to recognize in the latter one Zarko Papi¢’s argument for
a “withering away” of art as a discrete activity within a self-managed soci-
ety. In turn, Papi¢ proposed this idea with the hindsight afforded by the
events that were taking place in the SKC at the time of his writing.! Namely,
in the fall of 1975, the group of artists and curators gathered around the
SKC organized one of its boldest actions to date. Instead of running its tra-
ditional “Oktobar” event, they decided to publish a series of statements on
art and Yugoslav society. So instead of hosting performances, discussions,
and art installations, as they had over the previous four years, that October
the SKC released a mimeographed publication, Oktobar "75.

This collection of statements, ranging from one to nine pages in length,
by eleven artists and art critics (Dunja Blazevi¢, Rasa Todosijevi¢, Jasna
Tijardovi¢, JeSa Denegri, Goran Dordevi¢, Zoran Popovi¢, Dragica
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Fig. 26. The Cover of Oktobar 'y5. Courtesy of Student Cultural Center,
Belgrade.
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Vukadinovi¢, Slavko Timotijevi¢, Bojana Peji¢, Vladimir Gudac, and Nena
Baljkovi¢)? is a radical implementation of the conceptual art premise of
transforming the artwork from an object to a mental process and a theo-
retical proposition. Furthermore, considering that each of these statements
engaged, in one way or another, the question of art and society, this dema-
terialization of art was all but ideologically neutral and insensitive to any-
thing specific to the local cultural scene. In fact, Oktobar "75 stands in radical
opposition not only to the socialist aestheticist privileging of the object, but
also to its demand for artists to remain mere object-makers and not engage
in any political debates, or discursive production of any kind.?

In Oktobar '75 the artwork is identified with discourse. It would be
wrong to assume that by embracing discourse as a mode of artistic expres-
sion, the organizers of Oktobar "75 automatically renounced all media, for
the fifty-odd-page mimeographed booklet printed on rough paper be-
longed fully to the new culture of contractual socialism that was emerging
at that very moment. The most widespread medium of that culture bespoke
the annihilation of the self-managing subject through hypernormativiza-
tion. That medium was not the newspaper, or radio, or even television. It
was the mimeograph. As an example, Jovanov cites that the printed materi-
als for a single session of a federal committee of a union branch could
weigh over two kilos and contain as many as 476 pages (1983:48). Docu-
ments mimeographed on cheap paper flooded meetings in Basic Organiza-
tions of Associated Labor and Communal Associations (Mesne zajednice),
principalities (opstine), and sociopolitical organizations (socio-politicke orga-
nizacije). This textual overproduction was a palpable manifestation of the
shift of emphasis from workers’ direct decision-making to legalistic regula-
tion of behavior, or in other words, from economic to legal ownership over
the means of production. Oktobar '75 pointedly suggested that the last op-
portunity for setting self-management on the right track was expiring right
in front of the drowsy Yugoslav population. Afterward there were other
manifestations in the SKC and elsewhere that addressed both progressive
politics and progressive art: in 1978 (the unmentioned and unmentionable
tenth anniversary of June 1968!) a performance meeting was organized at
the SKC; also, the same year the SKC hosted the first feminist conference in
Yugoslavia, “Comrade Woman: The Women’s Question—A New Ap-
proach?” (“Drugarica 7ena. Zensko pitanje—Novi pristup?”). Still, Oktobar
"75 was the last public action that questioned self-management and art in
such an urgent manner.?

Although they never mentioned 1968 explicitly, artists and critics who
participated in Oktobar 75 made a powerful statement of their refusal to
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reduce its legacy to an aesthetic experience, or even worse, to a “lifestyle.”
Regardless of their mutual differences, they argued for a politicization of
art and its potential as a critical and corrective mechanism in relation to
dominant ideological discourses of the day. That is already present in the
questioning of the relationship between artists and institutions that figures
prominently in several contributions. Their attempts to understand the SIZ
as a still new and unknown funding body suggests that this concern is nei-
ther general nor abstract. For example, in her contribution “Art as a Form of
Proprietary Consciousness” (“Umetnost kao oblik svojinske svesti”), Dunja
Blazevi¢, the artistic director of SKC Gallery, writes that the SIZ represents
a “completely original” and “essentially new” “nonproprietary” relation-
ship between art and society. This innovative form of funding of the arts
asks for new art forms, for “it would be extremely comical and nonsensical
to try to build self-management using political means borrowed from a
feudal or bourgeois structure, as much as it would be impossible to make
the art of a new society on the level of ideas and means of the above-
mentioned structures” (1975:3). In a tone that foreshadows her article in
The Fox, Tijardovi¢ asked pointedly: “If we accepted Marxism as ideology,
if we are developing self-management and through it associated labor and
exchange of labor, and if we see in the SIZ a possibility of an equitable rela-
tion between base and superstructure, how in all of this functions the
model of universal art and, as its component, the model of monumental trag-
icalness?” (1).2 Here Tijardovi¢ takes the “monumental tragicalness” as an
example of a pathos-laden style as a shared linguistic property of artistic
practice and art criticism in Yugoslavia at that time. Indeed, the question of
language emerged as a dominant theme in most statements gathered in
Oktobar "75. Rasa Todosijevi¢ opens his text “Art and Revolution,” the lon-
gest in the collection, by setting up a direct relationship between politics
and language in artistic production: “The complex politics of artistic en-
gagement takes place through internal criticism of linguistic procedures,
and not on the plane of external presentation of F1xep vaLuEs” (1). Conse-
quently, the problem of art’s alienation is inseparable from its language:
“UNCLEAR ARTISTIC CONCEPT IS THE FIRST PRECONDITION FOR ALIEN-
ATION OF THE ARTWORK. Such work is not capable of resisting random in-
terpretations and abuses,” and further:

Alienation of art comes from two directions: ideology and its politics
tolerate only practical application of art, significantly ignoring de-
mands of its internal practice. Conversely, art is naturally concerned
with its own language, and it’s not surprising that it resists any in-
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strumentalization. As long as there exists this categorical breach in
the understanding of art’s FuncTION, the problem of alienation will
persist. Any society that strives toward dogmatic stabilization of its
own mechanism and its own values asks for an unchanging and un-
dialectical idea of art. That is why our critics and artists are unable to
understand the identity or linguistic position of “art for art’s sake”
and “art” known as socialist realism. (8)

The concern with alienation is not limited to Todosijevi¢’s contribution, but
constitutes a distinct thread that runs through several texts published in
Oktobar '75. In the title of his contribution, “Art as a Form of Religious Con-
sciousness,” Goran Dordevi¢ already indicates that, far from being im-
mune from alienation, art represents one of its main instruments. Ap-
proaching this question from a distinctly art historical perspective, and
addressing the position of art in the industrialized West, Denegri points to
the specific mechanisms of the art industry: “This basically alienated posi-
tion of contemporary art gives to its otherwise very resilient organism a
possibility of permanent regeneration, considering that in the nature of ar-
tistic labor survives an awareness of a real danger of final and definitive
degradation that art does not accept as its sole destiny” (3). It seems that the
participants in Oktobar '75 agree that, if art has a unique insight into the os-
sification of language into a commodity object, then it also has a unique
responsibility to refuse the separation of labor and language. Young art
critic Bojana Peji¢ broadened this interrogation of the politics of the signi-
fier to include work in both senses of that word:

Ideologically and practically [our society] wants to prove that it
made a step in the direction of overcoming the differences between
the two kinds of labor. Art, finally, has the accepted legal status
alongside all other social developments. However, now that it can
exist without restrictions, this very same art, which claims to have
been oppressed in the course of history, comes up with the same
problems with which it was dealing in the past. It is that very art
which is still obsessed with the results of its efforts (objects), and not
with that which is immanent to artistic creation: the process. It is as
if it was paying back the society; it pays its debt in the material (tac-
tile, visible) form. It again stays at the level of the phenomenal. (3)

In the political economy of socialist aestheticism, in which the main con-
sumers of high art are national museums, factories, and sociopolitical insti-
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tutions, an art object is commodifiable insofar as it is not engaging in reflec-
tion on the nature of the circulation in which it participates. Oktobar "75
made explicit that conceptual art produced in the SKC and other institu-
tions in Yugoslavia never entered this economy.* Furthermore, it pro-
claimed this exclusion the very content of this art event. Namely, by strip-
ping itself of objectness and aestheticism in order to turn itself into
discourse, art proclaimed its ability to join, on an equal footing, political
discourse. Mimeographing only underlines this claim for art’s thorough
politicization: like labor, it is a process, and furthermore, true to the prin-
ciples of associated labor, it is both contractual and discursive. Precisely
because of this formal identity with ideological discourse, this art becomes
unassimilable and impossible to appropriate. For the first time in the his-
tory of socialist Yugoslavia, instead of providing an ersatz commentary on
the perils of alienation, artists engaged social issues by alienating them-
selves both from mainstream art and from the society that condoned it.
Like European modernism from which it drew, socialist aestheticism
valued innovation and originality. Art critic JeSa Denegri correctly recog-
nized that it was precisely for this reason that post-1968 Yugoslav artists
insisted not so much on the new as on the different or the other ([1980]
2007:92). While appropriating Michel Tapié’s catchphrase “une esthétique
autre,” which in the 1950s referred to Art Informel, Denegri deploys it in a
completely different way in his writings about radical artistic practices in
the Yugoslavia of the 1970s. In his important article “Art around '68: The
Other Line,” Denegri identified otherness as the central feature of this art.
While proto-conceptual, conceptual, and performance art in Yugoslavia
shared some other properties, such as propensity for collective work (from
Gorgona in Zagreb and Mediala in Belgrade, to the informal group of six
artists in Belgrade, to OHO in Ljubljana and the Group of Six Authors in
Zagreb), artistic nomadism, and openness toward ideas coming from theo-
retical discourses (KOD and (3 in Novi Sad, Grupa 143 in Belgrade), their
main characteristic, argues Denegri, was their “separateness,” which was
either “imposed from without or sought after by the artists themselves” (88).
This separateness pertained both to the content of the artwork and its posi-
tioning vis-a-vis art institutions. On the one hand, “the status of an artistic
operation was contained . . . in the transfer of conceptualization and realiza-
tion of the artwork from visual and morphological to a conceptual (mental)
plane of its formation and reception” (9o); on the other hand, while few of
these artists argued for total abandonment of traditional art forms in favor
of innovation, they all “insisted on the difference (‘otherness’) in the way in
which they used and applied (seemingly) traditional art procedures” (91).
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Denegri argued for “the other line” in a series of articles he published in the
1970s and 1980s, and he gave a précis of this long argument in the catalog for
a survey exhibit he curated in Sarajevo as the twilight of this “line” and of
the country in which it was forged was clearly approaching. In his program
notes for Yugoslav Documenta ‘89 (Jugoslavenska dokumenta '89), he wrote that
the other line refers to

a cluster of developments within contemporary art in Yugoslav cul-
tural space, developments that differ or are intentionally separate
from the main currents in this culture, in order to establish a distinct
zone that has as its most fundamental characteristic a demand for
radicalization of the idea of art, and following on that, radicalization
of artistic behavior. The set of phenomena here understood as the
other line is not a clearly identifiable artistic language, but more of a
mentality, a way certain artists or artistic groups responded to the
existing cultural and social conditions. It is, in fact, a way of circum-
venting integration into these conditions in order to search for and
adopt an independent and unique artistic, which is to say, existen-
tial position. ([1989] 2007:97)

Denegri is very clear in identifying (art) historical, sociological, and con-
ceptual aspects of the “other” line, but leaves its ideological content insuf-
ficiently examined. Which idea of “otherness” did the “other line” rely on
and promote? And further, in relation to what politics is the “other line”
“separate” and “other”? If the idea of something alien is strongly implied
in “otherness,” then how does the “other line” relate to the discourse of
alienation in Yugoslav humanist Marxism?

DID SOMEBODY SAY ALIENATION?

Just as much as with Tapié, the idea of the “other line” resonates with Max
Horkheimer and other critical theory philosophers’ reflections on “totally”
or “entirely Other.” Even though Denegri does not reference the founder of
the Frankfurt School, in “Art around '68: The Other Line” he takes Mar-
cuse’s discussion of the desublimation of culture from An Essay on Liberation
as one of the fundamental theoretical premises for his argument about the
other line. Looking more specifically at the Yugoslav situation, the chrono-
logical and terminological proximity of humanist Marxist philosophy and
the new art practice lead Denegri to hypothesize a dual valence in the last
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word of this phrase. He writes that while the term “practice” refers to “pro-
cesses, operations, doings, undertakings, performances, and developments
of artistic actions and behaviors,” in “domestic context” it is also “reminis-
cent of the philosophical concept of praxis, which could point to the mean-
ing of activism, efficacy, social critique, and political engagement” (Denegri
1996:23). However, the relationship between the new artistic practice and
Praxis philosophy in Yugoslavia was much more complex, and it by no
means can be reduced to semantic proximity of keywords that associated
with these two distinct phenomena. On the one hand, even though the jour-
nal Praxis and the Korc¢ula Summer School coincided with the period of
emergence of new art in Yugoslavia, their participants showed little interest
in art, and no interest whatsoever in new artistic practice.?* On the other
hand, artists, critics, art historians, and philosophers associated with new
art in Yugoslavia kept a distance from the brand of Marxist humanism ad-
vocated by the Praxis school. Far from being its expression, the new artistic
practice offered an alternative to, and even a critique of, Praxis philosophy.

If, aesthetically, the new art practice in Yugoslavia was positioned as
the other line in relation to the dominant socialist aestheticism in culture,
then politically this group of artists was no less “other” to the Yugoslav
brand of critical theory. Many of them were participants and witnesses of
the student movement of the late 1960s in Belgrade, Zagreb, and Ljubljana,
and they instantly recognized how easily the political and cultural estab-
lishment appropriated Marcuse-inspired ideas about art as the “kingdom
of freedom,” of play, and of “erotization” of labor. In fact, this brand of
politicized art is one of the main targets of Todosijevi¢’s wrath in “Art and
Revolution,” the text he contributed to Oktobar '75. Going straight to the
point, he argues that the “political strategy of the so-called Engaged Art
and Protest Art is more than miserable. The ceremonial and easily exploit-
able strategy of Protest Art is shaky for one reason only: it uses an already
existing language that, as such, belongs to the hierarchy of values of poli-
tics it is protesting against” (2). Todosijevi¢ unmistakably recognized some
of the shared values of the Yugoslav establishment and its critics who came
from the position of humanist Marxism:

Art is an inherent part of the critique of social practice; therefore, it
is a revolutionary mechanism aimed at its qualitative change. How-
ever, this phrase is nonsensical and useless if it comes without a
proper understanding of art’s function in that role. Most existing
declarations, proclaimed in the name of humanism and freedom of
Creativity, are so random and DIALECTICALLY UNDEVELOPED that
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this optimistic ignorance and determination become a fertile ground
for a dogmatic understanding of art ... ONLY IN ITS FUNCTION OF
SELF-CRITICISM AND ANALYSIS OF ITS OWN LANGUAGE IS ART CA-
PABLE OF INITIATING THE QUESTION OF ANALYSIS AND THE CRI-
TIQUE OF SOCIAL PRACTICE, AND ASKING FOR ITS CHANGE. (8)

This insistence on the linguistic properties of art points simultaneously in
two directions. First, the political relevance of art comes from its nature as
a signifying practice, and only as such it can engage with other social prac-
tices. Second, precisely because of that, revolutionary politics is insepara-
ble from the revolutionarization of artistic language. In that sense, Denegri
is completely justified in his assertion, which he stated on multiple occa-
sions, that concrete and visual poetry was a “catalyzer” for the emergence
of new art practices in Yugoslavia.”” However, as it turned out, it was for-
mative not only for the development of new art practices but also for new
critical practices that played a major role in the dethroning of humanist
Marxist philosophy as the indisputable alternative to the ideologized
Marxism of the Yugoslav establishment.

While being an important platform for the exchange of ideas with re-
formist Marxists from both East and West, through its editorial and curato-
rial decisions in Praxis and the Korc¢ula Summer School, Yugoslav humanist
Marxists also filtered out some prominent new ideas that started emerging
in the 1950s and 1960s. For example, while tolerating Sartre and keeping
closely in touch with French Marxists such as Lucien Goldmann, Henri
Lefebvre, and Kostas Axelos, they ignored or actively excluded much of the
French Marxist theory of the period. In his reminiscences on the first years
of Praxis, Kangrga relates an anecdote about a fifty-page article the journal
editors received in 1965 from an unknown French Marxist philosopher. “I
wrote a devastating review and concluded my evaluation of the article by
stating that it is below the level of Praxis publications because it was written
from the positivist-Stalinist positions” (2001:19). The name of the author
was Louis Althusser, and Kangrga leaves little doubt that the article he sub-
mitted was one of his most celebrated works, “Ideology and Ideological
State Apparatuses”: “Afterward, Althusser published that article in the Pari-
sian procommunist journal La Pensée, and—in a development that is not
only symptomatic but also characteristic of so-called Western Marxism —it
was precisely on the strength of that essay that Althusser became the ‘star’
and one of the most important and most illustrative representatives of that
Stalinist-oriented Marxism in Europe and the world” (19).® The stumbling
block between humanist Marxists and Althusser was exactly the same as
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with the Soviet diamat “philosophers”: their theorization of alienation, or
the lack thereof. However, while the two coincide in their devaluing of
Marx’s Early Writings, they differ diametrically in everything else. While
Soviet diamat Marxists deny or explain away the notion of alienation, in the
above-mentioned article Althusser describes it as an effect of ideology, not
as its cause or its main feature, as Praxis philosophers saw it. Specifically,
Althusser writes that Marx’s position in Early Writings is “false” because “it
seeks and finds a cause for the imaginary transposition and distortion of
men’s real conditions of existence, in short, for the alienation in the imagi-
nary of the representation of men’s conditions of existence.” He argues that,
following Feuerbach, young Marx sees these conditions as being “domi-
nated by the essence of alienated society” while overlooking that “it is not
their real conditions of existence, their real world, that ‘men’ ‘represent
themselves’ in ideology, but above all it is their relation to these conditions
of existence which is represented to them there” ([1970] 1971:154). This re-
positioning of alienation demands a more rigorous interrogation of the
question of the subject, a challenge that Yugoslav humanist Marxists were
unprepared and unwilling to take up.

From its beginnings in the 1950s, Yugoslav Praxis philosophy has been
at odds with the philosophical and ideological establishment in Yugosla-
via. At the same time, precisely because of this more or less open opposi-
tion to dogmatic Marxism, it has built a reputation both at home and abroad
as a progressive and creative branch of Marxist thought. Humanist and
dogmatic Marxism in Yugoslavia formed an uneasy partnership in which
they validated one another: the first by opposing officialdom, and the sec-
ond by tolerating this kind of opposition. An unofficial historian and for-
mer member of the Praxis school, Bozidar Jaksi¢, points out that even in its
heyday, the Praxis group went through periods of crisis marked by politi-
cal “campaigns” against its members. In 1966, Edvard Kardelj published a
book, Notes on Our Social Critique (Beleske o nasoj drustvenoj kritici), in which
he objected to “contemporary Yugoslav intelligentsia” for its “abstract hu-
manism” and its “confusion of Marxism with metaphysical subjectivism,”
alleging that “as a class it is more inclined to conservatism than to prog-
ress” (in Jaksi¢ 1989:256). With the turn in Yugoslav post-1968 politics, the
Praxis group gradually lost its support, until the funding both for the jour-
nal and for the summer school ceased in 1974. While scholars from Zagreb
University associated with the Praxis school kept their posts, their col-
leagues in Belgrade were forced out of work through an unprecedented
legal action by the Parliament of Serbia. This was accompanied by attempts
to discredit Praxis philosophers that came from scholars close to the politi-
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cal establishment, such as Zivojin Deni¢, who in his book Marx and the Yu-
goslav “Holy Family” (Marks i jugoslovenska “Sveta porodica”) attacks Praxis
philosophers” writings on alienation from a Stalinist position (which by
then even diehard diamat philosophers had given up) that it was Marx’s
minor interest in his early writings, and abandoned in his mature works.
These kinds of ideologically inspired and anachronistic critiques could not
inflict any philosophical damage to Praxis philosophy in Yugoslavia. What
they inadvertently accomplished was to conceal the critique of this philoso-
phy that emerged in the aftermath of the social movements of the late
1960s. The true outcome of 1968 in Yugoslav philosophy was not the inten-
sification of the conflict between dogmatic and humanist Marxism, but pre-
cisely their ideological proximity, which is best exemplified in their shared
neglect of the theory of the subject, which resulted in a largely mechanical
and predictive critique of alienation. As Yugoslav humanist Marxist’s cri-
tique of ideology was limited by the idea of the subject to which the politi-
cal establishment also subscribed, all they could do is point to the internal
inconsistencies of state ideology, leaving its deep conservatism well be-
yond the reach of their critique.

Zagorka Pesi¢-Golubovic's short article “What Is the Meaning of Alien-
ation?,” published in the international edition of Praxis in 1966, conveniently
encapsulates the basic idea of alienation that permeates the vast literature
on this subject that the Praxis group produced in the 1970s and 1980s. In line
with the Praxis group tradition of keeping a check on the main terms of their
theoretical endeavor, Pesi¢-Golubovi¢ wrote this text in response to the pa-
per “Alienation Revisited” that young American philosopher John Lachs
presented in the 1965 session of the Korcula Summer School (subsequently
published in international Praxis in 1966), in which he offered a rough sketch
of Marxist and psychiatric uses of this term. Pesi¢-Golubovi¢ reprimanded
her young colleague, warning him that as a philosophical and sociological
category, alienation should not be confused with its uses in medical pathol-
ogy. Here, as in most other theorizations of alienation by Praxis group
members, the idea of the subject is circumvented by invocation of the hazy

s A

concept of “human nature.” Pesi¢-Golubovi¢ explains that Marx’s “concept
of human nature”
tions of the human race (as the potentialities of single individuals) and the
historically determined limits for the realization of these potentialities”
(1966:358). In a somewhat mechanistic way, she concludes that “the philo-
sophical meaning of alienation is that it expresses the conflict between
man’s historically originated (but still enduring) anthropological structures

and the concrete historical social conditions in which he lives” (359). Here,

contains at the same time both the general presupposi-
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the “human race” and “anthropology” are blanket terms that camouflage
the gap that the neglect of the theory of the subject opens up in the very
center of this critique of alienation. They unmistakably point to basic opera-
tions that, as Julia Kristeva argued in “The Subject in Process,” support the
idea of a unitary subject in traditional Marxism. The first operation is “the
anthropomorphization or rather the subjectal unification of the Hegelian
dialectic in the form of human unity, the man of desire, the man of lack,”
which “turns into the notion of the proletariat as the way towards total mas-
tery and the absence of human conflict,” and the second is close to what
Pesi¢-Golubovic identifies as the idea of “historicity,”

the direct and exclusive anchoring of man in the state or more gener-
ally in the social machine and in social relations which are regulated
by need and suffering among men. In the machine of social conflicts
and contradictions, of production and class, man remains an un-
touchable unity, in conflict with others but never with “himself,”
and in this sense, man remains neutral, an oppressed or oppressive
subject, exploiter or exploited, but never a subject in process corre-
sponding to the objective process which was brought to light by dia-
lectical materialism, in nature and society. (Kristeva [1973] 1998:136)

One important legacy of 1968 in Yugoslavia was the diversification of
Marxist theory. While often (mis)understood as an affirmation and con-
tinuation of Praxis philosophy, 1968 was an opening for the forms of criti-
cal thinking previously absent from Yugoslav Marxism. One important
channel that introduced French structuralist Marxism to Yugoslavia was
the journal Ideje, which in its first year of publication already featured Al-
thusser’s “Lenin and Philosophy.”? This scholarly periodical, self-
described as a “Yugoslav student journal,” was the first outside Slovenia to
open its pages to a young philosopher and a staunch supporter of structur-
alism, Slavoj Zizek. While later he became one of the most prominent advo-
cates of Lacanian psychoanalysis, at the outset of his career, in the early
1970s, Zizek gave the highest praise to the authors gathered in the journal
Tel Quel, in whose texts, as he wrote, “all the talk about signifying practice,
about writing/reading that produces sense while having no inherent sense
and no desire to ‘express’ it, aims at estrangement of the ideological pre-
sumption of language as a means of communication, of expression, carrier
of meaning, sign that tells us something, etc., and to demonstrate the gen-
esis of this presumptiveness in the economy of the Symbolic order. This is

7o

the step that is perhaps even more difficult than Marx’s” (1974:520). Kriste-
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va’s reframing of Lacan’s theory of the subject was instrumental for young
Zizek's theorization of signifying practice.

In his first Ideje article “Enjoyment-Labor-Speech” —published in 1972,
the same year as his first book, The Pain of Difference (Bolecina razlike) —Zizek
was already arguing for a recasting and expanding of the very notion of prac-
tice in Marxist philosophy.® Taking as his starting point the notion of speech
in Husserlian and, especially, Heideggerian phenomenology, Zizek argues
that the concept of labor, and therefore practice, operative in critical theory is
“naive” in its exclusion of speech (1972:38). He explains the absence of a dis-
cussion of speech in Marx’s early writings (that most cherished intellectual
source of Praxis philosophy) by the German philosopher’s assumption of
language as inherent to human practice: “Since ‘animal also produces,” that
is still not man’s specificity; production becomes universal only with a rela-
tion, that is to say, speech” (33). ZiZek expands on this idea his article “Marx-
ism/Structuralism: An Attempt at Demarcation,” which was featured in the
important anthology Marxism—Structuralism: History, Structure, published
two years later by the journal Delo. Here he draws more directly on authors
close to Tel Quel, primarily Roland Barthes and Julia Kristeva, to argue for the
vitality of textual production for the reinvigoration of Marxist theory. Ac-
cording to Zizek, the capacity of speech to generate an unproductive “excess
of meaning” that remains beyond the reach of capitalist economization of life
becomes especially assertive in poetry. In this

new understanding of “poetry,” which is not seen as a “departure”
from “ordinary” language, or as an “all-encompassing” code that
includes both “common” and all other languages, or as an hypo-
code of a general language, but as a “potential infinity of codes—the
languages of poetry are literally all languages (in plural, not a univer-
sal Language!)—it is an irreducible multitude of codes that are in-
cessantly transforming each other, the speech that in its own process
of enunciation always changes its own code: “poetry” is the only
speech from which productivity was not repressed. To attain the
place of the “proletariat” repressed by the Symbolic order means
attaining the place of the inherent productivity of the signifying
practice that is manifested in “poetry” (we put this word in paren-
theses because it is not a “separate region” but a “primary destruc-
tivity” of language itself). (1974:522)

Zizek’s work of the early 1970s was decisively informed by the broad un-
derstanding of language he acquired through his engagement with new
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artistic practices such as experimental poetry and performance, evident in
his early publications, which came on the cusp of the momentous events of
1968. Early in 1967 he published two articles on the work of the Slovene
experimental poet Ale§ Kermauner in the culture section of the student
weekly Tribuna.®' Like Kermauner, Zizek was affiliated with the Slovene
experimental art group OHO. The group’s name is a portmanteau word
comprising Slovene words oko (eye) and uho (ear). As the group members
putitin their publications from that period: OKO + UHO = OHO (Suvakovi¢
2010:29). This wordplay in the group’s name already speaks of its mem-
bers’ interest in experimentation at the intersection between poetry and
visual arts. The group was founded in the early 1960s by Marko Pogac¢nik
and Iztok Geister, who were in 1966 joined by an American, David Nez. By
the late 1960s the OHO group evolved into OHO Katalog, a broad and
loosely organized group of young poets, artists, and theoreticians. Zizek
was said to have belonged to the outer circles of the group. During the pe-
riod between 1967 and 1971, the core OHO members Milenko Matanovic,
Marko Pogacénik, Andraz Salamun, TomaZ Salamun, and David Nez pro-
duced a number of installations, visual artworks, and performances in Lju-
bljana, Zagreb, Novi Sad, and Belgrade.3? At the very outset of this period,
in November 1967, Zizek published in Tribuna a short, two-part article en-
titled “Hoopoe” (“Smrdokavra”). The structure of the article, if not its con-
tent, points to the two-sided nature of culture in Yugoslavia. The heading
of the first section, “Introduction,” is followed by a parenthetical explana-
tion “Theory of Reflection,” a direct reference to Plekhanov’s principle at
the heart of the post—-World War II aesthetic doctrine of socialist realism in
Soviet Union. However, that this could be read also as a reference to con-
temporary performance and its intense focus on the subject (theory of re-
flection as theory of mirroring) is suggested by the heading of the second
section, “Theory of Happenings (Based on A. Kaprow).” Both sections con-
sist of text so densely packed with wordplay and neologisms that it be-
comes hermetic and nearly impenetrable to the reader. This is the English
approximation of the second part, “Theory of Happenings”:

3. Approach (of a “pop art exhibition”). The “I” approaches the ar-
ticle. The happening is directed into the exhibited article, which is
not there just like that, but in order to be there just like that. The
article is arbitrary and determined (i.e., eliminated from the envi-
ronment) by this arbitrariness. The I's choice is not arbitrary; the
“1” is limited precisely by this arbitrariness.

2. Entry (of a “pop-art of the street”). The “I” enters the article. The
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happening is directed into an arbitrary article, which is there just
like that. But the “I” itself is not arbitrary because it enters arbi-
trariness.

1. We tread in the same (“happening”). The “I” (source) is arbitrary.
A happening is happening: delirium. There is snow outside and
water inside.

A happening is at the same time an entry and an approach be-
cause it is the treading of both. (ZiZek 1967b:11)%

Here young Zizek investigates the relationship between the self (“1”), the
sign (“article”), and the artwork. The countdown (3, 2, 1) indicates a certain
reduction, but the reduction of what? Perhaps of the representational na-
ture of the work of art? From “pop-art exhibition” to “pop-art of the street”
to “happening,” the relationship between the self and the signifying form
changes, until in the last instance it turns into a “delirium.” “Cartesianische
meditations,” another experimental text ZiZek wrote at this time and pub-
lished two years later in the OHO Katalog publication PericareZeracirep, fur-
ther reinforces his view of happenings as an antirepresentational art form.

What does the ob-ject (ob-iacere, to throw before) throw itself before?
Before the sub-ject (sub-jacere, to throw under). The ob-ject is posited
by the sub-ject and throws itself before it. The sub-ject therefore “rec-
ognizes” itself in it. The composition is esse-ntially masturbatory.

What if this what is nothing? In the light of the world the ob-ject
throws itself before, it pushes forward into appearance. Space is a
free pace of ob-jects pacing in the arbitrariness of sel-ection. Of the
DASEIN. Being is in appearance: the ob-ject peers through being. The
ob-ject throws itself before being and nothing-s it.

The esse-nce of the world is in nothing-ing being, which is this
nothing itself: the light-ing en-lightens the world into an arbitrary
entity (ob-ject), which is being. The presence of an arbitrary entity is
(pr)essence. An arbitrary entity is sel-ected in a rRiTUuAL. The street
ad-vertizes the heard (what is given to the ear) and de-lights the
EAR. The street ad-vertizes the seen (what is given to the eye) and de-
lights the EyE. Con-stant-ly moving com-positions (roles): clamour,
laughter, melody, noise, cry. RITUAL takes place at train stations, on
roofs, walls, clothes, fences, cars. (Ziiek 1969:n.p.)%*

Zizek's involvement with experimental writing carries over to some of
his early theoretical texts. For example, his essay “Marxism/Structuralism”
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starts with a paragraph labeled zero, in which the author announces that
his goal is to “designate the place of the theory of writing within the very
field of Marxism, in that way identifying the zero degree of structuralism’s
encounter with Marxism as our very location” (1974:500). Here, perhaps
less assertively than in “Hoopoe” and “Cartesianische meditations” but
certainly no less engagingly, the prose text becomes an intricate web of
references that produce a surplus of meaning: “zero” is the starting nu-
merical of the paragraph, but also the Barthesian “zero degree” of writing;
at the same time it designates the author/subject as a Lacanian empty
set. . . . Zizek’s interest in experimental poetry may have led him to the
early work of Julia Kristeva, whose psychoanalytic reading of the literary
avant-garde in Revolution in Poetic Language looms large in her early writ-
ings. While in his other articles from this period, such as “Hermeneutic
Circle in Structuralism” (“Hermeneuticki krug u strukturalizmu,” 1973)
and “Exercises in Xenophilia” (“VjeZbe iz ksenofilije,” 1973) he turns more
directly to Lacan, in his book Sign/Signifier/Writing (Znak/Oznacitelj/Pismo,
1976) he summons him and other representatives of “French theory” to
mount a massive critique of the Frankfurt School brand of Marxism.

Like his early theoretical essays, Sign/Signifier/Writing is deeply marked
by Zizek’s experience with experimental poetry. Here his approach to the
nondiscursive “syntax” is not limited, as in Lacan, to algorithms and dia-
grams, but pertains to complex arrangements of bodies, actions, objects,
images, and discursive signs that in his experimental prose he designated
as “happenings” and “rituals.” This notion of the “text” asks for a certain
strategy of reading that Zizek names the “rebus procedure.” He points to
Sigmund Freud’s work on dreams as its source: “In rebus, we should re-
place each element separately by a different syllable . . . ;” therefore, “it is
important not to miss the meaning of Freud’s directions: the passage from
interpretation ‘en masse’ to interpretation ‘en detail” is in fact the passage
from imaginary field of the signified, that is ‘the connectedness of ideas’ or
‘things,” to the signified, the autonomous connectedness of its elements”
(Zizek 1976:26). The unconscious does not discriminate between words
and images, images and things, shapes and spaces, and if it is structured
like language, it is so only in the basic structure of the sign, and not in the
sequencing of signs into linear narratives.® This open recognition of Freud-
ian reading protocols leaves obscured and unacknowledged other, less
theoretical and more poetic and performative sources of Zizek’s “rebus
procedure.” It is not difficult to recognize theses from “Theory of Happen-
ings” in his elaboration of nonarbitrariness of the sign as one of the basic
premises of this procedure. “The only solution to the dispute around arbi-
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trariness or nonarbitrariness of the sign is the incursion of the very dimen-
sion of the sign into the field of signifying differentiation” (30). The rebus
procedure excludes arbitrariness precisely because the signifier is the sen-
sory aspect of the sign: sensory because it is perceptible, but also because
this perception involves not only vision, but also other bodily senses.

One important line of argumentation in Sign/Signifier/Writing is that the
exclusion of the “rebus procedure” leads to a misunderstanding of the very
process of subject formation. The passage from the conjoined relation with
the mother into an imagined unity (the Imaginary) in which the infant fills
the mother’s lack (phalos), with respect to their separation involves the in-
tegration of this lack into the functioning subject. “The Third, which the
infant and the mother unsuccesstully seek in each other, turns out to be the
object a4, lack-in-another, the lack which is opened up by the Symbolic”
(113). Zizek emphasizes that the importance of a Lacanian understanding
of subject formation is not in establishing its genesis according to which the
Oedipal structure, the structure marked by lack and castration, follows—in
a temporal and successive fashion—the “anal” pre-Oedipal phase. In Sign/
Signifier/Writing, he argues that Lacan shows how loss and repression (the
integration of lack) retroactively inform that which preceded them. This
“pre-repression,” marked by g, is the fact of subject formation. “What re-
mains is the abyss of this fact, and any search for its cause is in vain”; and
further: “Because of its groundlessness, it is impossible to establish/medi-
ate socially the ‘fact’ of pre-repression (for example, as ‘internalization of
social repression’)” (113). Zizek takes this understanding of the subject as
the starting point for his critique of the theory of alienation, championed by
the Frankfurt School.

We will recall that Marcuse’s theorization of alienation is based on the
posteriority of repression. The assertion that a “non-repressive civilization
is impossible” inherently places the subject in opposition to repression and
opens the possibility of a nonrepressed subject (Marcuse 1955:17). In mod-
ern society, it is precisely work that becomes the instrument of this repres-
sion: “labor time, which is the largest part of the individual’s life time, is
painful time, for alienated labor is absence of gratification, negation of the
pleasure principle. Libido is diverted for socially useful performances”
(45). Instead of being part of the larger labor of signification, performance
is instead, in Marcuse’s schema, narrowed down to enforced labor as a
means of choice for the repressive civilization. Emphasizing its primacy,
Marcuse gives it the name of “surplus-repression,” which he describes in
terms of a reality pri