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Foreword

Fifteen Ways to Leave Badiou

Fifteen Ways to Leave Badiou invites fifteen artists, mostly based in Egypt and

the Middle-East, to interact with Alain Badiou’s Fifteen Theses on Contempo-

rary Art. Each artist was asked to develop an artwork in response to one spe-
cific thesis that was pre-selected based on conjectured relevance to the artist’s
work. The resulting publication brings to light the cross-struggles between
hegemonic orders, art, philosophy, and universality. The artists’ contributions
were produced in the period between April and October 2011, as a result a
number of them also reflect the current condition of heightened resurgence
in political will. The publication includes an essay by Suhail Malik in which he
uses almost teacherly didactics, lucidly making us come to terms with the pros
and cons of Badiou’s theses on contemporary art.

Fifteen Ways to Leave Badiou is a project that wishes to make a fresh

and interesting contribution to the current proliferation of discussions on the
order of contemporary art. Order, as the eloquently spoken Uruguayan artist
and writer Luis Camnitzer points out is “... codified in laws, decrees, and pro-

tocols, or is simply expressed through abuse of power.”* Alain Badiou’s Fifteen
Theses on Contemporary Art is the closest manifestation of ideas in which a

living philosopher attempts to outline the laws, decrees, and protocols of con-
temporary artistic practice. From thesis one to thesis eight Badiou rolls out
a descriptive blueprint for contemporary art in which he clearly describes its
general characteristics and the codified protocols it usually abides by in order
to be merited with the tag of ‘contemporary’. From thesis nine to thesis fif-
teen Badiou changes the blueprint and his mission shifts from that of descrip-
tion and identification to that of the improvement and regulation of contem-
porary art and the advancement of a new order within the current order of
things. This new order is what Badiou dubs “non-imperial art”; contemporary
art which is not in the service of empire.

When an artist is invited to directly respond to a philosophical the-
sis, it is imperative that s/he reflects at least part of the thesis in the resulting
contribution, this is a reflection of the power structure set by the philosopher
himself (in this case Badiou) and the order he proposes, in the case of Fifteen

! Luis Camnitzer, Museums and Universities, E-Flux Journal #26, June 2011



Theses on Contemporary Art Badiou delineates two such orders, contempo-
rary art and contemporary non-imperial art. But, as the artist “responds” to
the philosophical thesis s/he also does so using a personal order, the resulting
contribution then both reflects the thesis while instantly departing from the
power structure set by the philosopher. This is reflection and anti-reflection at
one and the same time, a process that is characteristic of the complex relation-
ship that binds together and sets apart art and philosophy, artists and philos-
ophers. But, more importantly it is evidence that no order political, social, or

artistic has the absolute final say in the making of art as long as art is engaged
with the questions of order and power.

This publication creates a junction where Badiou’s rendition of what
contemporary art is and what it can or should be meets with the various posi-
tions, criticisms, and representations of contemporary art contributed by
the artists. Badiou has stated that “philosophy should always think as closely
as possible to antiphilosophy”?, we hope that this publication can bring art
closer to philosophy and philosophy closer to antiphilosophy, making both
philosophy and art more incisive and provoking along the way.

Bassam El Baroni,

ACAF, Alexandria,
Egypt, October 2011

* Alain Badiou, Ethics: an essay on the understanding of evil, Part 2, page 122






Fifteen Theses on Contemporary Art by Alain Badiou

1. Art is not the sublime descent of the infinite into the finite
abjection of the body and sexuality. It is the production of an
infinite subjective series through the finite means of a material
subtraction.

2. Art cannot merely be the expression of a particularity (be it
ethnic or personal). Art is the impersonal production of a truth
that is addressed to everyone.

3. Art is the process of a truth, and this truth is always the truth
of the sensible or sensual, the sensible as sensible. This means:
the transformation of the sensible into a happening of the Idea.

4. There is necessarily a plurality of arts, and however we may
imagine the ways in which the arts might intersect there is no
imaginable way of totalizing this plurality.

5. Every art develops from an impure form, and the progressive
purification of this impurity shapes the history both of a particu-
lar artistic truth and of its exhaustion.

6. The subject of an artistic truth is the set of the works which
compose it.

7. This composition is an infinite configuration, which, in our
own contemporary artistic context, is a generic totality.

8. The real of art is ideal impurity conceived through the imma-
nent process of its purification. In other words, the raw material
of art is determined by the contingent inception of a form. Art is
the secondary formalization of the advent of a hitherto formless
form.



9. The only maxim of contemporary art is not to be imperial.
This also means: it does not have to be democratic, if democ-
racy implies conformity with the imperial idea of political liberty.

10. Non-imperial art is necessarily abstract art, in this sense:
it abstracts itself from all particularity, and formalizes this
gesture of abstraction.

11. The abstraction of non-imperial art is not concerned with
any particular public or audience. Non-imperial art is related
to a kind of aristocratic-proletarian ethic: Alone, it does what it
says, without distinguishing between kinds of people.

12. Non-imperial art must be as rigorous as a mathematical
demonstration, as surprising as an ambush in the night, and as
elevated as a star.

13. Today art can only be made from the starting point of that
which, as far as Empire is concerned, doesn’t exist. Through its
abstraction, art renders this inexistence visible. This is what gov-
erns the formal principle of every art: the effort to render visible
to everyone that which for Empire (and so by extension for
everyone, though from a different point of view), doesn’t exist.

14. Since it is sure of its ability to control the entire domain of
the visible and the audible via the laws governing commercial
circulation and democratic communication, Empire no longer
censures anything. All art, and all thought, is ruined when we
accept this permission to consume, to communicate and to en-
joy. We should become the pitiless censors of ourselves.

15. It is better to do nothing than to contribute to the invention
of formal ways of rendering visible that which Empire already
recognizes as existent.

Alain Badiou’s Fifteen Theses on Contemporary Art first appeared in a lecture the
philosopher gave at the Drawing Center in New York in December 2003, the theses and the
following lecture published in this book first appeared online in Lacanian Ink at the following

link: http://www.lacan.com/frameXXIll7.htm
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Alain Badiou - Lecture (Abridged Version)

The Drawing Center - New York - 04.12.2003

Fifteen Theses on Contemporary Art
Alain Badiou

I think everybody has the 15 theses, it is necessary, I think, for the talk. I'll
comment about the theses and you can read them. I think the great ques-
tion about contemporary art is how not to be Romantic. It’s the great ques-
tion and a very difficult one. More precisely, the question is how not to be a
formalist-Romantic.

Something like a mixture between Romanticism and formalism. On
one side is the absolute desire for new forms, always new forms, something
like an infinite desire. Modernity is the infinite desire of new forms. But, on
the other side, is obsession with the body, with finitude, sex, cruelty, death.
The contradiction of the tension between the obsession of new forms and
the obsession of finitude, body, cruelty, suffering and death is something like
a synthesis between formalism and Romanticism and it is the dominant cur-
rent in contemporary art. All the 15 theses have as a sort of goal, the ques-
tion how not to be formalist-Romantic. That is, in my opinion, the question
of contemporary art.

Lombardi is really a good example, and I am very glad to speak here
tonight. We can see that there is something like a demonstration, a connec-
tion, points of connections. You have something very surprising, because
Lombardi knew all that before the facts. We have somewhere, a great draw-
ing about the Bush dynasty which is really prophetic, which is an artistic
prophecy, that is a creation of a new knowledge, and so it’s really surpris-
ing to see that after the facts. And it’s really the capacity, the ability of art
to present something before the facts, before the evidence. And it’s some-
thing calm and elevated, like a star. You know, it’s like a galaxy, see, it’s
something like the galaxy of corruption. So, the three determinations are
really in the works of Lombardi. And so it’s the creation of a new possibil-
ity of art and a new vision of the world, our world. But a new vision which
is not purely conceptual, ideological or political, a new vision which has it’s
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proper shape, which creates a new artistic possibility, something which is
new knowledge of the world has a new shape, like that. It’s really an illus-
tration of my talk.

1. Art is not the sublime descent of the infinite into the finite abjection
of the body and sexuality. It is the production of an infinite subjective series through the finite
means of a material subtraction.

This is an intimation of how not to be a Romantic. It consists of the pro-
duction of a new infinite content, of a new light. I think it’s the very aim of art;
producing a new light about the world by means of precise and finite summa-
rization. So, you have to change the contradiction. The contradiction today is
between the infinity of the desire for new forms and the finitude of the body, of
the sexuality, and so on. And new art needs to change the terms of this contra-
diction and put on the side of infinity new content, new light, a new vision of
the world, and on the side of finitude, the precision of means and of summa-
rization. So, the first thesis is something like the reversal of the contradiction.

Subtraction: the word subtraction has two meanings. First, not to be
obsessed with formal novelty. I think it’s a great question today because the
desire for novelty is the desire of new forms, an infinite desire for new form.
The obsession of new forms, the artistic obsession with novelty, of critique,
of representation and so on, is really not a critical position about capitalism
because capitalism itself is the obsession of novelty and the perpetual reno-
vation of forms. You have a computer, but the following year it’s not the true
computer, you need a new one. You have a car, but the coming year it’s an old
car, something like an old thing and so on. So, it’s a necessity for us to see
that the complete obsession with new forms is not really a critical position
about the world as it is. It’s a possibility that the real desire, which is subver-
sive desire, is the desire of eternity. The desire for something which is a stabil-
ity, something which is art, something which is closed initself. I don’t think
it’s quite like that, but it’s a possibility because the perpetual modification of
forms is not really a critical position, so the desire of new forms is certainly
something important in art, but the desire for the stability of forms is also
something important. And, I think we have to examine the question today.
The second meaning of subtraction is not to be obsessed with finitude, with
cruelty, body, suffering, with sex and death, because it’s only the reversal of
the ideology of happiness. In our world there is something like an ideology
of happiness. Be happy and enjoy your life and so on. In artistic creation we
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often have the reversal of that sort of ideology in the obsession with suffer-
ing bodies, the difficulty of sexuality, and so on. We need not be in that sort
of obsession. Naturally a critical position about the ideology of happiness is
an artistic necessity, but it’s also an artistic necessity to see it as a new vision,
a new light, something like a positive new world. And so, the question of art
is also the question of life and not always the question of death. It is a signifi-
cation of the first thesis; we have to search for an artistic creation which is not
obsessed with formal novelty, with cruelty, death, body, and sexuality.

2. Art cannot merely be the expression of a particularity (be it ethnic or personal). Art is the
impersonal production of a truth that is addressed to everyone.

The great question here is a question of universality: is there, or is
there not, a universality of artistic creation? Because the great question today
is the question of globalization, the question of the unity of the world. Glo-
balization proposes to us an abstract universality. A universality of money,
the universality of communication and the universality of power. That is the
universalism today. And so, against the abstract universality of money and of
power, what is the question of art, what is the function of artistic creation? Is
the function of artistic creation to oppose, to abstract from universality only
a singularity of particularities, something like being against the abstraction
of money and of power, or as a community against globalization and so on?
Or, is the function of art to propose another kind of universality? That’s a big
question. The more important issue today is the main contradiction between
capitalistic universality on one hand, universality of the market if you want,
of money and power and so on, and singularities, particularities, the self of
the community. It’s the principal contradiction between two kinds of univer-
salities. On one side the abstract universality of money and power, and on the
other the concrete universality of truth and creation. My position is that artis-
tic creation today should suggest a new universality, not to express only the
self or the community, but that it’s a necessity for the artistic creation to pro-
pose to us, to humanity in general, a new sort of universality, and my name
for that is truth. Truth is only the philosophical name for a new universal-
ity against the forced universality of globalization, the forced universality of
money and power, and in that sort of proposition, the question of art is a very
important question because art is always a proposition about a new universal-
ity, and art is a signification of the second thesis.
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3. Art is the process of a truth, and this truth is always the truth of the sensible or sensual,
the sensible as sensible. This means: the transformation of the sensible into a happening of
the Idea.

Third thesis. It’s only a definition of the universality of art. What is an
artistic truth? Artistic truth is different from scientific truth, from political
truth, from other sorts of truths. The definition is that artistic truth is always
a truth about the sensible, an outline of the sensual. It’s not a static sensible
expression. An artistic truth is not a copy of the sensible world nor a static
sensible expression. My definition is that an artistic truth is a happening of
I'Idée in the sensible itself. And, the new universality of art is the creation of a
new form of happening of the Idea in the sensible as such. It’s very important
to understand that an artistic truth is a proposition about the sensible in the
world. It’s a proposition about a new definition of what is our sensible rela-
tion to the world, which is a possibility of universality against the abstraction
of money and power. So, if art seems very important today, it is because glo-
balization imposes to us the creation of a new kind of universality, which is
always a new sensibility and a new sensible relation to the world. And because
the oppression today is the oppression of abstract universality, we have to
think of art along the direction of the new sensible relation to the world. And
so, today, artistic creation is a part of human emancipation, it’s not an orna-
ment, a decoration and so on. No, the question of art is a central question,
and it’s central because we have to create a new sensible relation to the world.
In fact, without art, without artistic creation, the triumph of the forced uni-
versality of money and power is a real possibility. So the question of art today
is a question of political emancipation, there is something political in art
itself. There is not only a question of art’s political orientation, like it was the
case yesterday, today it is a question in itself. Because art is a real possibility to
create something new against the abstract universality that is globalization.

4. There is necessarily a plurality of arts, and however we may imagine the ways in which the
arts might intersect there is no imaginable way of totalizing this plurality.

Fourth thesis. This thesis is against the dream of totalization. Some art-
ists today are thinking that there is a possibility to fuse all the artistic forms,
it’s the dream of a complete multimedia. But it’s not a new idea. As you prob-
ably know, it was the idea of Richard Wagner, the total art, with pictures,
music, poetry and so on. So the first multimedia artist was Richard Wagner.
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And, I think multimedia is a false idea because it’s the power of absolute inte-
gration and it’s something like the projection in art of the dream of globali-
zation. It’s a question of the unity of art like the unity of the world but it’s
an abstraction too. So, we need to create new art, certainly new forms, but
not with the dream of a totalization of all the forms of sensibility. It’s a great
question to have a relation to multimedia and to new forms of images, of art,
which is not the paradigm of totalization. So we have to be free about that
sort of dream.

5. Every art develops from an impure form, and the progressive purification of this wartistic
truth and of its exhaustion.

8. The real of art is ideal impurity conceived through the immanent process of its purification.
In other words, the raw material of art is determined by the contingent inception of a form.
Art is the secondary formalization of the advent of a hitherto formless form.

A few words about theses five and eight. The question here is what
exactly is the creation of new forms. It’s very important because of what I pre-
viously said about the infinite desire for new forms being a problem in contem-
porary art. We have to be precise about the question of new forms in them-
selves. What is the creation of new forms? I hint that, in fact, there is never
exactly pure creation of new forms. I thinkit’s a dream, like totalization, pure
creation of absolute new forms. In fact, there is always something like a pas-
sage of something which is not exactly a form to something that is a form, and
I argue that we have something like impurity of forms, or impure forms, and
purification. So, in art there is not exactly pure creation of forms, God created
the world, if you want, but there is something like progressive purification,
and complexification of forms in sequence. Two examples if you wish. When
Malevich paints the famous white on white, the white square on white square.
Is that the creation of something? In one sense yes, but in fact, it’s the com-
plete purification of the problem of the relation between shape and color. In
fact, the problem of the relation between shape and color is an old one with
a long story and in Malevich’s white square on white square, we have an ulti-
mate purification of the story of the problem and also it’s a creation, but it’s
also the end, because after white square on white square there is, in one sense,
nothing, we cannot continue. So we have a complete purification and after
Malevich all correlation between shape and color looks old, or impure, but
it’s also the end of the question, and we have to begin with something else.
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We may say that with artistic creation, it’s not exactly the pure creation of new
forms, something like the process of purification with beginnings and with
ends too. So, we have sequences of purification, much more than pure rup-
ture of pure creation. And it’s the content of theses five and eight.

6. The subject of an artistic truth is the set of the works which compose it.

7. This composition is an infinite configuration, which, in our own contemporary artistic
context, is a generic totality.

9. The only maxim of contemporary art is not to be imperial. This also means: it does not
have to be democratic, if democracy implies conformity with the imperial idea of political
liberty.

We come now to theses six and seven. The question here is what
exactly is the subjective existence of art? What is the subject in art, the subject
in the subjective sense? It’s a great discussion, a very old one. What is the sub-
ject in art? What is the agent of art? The subject in art is not the artist. It’s an
old thesis too, but an important one. So, if you think that the real subject in
artist creation is the artist, you are positing the artistic creation as the expres-
sion of somebody. If the artist is the subject, art is the expression of that sub-
ject, thereby art is something like a personal expression. In fact, it is neces-
sary for contemporary art to argue the case that art is a personal expression,
because you have no possibility to create a new form of universality and you
oppose to the abstract form of universality only the expression of the self or
the expression of communities. So, you understand the link between the dif-
ferent problems. It’s imperative for us to say that the subject in artistic crea-
tion is not the artist as such. “Artist” is a necessity for art, but not a subjective
necessity. So, the conclusion is quite simple. The subjective existence of art
are the works of art, and nothing else. The artist is not the subjective agent of
art. The artist is the sacrificial part of art. It’s also, finally, what disappears in
art. And the ethic of art is to accept the disappearance. Sometimes the artist is
someone who wants to appear, but it’s not a good thing for art. For art, if you
want art to have today the very important function of the creation of a new
universality, if you think that art is something like a subjective expression for
the market, it’s necessary that the artist make a great appearance, naturally,
but if art is the creation, the secret creation, something like that, if art is not
something of the market, but is something against the force of universality of
the market, the consequence is that the artist must disappear, and not to be
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someone who appears in the media and so on. And a critique of art is some-
thing like a critique of something like desperation. If the ethic of art is some-
thing like desperation, it is because what show are works of art, which are the
real subjective existence of art initself. It’s also the same thing in thesis nine.
I don’t comment The question of the ethic of art is not to be imperial. Desper-
ation because operation is always something like imperial operation, because
the law of operation is today imperial law.

10. Non-imperial art is necessarily abstract art, in this sense: it abstracts itself from all
particularity, and formalizes this gesture of abstraction.

11. The abstraction of non-imperial art is not concerned with any particular public or
audience. Non-imperial art is related to a kind of aristocratic-proletarian ethic: Alone, it does
what it says, without distinguishing between kinds of people.

About theses ten and eleven, I think we can demonstrate that imperial
art is the name for what is visible today. Imperial art is exactly Romantic-for-
malism. That is a historical thesis, or a political thesis if you want. The mix-
ture of Romanticism and formalism is exactly the imperial art. Not only today,
but, for example, during the Roman Empire too. There is something com-
mon between the situation today and the situation at the end of the Roman
Empire. It’s a good comparison, you see, and more precisely between the
United States and the Roman Empire. There is really something very interest-
ing with that sort of comparison, and in fact the question is also a question
of artistic creation, because by the end of the Roman Empire we have exactly
two dispositions in artistic creation. On one side, something really Romantic,
expressive, violent, and on the other, something extremely formalist, polit-
ically straight. Why? When we deal with the situation of something like an
empire, something like having the formal unity of the world, if you want, it’s
not only the United States, it’s finally the big markets, when we have some-
thing like a potential unity of the world, we have in artistic creation some-
thing like formalism and Romanticism, a mixture of the two. Why? Because
when we have an empire, we have two principles. First, all is possible because
we have a big potency, a unity of the world. So we may say, all is possible. We
may create new forms, we may speak of everything, there is not really laws
about what is possible, what is not possible, so everything is possible. Yet,
we also have another maxim, everything is impossible, because there is noth-
ing else to have, the empire is the only possible existence, the only political
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possibility. So, you can say that everything is possible and you can say that
everything is impossible, and when the two are said you have an artistic cre-
ation, formalism, that is to say all is possible, new forms are always possible,
and Romanticism and nihilism because all is impossible, and finally, we have
the mixture of the two, and contemporary art is saying that all is possible and
that all is impossible. The impossibility of possibility and the possibility of
impossibility. That is the real content of contemporary art. To escape that sort
of situation is to state that something is possible, not all is possible, not all
is impossible, but something else is possible. There is a possibility of some-
thing else. So, we have to create a new possibility. But to create a new possibil-
ity is not the same thing as to realize a new possibility. It’s a very fundamental
distinction, to realize a possibility is to think that the possibility is here and I
need to conceive the possibility. For example, if all is possible, I have to real-
ize something, because all things are possible, but, naturally, it’s quite a dif-
ferent thing to create something possible. The possibility is not here. So, it is
not true, that all is possible, some things are not possible, and you have to cre-
ate the possibility of that thing which is not possible. And it is the great ques-
tion of artistic creation. Is artistic creation the realization of a possibility or
is artistic creation the creation of a new possibility? The possibility of some-
thing, the possibility of saying something is possible. If you think all is possi-
ble (that is the same as to think all is impossible), your conviction in the world
is finished, the world is something closed.

It is closed with all the possibilities, which is the same thing that eve-
rything are impossibilities and artistic creation is closed too, it’s closed in
formalist-Romanticism which is the affirmation that all is possible and all is
impossible. But the true function of artistic creation today is the possibility
of saying that something is possible, so to create a new possibility. But where
can we create a new possibility when something is impossible? Because we
can create a new possibility when something is not a possibility. If all is pos-
sible, you cannot create a new possibility. So, the question of a new possibil-
ity is also the question of something impossible, so we have to assume that
it’s not true that all is possible, that also it’s not true that all is impossible, we
have to say something is impossible where something is impossible. I have to
create a new possibility. And, I think the creation of new possibility is today
the great function of art. In other activities of circulation, communication,
the market and so on, we have always the realization of possibilities, infinite
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realization of possibilities. But not creation of possibility. And so it’s also a
political question, because politics truly means the creation of a new pos-
sibility. A new possibility of life, a new possibility of the world. And so the
political determination of artistic creation is today whether it is possible, or
impossible to create a new possibility. Actually, globalization carries the con-
viction that it is utterly impossible to create a new possibility. And the end
of Communism, and the end of revolutionary politics is, in fact, the domi-
nant interpretation of that all: it is impossible to create a new possibility. Not
to realize a possibility, but to create a new possibility. You understand the dif-
ference. And I think the question of artistic creation lies here. It proves for
everybody, for humanity in general, that it is a possibility to create a new
possibility.

12. Non-imperial art must be as rigorous as a mathematical demonstration, as surprising as
an ambush in the night, and as elevated as a star.

About thesis twelve. It’s a poetic thesis. The three determinations of
artistic creation, to compare artistic creation with a demonstration, with an
ambush in the night and with a star. You can understand the three determina-
tions. Why a demonstration? Because finally the question of artistic creation
is also the question of something odd, something possessing a sort of eter-
nity, something which is not in pure communication, pure circulation, some-
thing which is not in the constant modification of forms. Something which
resists and resistance is a question of art also today. Something which resists
is something endowed with some stability, solid. Something which is a log-
ical equation, which has a logical coherence, consistence, is the first deter-
mination. The second determination is something surprising, something
which is right away the creation of a new possibility, but a new possibility
is always surprising. We cannot have a new possibility without some sort of
surprise. A new possibility is something that we cannot calculate. It’s some-
thing like a rupture, a new beginning, which is always something surpris-
ing. Thus, the second determination. And it’s marvelous, like something in
the night, the night of our knowledge. A new possibility is something abso-
lutely new for our knowledge, so it’s the night of our knowledge. Something
like a new light. Elevated as a star because a new possibility is something like
a new star. Something like a new planet, a new world, because it is a new
possibility. Something like a new sensible relation to the world. But the great
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problem lies elsewhere. The formal problem for contemporary art is not the
determination, one by one. The problem is how to relate the three. To be the
star, the ambush, and the demonstration. Something like that. And Lom-
bardi is really a good example, and I am very glad to speak here tonight. We
can see that there is something like a demonstration, a connection, points
of connections. You have something very surprising, because Lombardi knew
all that before the facts. We have somewhere, a great drawing about the Bush
dynasty which is really prophetic, which is an artistic prophecy, that is a cre-
ation of a new knowledge, and so it’s really surprising to see that after the
facts. And it’s really the capacity, the ability of art to present something before
the facts, before the evidence. And it’s something calm and elevated, like a
star. You know, it’s like a galaxy, see, it’s something like the galaxy of corrup-
tion. So, the three determinations are really in the works of Lombardi. And so
it’s the creation of a new possibility of art and a new vision of the world, our
world. But a new vision which is not purely conceptual, ideological or politi-
cal, a new vision which has it’s proper shape, which creates a new artistic pos-
sibility, something which is new knowledge of the world has a new shape, like
that. It’s really an illustration of my talk.

13. Today art can only be made from the starting point of that which, as far as Empire is
concerned, doesn’t exist. Through its abstraction, art renders this inexistence visible. This is
what governs the formal principle of every art: the effort to render visible to everyone that
which for Empire (and so by extension for everyone, though from a different point of view),
doesn’t exist.

14. Since it is sure of its ability to control the entire domain of the visible and the audible via
the laws governing commercial circulation and democratic communication, Empire no longer
censures anything. All art, and all thought, is ruined when we accept this permission to

consume, to communicate and to enjoy. We should become the pitiless censors of ourselves.

15. It is better to do nothing than to contribute to the invention of formal ways of rendering
visible that which Empire already recognizes as existent.

The last thesis. I think the great question is the correlation between
art and humanity. More precisely the correlation between artistic creation and
liberty. Is artistic creation something independent in the democratic sense of
freedom? I think if you consider Lombardi for a second time, we may consider
the issue of creating a new possibility as not exactly a question of freedom, in
the common sense, because there is an imperial definition of freedom today,
which is the common democratic definition. Is artistic creation something
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like that sort of freedom? I think not. I think the real determination of artis-
tic creation is not the common sense of freedom, the imperial sense of free-
dom. It’s a creation of a new form of liberty, a new form of freedom. And we
may see here that sort of thing because the connection between the logical
framework, the surprise of new knowledge, and the beauty of the staris a def-
inition of freedom which is much more complex than the democratic deter-
mination of freedom.

I think of artistic creation as the creation of a new kind of liberty which
is beyond the democratic definition of liberty. And we may speak of some-
thing like an artistic definition of liberty which is intellectual and material,
something like Communism within a logical framework, because there is no
liberty without logical framework, something like a new beginning, a new
possibility, rupture, and finally something like a new world, a new light, a
new galaxy. This is the artistic definition of liberty and the issue today consists
not in an art discussion between liberty and dictatorship, between liberty and
oppression, but in my opinion, between two definitions of liberty itself.

The artistic question of the body in some art forms, like cinema or
dance, is precisely the question of the body within the body and not the body
without body. It is an idealistic conception of the body without the body or
the body as something else, crucial in the story of Christianity and in Paul.
For example in the Greek classical painting the body is always something else
than the body, and if you consider something like the body in Tintoretto, for
example, the body is something like movement which is body like something
else than the body. But in fact today the body has a body, the body in the body
is the body as such. And the body as such is something very hard, because the
body has no representation which is really a representation as a star, some-
thing like that. In that sort of painting (Lombardi), we have names, and no
bodies. It is a substitution of names to bodies. We have no picture of Bin
Laden, but the name of Bin Laden. We have no picture of Bush, but the name
of Bush. Father and sons.

An image of the Mark Lombardi work Badiou refers to can be found at:

http://www.lacan.com/frameXXIlI7.htm
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Suhail Malik

Art and Universality Conflict:
A Didactic Exposition of Badiou’s ‘Fifteen
Theses on Contemporary Art’

The philosopher comes down from the sky — or Paris, or May 68, it’s the same

thing with these guys —and tells us that:

- art is true when it produces an infinite subjectivity through the sensory

- Empire is the domination of what and how the world is, of what is
possible, by capitalism and state power

- art can challenge if not break Empire when it is concerned with truth
(or, in obverse form, contemporary art is subordinate to Empire).

All three declarations require explanation. The first one summarizes in even
more condensed terms what art is or ought to be ‘itself’ for Badiou. These
claims are put forward in the first eight of his ‘Fifteen Theses on Contemporary
Art’. The logic and argument for his notion of art and its politics become more
comprehensible by contrasting such an art with what Badiou calls ‘Empire’
and the art sympathetic to it, which is conventionally called contemporary
art. The characterization of Empire and its art occupies the last seven of the
‘Fifteen Theses’ which are summarized by the second and third declarations
above'.

Elaborating Badiou’s sometimes cryptic propositions on art’s political-
conceptual task, the following paragraphs demonstrate that his hypothesis is
finally untenable. Not that Badiou’s proposal offers nothing in reconfiguring
the art-politics problem; to the contrary, his insistence on the universality of
art’s truth leads to an instructive reconfiguration of the standard dichotomy
of modernism and multiculturalism. That dichotomy rests upon the contrast
between the unique and unifying universalism advocated in modernism — the
‘grand narrative’, in Jean-Francois Lyotard’s formulation — and the universal-
ism of differences of cultures — the ‘small narratives’ — with no overarching
unifying term (such as ‘humanity’ or ‘reason’). In the form of ‘multicultur-
alism’ the latter has functioned as a viable political and cultural organizing

! References to the ‘Fifiteen Theses on Contemporary Art’ are made in the main text by the letter T followed by
the Thesis number. For example, T3 refers to the third thesis. Badiou’s lecture elaborating on the "Fifteen The-
ses’ is referred to by the letter L followed by the number of the Thesis he is commenting on. For example, L5
refers to the comments in the lecture on Thesis Five.
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form for globalization since the 1980s. It is this practical prevalence of the
political-cultural form of globalization coupled to its conceptual revoking of
the ‘strong’ universality typical of Euro-American Enlightenment ideals that
Badiou contends. However, the reconfiguration of the dichotomy of univer-
salisms to which Badiou leads us will be seen to not only redetermine the con-
cept and genre of contemporary art, extending it beyond its current preva-
lent sense. The revised sense of contemporary art developed here will no
less undercut Badiou’s own formulation of ‘Empire’ and, more particularly,
undercut Badiou’s account of how contemporary art is subservient to Empire
while the ‘truth-art’ he proposes offers a clearly distinct route for art out of
that subordination. What becomes instead available is a kind of universal-
ism that does not — and perhaps cannot — select between the true universals
Badiou advocates and those of multicultural globalization that he disparages.
But these partial conclusions depend upon the initial configuration of Empire
and contemporary art terms to be elaborated in the first instance.

Empire

Thesis Fourteen tells us that Empire is the prevailing, dominant ‘ability to con-
trol’ the ‘visible and audible’ to enable commercial circulation (meaning capi-
talism) and democratic communication (meaning the parliamentary-media
nexus). This re-iterates Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s characterization of
globalization as does Jacques Ranciere’s notion of the ‘police order’. It is in
any case a redux version of the 1960s cliché of ‘The Man’ as controller of what
exists and the very means of communication. Badiou is however specific that
the particular danger of Empire is that its oppression is that of an ‘abstract
universality’ (L3). This formulation follows Karl Marx’s characterization of
money in Capital 1: money is abstract because it has no inherent relation to
the items that it buys, and it is universal because having no inherent qualities
or limits of its own it can be exchanged for any item and circulate freely (money
is not limited by currency). Badiou however extends the universality of Em-
pire as being also composed by the universality of communication and that of
power (L2). Communication, we can guess, is the requirement for maximum
transparency and accessibility in exchange — being online without pause, hav-
ing instant opinions to be put into circulation; power is the acceptance of
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democracy as the mechanism for capitalist elites to govern through formally

representative parliaments. The combination of these three universalities and

their domination — globalization, says Badiou — is captured by the old cliché

‘Money Speaks’.

These universalities give license for anything and everything to take
place, so long as it is configured in terms of these abstractions. In particu-
lar (L1):

- in relation to personal lives and bodies, the ideology of happiness per-
mits almost anything at all to take place so long as it results in satis-
faction and (temporary) reward — ‘whatever works’, as Woody Allen’s
crappy 2009 film put it. (The misery of the ideology of happiness
when it functions well in its own terms is inadvertently demonstrated
by just how bad the film itself is.)

- But also the reverse, where that ideology is supposedly negated by
indulgence in the body and its limitations, cruelty, sex and death-
obsession. If the latter have been advocated by artistic and other socio-
cultural practices proposing a critique of the ideology of happiness
they are for all that no less licensed by and limited to the terms of such
abstract universalities.

- This because what the abstract universality of Empire propagates and
relies upon is the generation of new forms. These are of course crucial
to the perpetuation of consumer capitalism by the generation of new
goods and the desire they keep going. New forms are, as we know,
no less the central pre-occupation of contemporary art. This does not
mean that art is immediately allied with consumer capitalism, only
that the perpetuation of new forms is consistent with and present
no challenge to the permissive license of the abstract universality of
money-communication-power that is Empire.

For this last reason, contemporary art is an imperial art and Badiou, perhaps
aware of his immediate audience at the lecture on the ‘Fifteen Theses’ (at the
Drawing Center in Manhattan), only indirectly condemns it.

That contemporary art is an imperial art goes some way to explaining
interest and investment in art as a cultural form in the leading metropolitan
centers of globalization. But speculative questions also immediately follow:
Can there be a non-imperial art? What then happens to contemporary art?
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These are really just two versions of the same question: not that of whether or
not art attests to or defies a universality at all, but of what kind of universality
it subscribes to and perpetuates. How and why so?

The Possibilities of Contemporary Art

To understand why contemporary art is an imperial art, and also to get a more
exact version of the question Badiou puts to art (which is then, by implication,

more extensive than contemporary art), it'’s worth pursuing for a moment his

more philosophical account of Empire’s license in terms of possibilities (T14,

L10 & L11). In highly schematic terms the argument is this:

1.

3.1.

If Empire posits itself as all that exists and can be, then all possibilities
are possibilities of Empire. It’s then very relaxed about all the attempts
to countermand it that serve only to reproduce its terms (new forms,
finitude, the body, etc.). This is a general version of the (postmod-
ern) arguments about the end of history, conquest of capitalism, the
absence of ideological struggle, etc.
Assuming in this scenario that all that can happen is anyway possible,
such possibilities can only be realized; some will be realized and some
will not but all that is realized is already within the terms of Empire.
Given Empire’s interest in and perpetuation of new forms, Badiou
calls this realization of pre-existing possibilities a formalism.
If there are only possibilities then, equally, you cannot recognize
anything as impossible. Hence, the apparently paradoxical but in
fact consistent formulation: ‘everything is possible and everything is
impossible’. Taking each part in turn:
That everything is impossible (meaning: there is no beyond
Empire) is the position that Badiou calls Romantic-nihilist. Nihil-
ist because everything is impossible says there are no new possi-
bilities, Romantic because all that is left is an obsession with sen-
sual finitude (L, first paragraph). Even a hankering for what may
lie beyond such finitude — transcendence, eternity, completion,
and so on — nonetheless assumes that finitude and returns to it,
perhaps negatively (it searches melancholically for the infinite
through the body, limit experiences, intuition, and so on).
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3.2. But ‘everything is possible’ (Empire is all) means that ‘everything
is impossible’ (there is nothing beyond Empire). The two are inex-
tricable tied together, hence Badiou’s ‘formalist-Romanticism’.

(It is perhaps best exemplified in art by the kind of work emerg-
ing with video and performance work in the mid-late 1960s that
continues to re-iterate in ever new ways the centrality of the artist’s
experience. What the subject of art is if not the artist (L6 & L7) is
something we’ll return to later.)

For Badiou contemporary art is mostly this hybrid imperial supplicant and, if
one is opposed to Empire, it must be refuted.

More precisely, the question for art — accepting that there is ‘Empire’
and assuming opposition to it — is how not to be a formalist-Romantic in art.
This is a slightly distant way of saying: how to have an art that is not a contem-
porary art? And this is in turn a way of asking how to generate a universalism
that is not the money-communication-power universalism of Empire. For all
its corruption by Empire into contemporary art, it is this other universalism
that Badiou proposes art can generate.

But why art?

Idea and truth-art

What escapes Empire’s capture for Badiou is truth. Partly because truths are
permanent and, in this, are distinct from Empire’s incessant formal novelty.
And also — perhaps more importantly in Badiou’s overall philosophy — because
a truth is in relation to an Idea. In a fairly classical philosophical sense Ideas are
eternal, belong to no-one in particular, and are true by virtue of the internal
consistency of their logic and rationality. In this, truths are not constituted by
the terms and happenstance of finitude such as the body, the primacy of expe-
rience, history and so on. Their rationality and logic do not depend upon the
circumstances of their occasion and should not be determined through formal
logic but as what Badiou calls a sequence: what truths inaugurate, what they
allow to take place, what ensues from them. Furthermore, truth proposes an-
other universality than the one ‘forced’ by Empire: the Idea, whose truth is an
eternal universality, not the supposed decrepitude of ever-changing new forms
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and corporeality of Empire nor, in other terms, the denial of universality of
truths supposed by multiculturalism and postmodernism in their relativism.

Idea-truth is then a good route for art if it looks to escape or refute
Empire. The exit from formalist-Romanticism — contemporary art as Empire’s
art — and the instancing of a true universality are but two aspects of the one
move which, as the notion of an inaugurated sequence suggests, concerns the
emergence of the new.

Here is the core of Badious’ proposition, to which we must now turn:
one notion of the new (truth, Idea universality) against another (Empire,
forced abstract universality).

However, before the distinction in what and how there is anything new
can be taken up, the question must still be asked: why art?

If it is the primacy of the classical Idea to which Badiou pegs his ambi-
tions for non-imperialism why does that ambition even attend to art rather
than mathematics, logic or other systems of rational thought? Because art
instantiates the Idea in the sensory (T3, L3): with art the Idea ‘happens’ in
the visual, the auditory, the tactile, language, experience. (And though this
formulation duplicates Hegel’s now clichéd definition of art pretty exactly, it
can only be noted here that the Idea for Badiou is quite different to what it is
for Hegel so no exact identity can be made between the two philosophies.)
The sensory is important for Badiou because: (i) the imperative for a politics
that contends Empire is to propose and construct a relation to the world and,
insofar as the human is finite, that world-relation cannot evade the sensory;
and (ii) a non-imperial art therefore sets a relation not just to the world but
in the world organized towards truth’s Idea-universality rather than Empire’s
abstract universality.

What might then be called the ‘truth-art’ advocated by Badiou is the
‘happening’ of the Idea in the sensory. Truth-art escapes Empire’s consti-
tution and determination of the world on the basis of Empire’s abstract
universality. If art is where the sensory happening of the Idea is a primary
issue then the question of truth-art or imperial-art is immediately a political
question — art is at once political, even before it launches into issues of
what it portrays and deals with for ‘content’ (such content-bearing political
art — explicitly concerned with race, gender, nationality, and so on — is
‘yesterday’s’ concern says Badiou) (L2). Rather, art is political because what
and how art might be is now a question of a conflict of universalities.
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A non-imperial art

Here then are a series of definite distinctions between the imperial art of

formalist-Romanticism and truth-art which enables a clear identification of

art’s politics:

1.

1.1.

1.2.

2.

Particularity. As only a sensory occasion of the universality of the Idea,
truth-art is necessarily detachable from its historical and contingent
inception. Truth is not in history, nor bound or restricted to it. As the
following paragraphs elaborate, truth happens in the future awarded
by the Idea. More immediately, if truth is non-historical there are at
least two consequences for art:

Truth-art is not about the artist, who is only a historical occasion
of the Idea (L6&7). Put otherwise, the artist is not the subject

of art; art is not a result of an artist’s expression. The subject of art
is rather truth-art, the art itself and what it proposes. This replays
the ‘death of the author’ and ‘primacy of interpretation’ argument
familiar from post-structuralism but with this important difference:
that while the ‘death of the author’ opened the artwork to the open
plurality of its interpretations, truth-art has consequences only

in terms of what it makes possible of the Idea in the sensory world.
(The cliché that great art is greater than the one who made it.)
Equally, truth-art is not the expression of a person ora commu-
nity because in its sole determination by the Idea’s true universal-
ity truth-art is not in fact determined or constrained by the circum-
stances of its manifestation. Its address is to and from anyone at
all. In Badiou’s abbreviated terms, truth-art expresses no partic-
ularity (T2), it does not originate in the time and place of its first
articulation. Anyone is a conceived possible addressee and,

as such, truth-art escapes the constraints of identity and ‘belong-
ing’ — of culture — imposed by Empire. This generality of truth-art
is the condition for its contending Empire’s universality.

(The cliché that great art can touch anyone.)

Creation. The indifference of truth-art to its circumstances means
that it is not merely the realization of a pregiven set of possibilities
as contemporary art is. Such ‘realization’ constitutes particularity for
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Badiou. Rather, truth-art ‘escapes the situation’ (L10&11), meaning
that ‘something else is possible’ —a possibility that does not belong

to the pregiven possibilities and is therefore impossible in the latter’s
(Empire’s) terms. For Badiou, this is the creation of a new possibility
that did not previously exist even as a possibility. It is the ‘true function
of artistic creation’ and even ‘art’s great function’ (ibid.). It is a possi-
bility of a true universal. (The cliché that great art is not the ‘same old’.)

3. Progress. The consequences of this creation are not necessarily instan-
tiated or understood all at once. Whereas contemporary art reproduces
or realizes extant possibilities, truth-art must, by its premises, change
all that can be conceived of as possible. But it is only a possibility that
is ‘created’, not everything that follows from it. And if it is created in
art the possibility is for Badiou snared in the sensory rather than the
pure form of the Idea. Art therefore never creates a new Idea as such
but only the initial impure form of an Idea, its possibility in the world
(T5, L5&8). The pure form of the Idea is more fully realized conse-
quent to the creation of the Idea-possibility, by what Badiou calls the
‘sequence’ or series of new forms that it generates (T6). Such a process
is a clarification of truth from its initial compromised form, its ‘pro-
gressive purification’. (This is the cliché that ‘every great work of art
creates its own audience and successors’).

4. Freedom. Since the new possibility of truth-art — art’s true creation,
in several senses of the phrase —was an impossibility in the given pos-
sibilities of the world and its forms, it had no form. The new univer-
sal Idea-truth has no pre-existing form, even as a possibility. Until
it is realized by the sequence of purification just described, truth-art
indexes a formless possibility — a ‘hitherto formless form’ (T8). Since
it can never be realized in art, since art remains bound to the sen-
sory rather than the Idea in its pure form, truth-art is at once removed
from the pursuit of new forms typical of Empire, which remain
caught in the realization of given possibilities. Truth-art advances a
freedom — takes a liberty — in terms undetermined by Empire (L15).
(The cliché that great art is an expression of a greater freedom.)

In sum, because it is constrained to sensory finitude truth-art can only be a
‘secondary manifestation’ of formless forms. Yet the sequence that it sets off
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in the progressive purification of the Idea can not terminate at any given ma-
terially or sensibly realized form. It is an infinite sequence (T7). Art as Badiou
proposes it is then an infinite subjectivization of the Idea in the sensory (T1).
And that is why and how art contends Empire.

Fable

As noted in the commentary above, Badiou’s recent popularity can be attrib-
uted in part to his ‘refreshing’ formalizations of the political-artistic-intellec-
tual clichés in the ‘Paris 68’ repertoire (in the sense that a webpage refreshes
the already-presented screen). Beyond this limited criticism, however, its ap-
peal lies in providing a definite basis for art’s politicality in its escape from
Empire or non-propagation of it. All of which depends on whether one ac-
cepts two basic premises: Empire and the eternity of the Idea. The latter is a
densely philosophical point that cannot be dealt with here. Badiou’s ‘Empire’
on the other hand seems to designate with great immediacy and clarity capi-
talism’s unarguable political domination in its consort with state power. But
if 'TEmpire’ is an incontestable account of power today, that is because it is also
a bland truism, yet another cliché. The attraction of ‘Empire’ and Badiou’s
counterpolitics is its capture of the complexities of capital accumulation,
communication networks and power in the single and united determination
of their artificial ‘abstract universality’ (contrasted to the true universality of
the Idea).

There is however one ‘abstract universality’ that Badiou does not
include in this nexus yet which overdetermines them all: that of his own
notion of ‘Empire’ as a casually and historically constructed concept. The uni-
versality of the notion of ‘Empire’ lies in its total claim to account for every-
thing of the fact and tendency of globalization; its abstraction is that it does
so under one flat term without internal differentiation or attention/interest to
the specifics of how capital/power/communication are in fact implemented
and the coherence or ruptures in any of these structures never mind between
them. This reductive capture of actual complexity is on the one hand the pre-
rogative of a concept because it is equally, on the other hand, a fable of what
the world is. Consequently, it is a fable not only of how to organize a poli-
tics but also of what politics might in fact be. (The fable, for example, that
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May ‘68 or communism holds the key to countermand the capitalist-state

nexus.) Two corollaries:

i) If Empire is the constitution and organization of the world through
abstract universalism, Badiou’s own notion of Empire is part of
Empire. ‘Empire’ describes Badiou’s own thought as much as it does
the capitalist-state nexus in his account. Either that or, recognizing
that things are really more complex and intractable than the mono-
determination of the world as Empire, the abstract universality that
the notion of ‘Empire’ imposes on the world means that the only real
imperialism here — or, at least, attempted imperialism — is Badiou’s.

ii) If Empire is a fable then so is the notion of an equally clear-cut exit from
or alternative to it — such as a non-imperial art ordered by truth. To be
clear: truth-art is as much of a fable as Empire. Not that it is any less a
political cause for all that, just one that is at once all-too-familiar in its
cliché-ridden characteristics and, more urgently, not based in reality.

Modern and/or Contemporary and/or Communist

Can we look past this fable of politics, beyond these perhaps stirring yet now
tired clichés of what domination might be today and what might be done
against it? These are not only questions from outside of Badiou’s argument
but arise from its own logic and terms: we will now see that the complexities
denied by the stipulation of ‘Empire’ as primary category return even when
Empire is assumed in the fable of its contestation by truth-art. The argument’s
undoing is as follows: the infinite sequence of ‘progressive purification’ of the
Idea-form that is the observation of a truth is the generation of new forms on
the basis of a newly created possibility. Once that new possibility has emerged,
itis a possibility in a hence transformed world. Having been transformed, the
world now contains that possibility as it does any other; it is no longer an im-
possibility. As such, the new forms generated in the ‘progressive purification’
towards the Idea of the truth are a realization of possibilities belonging to the
world. Yet that is Badiou’s characterization and complaint about contempo-
rary art and its formalist-consumerist limitation. Furthermore, art for Badiou
remains committed to the sensory that human finitude is mired in and which is
the characteristic trait of Romanticism. In otherwords, once a new possibility
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has been created truth-art iterates contemporary art’s formalist-Romanticism.
The two can only be distinguished according to whether the new forms art
generates correspond to a once-new possibility or not. And this is primarily a

question of history, not the Idea.

This complexity of the Idea’s ‘happening’ takes two aspects in art, one

relating to its genre the other to particularity:

1.

Proto-modernism. In its world transformation by attachment to an
Idea-truth generating an infinite sequence in the sensory, the art that
Badiou advocates may be categorized as a Classicism that runs all the
way into avant-garde modernism’s occasional appeal to transcenden-
tal or proto-spiritual claims. Coupled to its near-indistinction in fact
from contemporary art, truth-art is then a formalist-Romantic-Classi-
calist avant-gardism or, abbreviating this cuambersome formulation, a
proto-modernism. That is, if Badiou does not simply dismiss contem-
porary art as a conservative venue for imperial depredation, what he
can partially affirm of contemporary art is that it is a proto-modern-
ism. Truth-art is a contemporary art redux: a contemporary truth-art.
Communism. While Badiou’s fable of truth-art proscribes particu-
larity in principle it is in fact the expression of imparticularity and
true-universality in the ultra-particularity of individual obsession
with, for example, the body or the sensuous. As Badiou notes (L, last
paragraph), discovering a true universal in a finite body is a Chris-
tian thematic through and through, but with Badiou the Godhead is
absconded in favour of the formless form of new creations. As one
such instance, proto-modernist art maintains modernism’s impartic-
ular universality but surpasses its attachment or channel of realiza-
tion through the nation-state in favour of the destratified particular-
ity of contemporary art. Contemporary truth-art is then an exposure
not only of the terms of finitude (the body, language, culture) but at
once of the Idea. The happening of the Idea thus escapes its modern
alliance to the nation-state and is instead established in the circuit of
new forms and finitude, that is: individuals, bodies and languages.
The individual and the truth-Idea are then unconditionally together,
as one, in the sensory: elsewhere (in The Communist Hypothesis)
Badiou calls this unity ‘communism’, and it is his last word.
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History

But communism will not do for a last word because non-imperial art’s proto-
modernism is not only duplicitously implicated with the contemporary-impe-
rial art it castigates, it is also entangled with the multiculturalism from which
it is supposed to be an exit. In Ethics, Badiou reprimands multiculturalism for
its acceptance of finitude without an Idea, the configuration of particulari-
ties not at the micro-level of the individual and the corporeal body but at the
macro-level of globalization’s transnationalism as an organization of particu-
larities at a universal scale (and which is of course not just any such organi-
zation but that benefiting the capitalist-state nexus). Contemporary-imperial
art and multiculturalism go hand-in-hand in that such art is the expression
of particularity qua identity determined only with regard to extant possibili-
ties and finitude: individuals and cultures, or ‘bodies and languages’ as Badiou
puts it in Logics of Worlds. Multiculturalism is the congruent arrangement of
particularities in the universalism of Empire. Without Idea, multi-culturalism
is predicated upon and returns to history.

Yet history is also the fate of the newly created possibility Badiou advo-
cates: the world’s continuation as a transformed world. Just as proto-modern-
ism is consistent with the contemporary-imperial art Badiou fabulates, so the
universalism of the Idea insofar as art instantiates it is indistinct from that of
multiculturalism, particularity in Empire’s global universality. Without the
fable of Empire to secure proto-modern art against history the two univer-
salities of truth-art and multiculturalist contemporary art cannot in fact be
made rigorously distinct. One way to formulate this — corresponding well with
a fairly unreflected sense of multiculturalism — is that it is not the undignified
obverse of the manifestation of true-Ideas, as Badiou proposes in his (impe-
rial) fable of Empire, but the universal history of many realized truths, an epis-
temological-political settlement of inconsistencies between true-universals.

If each truth is with Badiou the truth of an Idea-universal, a true uni-
versal, multiculturalism is then the history, the practical universality (called
globalization), of many true-universals as they are manifest in the sensory.
Multiculturalism is then a meta-universality of true-universalities. Contem-
porary art (shorn of its qualifications as contemporary-imperial art or con-
temporary truth-art and so on) is an adequately comprehensive metagenre for
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its art, with the caveat that contemporary art’s generation of new forms may

then be ordered by the true universality of the Idea as it is by the formal nov-

elty of consumer capitalism. Three definite characteristics of meta-universal-
ity can furthermore be proposed:

- meta-universality apprehends the manifestation of truth in its his-
tory, which is the only way that it can be artistically instantiated, with-
out absconding that truth from history into the security of the fable of
truth-art;

- meta-universality breaks art away from the universal-Idea alloyed to
the particularity of the nation-state characteristic of modernism and
high art;

- meta-universality foils the imperial determination of contemporary
art as a truthless generation of new forms in and for globalization.

To put this in an abbreviated form of a ‘thesis’ that does not fit into Badiou’s
series but instead undercuts it: multicultural art proposes a realized universe
of Idea-truths (in all of their true universalisms) existing in the commercial-
capital formation of contemporary art.

Perhaps more significantly, meta-universally determined multicultural
art co-incides very exactly with the constitution of globalization as it is cur-
rently led by the interests of capital accumulation. Its universalism is in any
case determined not with regard to the nation-state, the individual, cultures
and other particularities, but to a history of non-particularities, their crea-
tion and their realization upto the mega-scale of globalization. Which is to
say: the creation and realization of abstractions of many kinds, including but
also beyond those ‘abstract universalities’ already mentioned — for example
(but these are only examples), the abstraction of a global ‘culture’, of democ-
racy (or communism) as a world-political form, the ‘free market’, the each-
time unique individual, and so on. Multiculturalism marks the multiplicity of
these true universalities, and meta-universality the tendency of multicultural-
ism’s abstraction. In ‘creating’ and realizing this history of abstract meta-uni-
versality the true-Idea and money are, in a reversal of Badiou’s considerable
efforts, two sides of the same coin.
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Art is not the sublime descent
of the infinite into the finite abjection
of the body and sexuality.
It is the production of an infinite
subjective series through the finite means
of a material subtraction.
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The Fortune Teller, 2009
200 x 170cm,
Mixed Media on Wood

“Artis not ... Art is ... Where does
this certainty lead us? Art is not

a descending from the heights of
absolutism to the dungeons

of relativity, on the contrary...”
The persistence of such
decisiveness puzzles me, it is as

if logic’s relentlessness will stop
at nothing ... conjuring up
frameworks, chasing phantoms
even, only to jam them into its
cramped limiting space. Can we
not forego for a little these ... that
always demand the drawing up

of definitions, and the prescribing
of borders via constant negation
and affirmation? Isn’t all this the
contemporary embodiment of
the age old adage “engineering is
the art of the blind"?

Why don’t we leave getting to
know the necessity of art, its
essence, forms and functions to
practice alone? And leave the

joy of self-discovery to the creating
of meanings when each and every
one of us imagines and visualizes
the mesmerizing creative galaxy
that continues to expand
relentlessly? Maybe the adventure
that befits humanity now is not
the search for definitions and
encompassing explanations of
phenomena and movements but
to dig impalpable paths, build
unperceivable bridges and roads
that our unequivocally ours in
this amazing chaos that gleefully
exceeds all certainty.



Art cannot merely be the expression
of a particularity (be it ethnic or personal).
Art is the impersonal production
of a truth that is addressed to everyone.
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Mahmoud Khaled

Detailed studies for ‘Crying Boy’
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Ink and pencil on paper

Commissioned concept sketches
for the already world-wide popular
living room poster-painting
entitled ‘Crying Boy’



Art is the process of a truth,
and this truth is always
the truth of the sensible or sensual,
the sensible as sensible.
This means: the transformation of the
sensible into a happening of the Idea.
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Stance: Cultural Studies
Monitoring Group

An Open Letter (No.1) — to Whom

solllang: oo Ol

It May Concern
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Coming across an older version of
this open letter online, ACAF asked
the newly established artist group
STANCE if they could redevelop it
as a response to Badiou’s thesis
number three. A month and a half
later we received these letters in
our post box, with a short note
stating “Good luck; we love and
hate Badiou.”



4

There is necessarily a plurality of arts,
and however we may imagine
the ways in which the arts might intersect
thereis no imaginable way of totalizing
this plurality.
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he greatest festival
of the year at
Hierapolis  fell at
the beginning of spring. While
the beat, and the
eunuch priests slashed them-
selves with knives, the religious

drums

excitement gradually spread
like a wave among the crowd of
onlookers. Man after man, his

throbbing  with  the
. his eyes fascinated by
the sight of the streaming
blood, flung his garments from
him, leaped forth with a shout,
and seizing one of the swords
castrated himself on the spot.
Then he ran through the city,
holding the bloody pieces in
his hand, tll he threw them

veins
musi

into one of the houses. The
household thus honored had
to furnish him with a suit of
female attire, which he wore
for the rest of his life.

The  question  naturally
arises, “What is the precise
condition of the subject during
the action of the post-hypnotic
suggestion?” The state varies
with the person hypnotized.
Moral and  poets have
always held that several egos
existed in each of us, and that
they chiefly revealed them-
selves in violent manifestations
of passion. Margaret sat beside

the body of her murdered sis-
ter, the blaze of spiritual
ecslasy in her eyes. Then began
the horrible act of crucifixion,
which is only conceivable as an

outburst of religious mani
“état  second” with its

own

memory and separated from
the waking state by complete
amnesia.

The hands and feet of Mar-
garet were nailed to the blocks
of wood. Then the young disci-
ple’s head swam, and she drew
back. Margaret called her to
continue her work. “Go on! Go
on! I will raise my sister from
the dead, and rise myself in
three days.” Nails were driven
through both elbows and also
through the breasts of Marga-
ret, not for one moment did
the victim express pain. Con-
s

sciousne I‘(‘Sl,illg upon a

profound stage of dreaming,
the dying woman smiled. “I
feel no pain. Be strong,” she
whispered, “now, drive a knife
through my heart.”

On awaking she had forgot-
ten the words for and the
knowledge of the simplest
things. On the 17th of Septem-
ber an acquaintance came with
her to the asylum. On the way
they met three boys, who she
described as the “three dead
people she dug up.” She was
admitted the following day.
Religious enthusiasm, and a
too ﬁ'(fqu('ul attendance on
conventicles were stated to
have occasioned her illness.

During the first few days,
everything went on as usual.
The officers next door had
been told that the lady was ill,
and they did not trouble them-
selves about that in the least,
but soon that woman whom
they never saw irritated them.
They asked what her illness

was, and were told that she had
been in bed for fifteen years, in
consequence of terrible grief.
This differentiates itself from
the above-mentioned twilight
states and links it to the so-
called  somnambulic  condi-
tions. God had inflicted this
punishment on her for having
said the Lord’s Prayer back-
ward. “I do not intend to toler-
ate any insolence, and if you do
not get up of your own accord,
I can easily find means to make
you walk without any assis-
tance.” But she did not give any
signs of having heard him, and
remained quite motionless.

On January 12, 1896, she
died suddenly. The soldier was
embarrassed, as in spite of his
anger; he did not venture to
order his soldiers to drag her
out. But suddenly he began to
laugh, and soon a party of sol-
diers was seen coming out sup-
porting a mattress as if they
were 'ill'll\illg a \\()l”l(l(‘(] man.
On that bed, which had not
been unmade, the mad woman,
who was still silent, was lying
quite quietly. And then the pro-
cession went off in the direc-
tion of the forest; in two hours

the soldiers came back alone.

The cold benumbed her.
She would have cried aloud,
but she didn’t have enough
strength. Suddenly she heard a
sound. Not far off, the Frost
was crackling away on a fir
From fir to fir he was leaping.
Now he was high on the pine
under which she sat and he
asked, “Little girl, are you
warm?” “Yes, father Frost!” The
Irost came down nearer, creak-
ing and crackling still more,
“Little girl tell me, beautiful
girl, are you warm?” The little
girl had almost lost her breath
but she still said, “I am warm
father Frost.” The Frost creaked
and crackled still more, “Are
you warm little girl, are you
warm beautiful child, are you
warm my darling?” The girl was
almost frozen but answered
hardly audibly, “Warm, little
father.”

I think
afforded by
proves, beyond doubt, that the
individuals referred to

the  evidence

these narratives
pos-
sessed the power they repre-
sented themselves to  have
acquired; and that the true
physiological —explanation is
that they were self-hypnotists.
Thus, they die voluntarily, that
is, they reduce themselves to
the deep state of self-hypno-
tism, which 1 have likened to
trance or hibernation in man,
in which condition they are
committed to their tombs or
graves as their final earthly
resting-places. This is evidence
of a plurality of personal men-
tal lives, and there is no imagi-
nable means of totalizing this
plurality in the waking state.
Now, it appears to me that acci-
dent had revealed the fact that
some of those who were thus
buried might be restored to life
after exhumation; and the fact
once observed would encour-
age others to try how much
one could accomplish in this
way, as the newest and most
striking achievement  which
they could perform in token of
the divine efficacy of their reli-
gion over that of all others.
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of Consciousnesses

Text selected from: Sir James
Frazer, “The Golden Bough”
(1922), R. Harry Vincent, “The
Elements of Hypnotism” (1893),
S. Baring Gould, “Freaks Of
Fanaticism” (1891), Alfred Binet,
“Alternations of Personality”
(1896), C. G. Jung, “Collected
Papers on Analytical Psychology”
(1917), John Haslam,
“Observations on Madness and
Melancholy” (1809), Guy De
Maupassant, “The Mad Woman”
(1882), “Father Frost”, Russian
fairy tale (collected by Alexander
Afanasyev between 1855 and
1863), James Braid, “Observations
on Human Hibernation” (1850).



Every art develops from an impure form,
and the progressive purification
of this impurity shapes the history both
of a particular artistic truth and
of its exhaustion.
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Hazem El Mestikawy

“Abiyad Aswad” Cube
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Cardboard, paper, metal wires,
39.5x39.5x39.5cm
Box size: 44 x 44 x 42.5 cm

Reflection:

Non-figurative forms of art have
managed to get rid of its
connectedness to specific subject
matters, and thus have abandoned
representation in favor of the
purity of mathematical geometry
and logic-based systems. Such

art declares that the fundamental
basics of art itself become the
subject of research and that art
production focuses on
simplification, geometry, systems,
and structures accompanied by

a critical analysis of circumstances
and frameworks via which we

can see art and its development.



The subject of an artistic truth is the set
of the works which compose it.
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Hassan Khan

The Knot

A digital illustration by the
designer of this book of the
figure 8 knot based on an image
provided by the artist.

I agree with Badiou’s explanation
of his sixth theses; the subject

of art is not an expression of the
artist. However for an “artistic
truth”, or an artwork to exist

in the first place, to be perceivable,
it has to be formalized, i.e.
identifiable and articulated in some
way or another. Now whatever
articulates the work, what
composes it, is always a set of
references that can ultimately allow
us, the viewers of the work to be
able to recognize it. Without

that recognition there would be

no artwork in the first place.

I therefore find it fitting here to
quote one of radical psychiatrist’s
R D Laing’s ‘knots’, these in
Laings’ words possess enough
“formal elegance” to describe the
self’s relationships to itself and
others, yet also remains abstracted.
I find it important to have these
two perspectives remind each
other of their existence.

1 don’t feel good
therefore I am bad
therefore no one loves me.

1 feel good
therefore I am good
therefore everyone loves me.

I am good
You do not love me
therefore you are bad. So I do not love you.

Iam good
You love me
therefore you are good. So I love you.

Iam bad
You love me
therefore you are bad.

R. D. Laing, Knots
(New York: Routledge, 2005),
p. 10. Reprint of 1970 edition.



This composition is an infinite
configuration, which, in our own
contemporary artistic context,
is a generic totality.
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The Rule 1s to Shuffle
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Then Try to Assemble
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Tarek Zaki

The Rule s ..., 2011

wolaial 0o 55 Gyl asybios g3
Ol s3ia bladl g casaill g undll
03 dyylasall paliall o s g%
gl dsles alT eliy Lalls

b bl yuiall of Layg dxladions
a5sles U 933 O Ulais s Lol
I3Lad J5Lossll 15) dngussss yaé siliilly
aleall y)hyuvb;_uaﬂbgz 8
o dyiles yé cuad Sl oog Soginall
gl giiall Busey ol 3] 0a9)aall
23033 00 &laally 453545 galaiind
Gedlill g s g2l o bouls 90 Jaells
00 8)dd (o ogle Olgisll . Godyll
«dye  o3o» ginalls ol Llis
Jasio s Bgsall causy ay sl
23933 05 Lgelyis] g Lghalis slays Lodls

Zaki’s contribution stems from his
interest in monuments,
deconstruction and the fragment.
A collage of architectural elements
presented as building blocks fora
future political propaganda
machine. With the main platform
in the middle, the possibilities still
seem endless and the results
uncertain, so why have
monuments been prescribed into
the fatalistic scenario of
propaganda? For a monument of
non-propaganda, it should be that
if one is unhappy with the final
result, one can always disassemble
and start again. The work is a mix
of collage and digital rendering.
The title is inspired by a passage by
Italo Calvino in “Invisible Cities”
where he describes the city as a
palimpsest always rewritten and
reinvented.



The real of art is ideal impurity conceived
through the immanent process
of its purification. In other words,
the raw material of art is determined
by the contingent inception of a form.
Art is the secondary formalization
of the advent of a hitherto formless form.
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Archive
01: Super 8 film reels.

02: Samples of Hussein el
Madani’s 35 mm negatives from
the early seventies.

03: Samples of Hussein el
Madani’s 35 mm negatives from
the fifties and early seventies.

04: Samples of Hashem el
Madani’s 35 mm negatives stored
in numbered metallic boxes.

05: Samples of Hashem el
Madani’s 35 mm negatives stored
in numbered metallic boxes.

06: Samples of Hashem el
Madani’s 6.5 - 9 cm sheet film
negatives.

Desk Tools
07: Watercolor and China-made
math sets.

08: Pencils sorted by size.

09: Mechanical Pencils, lead sets
and white sand paper.

10: Pencils, lead set and black
sand paper.

11: Retouching tools.

12: Super 8 film splicers and
Kodak film cement.

13: Mini guillotine paper cutter
and Studio Shehrazade receipt
book.

14: Studio Shehrazade stamp,
date stamp, pad, and red pad
inker.

15: Stapler, scotch tape and wet
pad.

16: Magnets, blades and pins.
17: Ecoline color set.

18: Guillotine paper cutter and
wooden brushes.
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Ogeally

Studio Shehrazade. Reception Space.
2006.

Vitrines
19: Kodak Colorburst 250 Polaroid

camera.
20: Binoculars.

21: Yashica Mat —
124 G 6x6 camera.

22: Yashica and Zenit 35 mm cameras,
with Pentax and Starblitz Flashes.

23: Postcards Blondes.
24: Postcards Arab film stars.

25: JWACO Radio cassette
recorder.

26: “The Protectors: L'Enlevement”
super 8 film reel.

27: Pentax MX 35 mm body and five
flashes.

28: Chinon 1206 super 8 camera with
sound.
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Akram Zaatari

Twenty-Eight Nights and A Poem.
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In 1932, Egyptian composer/
singer Mohamad Abdel Wahab
sang his famous mawwal entitled
Fil Bahr, in which he repeated
more than 28 eight times the word
Ya Leil [O Night], sang in so many
different variations, before he
delivered a poem.

Twenty Eight Nights and a Poem,
is a phase of Akram Zaatari’s
project Objects of Study/ Studio
Shehrazade, which is the outcome
of an on-going excavation in the
studio of Saida-based-photogra-
pher Hashem el Madani (1928 -).

The larger project takes the entire
archive of studio Shehrazade as
study material to understand the
complex relationship that ties a
studio photographer to his
working space, his equipment,
working tools, economy, and
aesthetics. It further explores a
photographer’s ties to his clients,
society, and the city in general.
Initiated by Akram Zaatari and the
Arab Image Foundation, the
project builds on Zaatari’s interest
in situations that testify on modern
traditions and complex social
relationships, and reconfirms the
Arab Image Foundation’s
commitment to preserving,
indexing and studying
photographic collections in the
Arab world.

The Project takes shape in a series
of thematic exhibitions,
publications, and videos centered
on photographer Hashem el
Madani (1928 -) and his work.
With it, the archive of studio
Shehrazade is gradually being
identified, described, and
preserved by the Arab Image
Foundation.
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The only maxim of contemporary art
is not to be imperial. This also means:
it does not have to be democratic,
if democracy implies conformity
with the imperial idea of political liberty.
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If the world is divided between the totalitarian attack of progressive
ideas and the defensive reactionism of traditional ideas,
then enlightenment would lie in the creation of absurdity itself.
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Contemporary art cannot be democratic.
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Mohamed Abdelkarim

The allied straight line, 2011
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Digital Illustration

+ Itissaid that when a rhinoceros
heads toward a target, it
proceeds in a straight line.

I have for a while taken keen
interest in so-called
“totalitarianism of
contemporary concepts”
whether those are related to
artistic or political practices.

In both cases, contemporary
concepts converge. There

is something wrong with
one-sided views and
assumptions that exclude other
possibilities, and with those
who impose specific theories
and codes on artistic practices.
The same happens in
contemporary politics, when
people impose on form of
political practice, which they
consider as contemporary,
without taking into account
the “reactionary” intellectual
heritage. This leads to a
“collision course” in both cases,
one that is born out of a tunnel
vision — the more credible
contemporary practice is the
absurdist one, which do not
follow specific codes or theories
and which recognizes the
fallibility of human intellectual
practice and is inability to reach
a pure and perfect form.

+ Inthe ninth theory of Badiou,
1 find myself partial to the
argument that “contemporary
art cannot be democratic”.

In my art practices, I feel that
awareness of contemporary
codes and theories limits the
scope of contemporary artistic
product. This sometimes makes
me feel that subscribing to a
linear analytical course limits
one to a specific point or goal.
Some theoreticians may see this
as the pinnacle of contempo-
rary practice, but for the
absurdists this only proves the
totalitarian of contemporary
thinking.
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Non-imperial art is necessarily abstract art,
in this sense: it abstracts itself
from all particularity, and formalizes
this gesture of abstraction.
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In 2009, I produced an image —
a photograph to be precise,
which featured the Egyptian flag.
However, I remember the
countless times I looked at my
image being certain that what
appeared before me, even though
identical to it, was not the
Egyptian flag, but just a flag, any

flag. This feeling has yet to change.

In March 2011, I was checking a
website belonging to an activist
group, when I was struck by an all
black crossed out turn- around
sign. What struck me first was a
shape, black lines on a white
background, of which I was later
able to make out a form and
meaning: a crossed out
turn-around sign that translates to
no turning back. Then I realized

|
/7
|

that what I was confronted with
right then was not just a general
sign with a universal statement,
but one that was able to precisely
and exactly conjure up,
commemorate and recall the
thoughts, feelings and associations
I had about the events in Egypt at
that moment in time. It was not
the universal dictum of no turning
back that I recognized in the sign,
but something else, something
particular, specific and unique. My
feelings towards this sign are yet to
change, however it remains unclear
to me what had allowed and
continues to allow this composite
shape, color, and form to speak
and another one to remain silent,
and for how much longer will it
retain this ability to do so.
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The abstraction of non-imperial art
is not concerned with any particular public
or audience. Non-imperial art is related
to a kind of aristocratic-proletarian ethic:
Alone, it does what it says, without
distinguishing between kinds of people.
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TV Dinner Marxism, 2011
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Photomontage (from the
series Still Untitled), dimensions
variable

Excerpt from an imaginary bar
conversation at Lucky Strike on
Grand St. on December 4" 2003:
Alain: But then what do the terms
formalism, abstraction, romantic,
artistic, imperial, public, and
audience mean to you exactly
Oraib: It’s about framing. It'sa
photographic call. It’s imagining a
space where the framer and the
framed are equally and mutually
receiving and extracting from the
situation

Alain: A critique of the empire of
Tate’s and Modern’s who are trying
to be the possibility of all
institutional impossibilities?
Another demand on Art as that
which imagines the world
differently? A voiding of all
particularities so that we forever
understand and receive in entirely
universal terms?

Oraib: No more like TV dinner
Marxism.
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Non-imperial art must be as rigorous
as a mathematical demonstration,
as surprising as an ambush in the night,
and as elevated as a star.
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Curse Carriers, 2011

oalialbyedl g allyredl galy 0all
clouisl giaas yily dial oo Log il
oaliill &alglas <Lsl olaso il 50
el oo

Art curses empire, empire curses
art, and interesting things
are made as they both try to free
themselves from the curse.
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Today art can only be made from the starting
point of that which, as far as Empire
is concerned, doesn’t exist. Through its
abstraction, art renders this inexistence
visible. This is what governs the formal
principle of every art : the effort to render
visible to everyone that which for Empire
(and so by extension for everyone,
though from a different point of view),
doesn’t exist.
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. You domesticate the dog.

. You imagine extraterrestrial

worlds and call their imaginary
inhabitants aliens.

. You build an elementary

school and teach its students
about alien dogs.

. You also tell them about art

and its ability to recreate reality.

. Your students make a bronze

sculpture of an alien dog
and name it after an African
country.

. The alien dog becomes real.
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Since it is sure of its ability to control the
entire domain of the visible and the audible
via the laws governing commercial circulation
and democratic communication, Empire no
longer censures anything.

All art, and all thought, is ruined when we
accept this permission to consume,
to communicate and to enjoy. We should
become the pitiless censors of ourselves.
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Hohamed Alkam

Snce it is e of its abdity to control the entre domasn of the vishie and the
sudble via the laws governing commercial crouation and demoorasc
commurscation, Empere na longer censures anything. All art, and all thought, is
ruined when we aocept this permission o consume, o communicate and to enjoy.,
e shoukd become the pitless censors of ourssives. Alan Badiou

M ¢ Liee - Comment

Alain Badiown Wiy do you want to share this?
57 minuiles 890 ° L=

Mohamed Allarm I'm currently reflscting and working on this same
idea,

L7 morupies ago - Lke

Alain Badicw But, [ dont think T'm sl confident in what T said,

40 merwdes ago - ke

Fall Mohames Allam Why sof
- mirutes 2o * Like

Alain Badiown Well, it's a huge topic. Briefly put, the protocols 1
spciee of marker are no longer the sole factor affecting cur
aoep@Ence of censorship and contiol processes. [ beleve things
e changed.
37 merwites &g - k=

Hohamed Allam Ane you inferring this from She cument stuation?
And what do iyou mean by "control™?

30 marwi=s 500 Liks

Alain Badiou Indsad, my ideas 5 based on intricats snalyss of
ongang changes in the world's political and economic stenes, &= well
25 my previous assumpion that total hegemony = attained by
institutionalzing Lwes of control, aliowed by the same prindples of
democracy of which [ spoke, in various sspects of ife. We might
retognize sgns of ths, which we didnt see before, whils thinkng
sbout art and culbre. dnd that’s why I'm confident ghat the
siuation has changed. It's mow more of a network that can very
quackly evalve. And when [ speak of control, [ mean o legitmate
channsls fhrough which new ideas must pass before beng adopted
&5 general princples.

31 marutes ago * Like

Mohamed Allam [ have to g8y, Tmnot following your srgumernt]
And if you'te brying to wvalidate that analagy off contral, how coms
youre srguing for the necessity of seif-censarship?

26 marwies ago ¢ Lk

Alin Badiow Let me ghve you an exampls, [ recently wiote an
artide in Le Monde about the Egyptian and Tumisian uprisngs. 1
sk of how the word “democracy” was never menBoned during the
earty days of the 25 January revolution. Al the il was about
buiding & “new Egypt”and & new constitution through the “the real
Egypban people”. The protestens, however, trough ther coliective
action oreated unknown possibiiies for the whols world and set the
fiedd en fire by the spark of ther upesngs. (You can refer to the
arde for detads), What T mean here by self-censanship is nat
increased control but rather seif-control to counter the spraad of
Ihegemonic vislues. But this i no longer sufficent at tmes of
confrontation, and that is why T wanbed to revise this thess,

22 menwtes aga - Like

Vil & Comremend
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We should become the pitiless
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censors of ourselves

Presentation of an alleged
Facebook correspondence between
Mohamed Allam and Alain Badiou
that took place in 2011
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It is better to do nothing than to
contribute to the invention of formal ways
of rendering visible that which
Empire already recognizes as existent.
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Hamdi Attia

UN Flag: 196 Territories
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The Azimuthal Equidistant
Projection which has become an
iconic signifier of the United
Nations, embodies pure
mathematical equations that are
nowhere near the true perspectives
used in cartography. An extreme
disfigurement of shapes and sizes
results from this projection, the
further we are from the focal point
represented by the North pole.
With the use of this very same
projection in this map, the Western
borders of the occupied bank has
metamorphosed into a focal point
around which there lies the
Northern, Southern and Eastern
Borders.

Reflection:

Empire can be dealt with and
viewed as an intricate network
that is complicitly entangled,

due to its nature, in an endless
struggle with a world that refuses
to be constantly controlled.
Despite the fact that this struggle is
in Empire’s interest as it often
allows it to readjust and reshuffle
the cards in the power game,
Empire possesses a pragmatic
ability to give up some of its gains
in order that on the long run it
retains its influence. Consequently,
art and political activism could
play a role in restricting the
expansion & domination of
Empire and stopping it from
reaching unprecedented measures
of hegemony so much so that this
role might even extend to
snatching some gains from within
the very fabric of this hegemony.
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Mohamed Abdelkarim (b.1983) Al Minya/Minia in Upper Egypt lives and works in Cairo. Abdelkarim com-
pleted his undergraduate degree in Art Education in Cairo in 2005 and has recently been in correspondence
with artists from across the region and from the Balkans, for a collaborative web-based project. He is also inter-
ested in producing future works in the form of printed publications because of his interest in the durability and
mobility of print. He currently seeks to promote and develop this theme by supporting a network of artists who

are also interested in this mode of production.
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Mohamed Allam (b.1984) in Assiut/Asyut, Egypt lives and works in Cairo. Allam studied at the Arts Education
Faculty of Helwan University in Cairo. He uses different mediums such as video, performance and sound in his
work where usually the surrounding environment — with its social and political constituents — provides the con-
text and framework from which he derives a decisive irony. He has participated as an artist in numerous events
and exhibitions since 2003. Allam is also concerned with arts management and has participated in organizing
several art events in Cairo. He established the young Cairo-based artist initiative “Medrar for Contemporary

Art” which aims to promote the contemporary artistic practices of young artists in Egypt.
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Doa Aly (b.1976) in Cairo lives and works in Cairo. She attended the Faculty of Fine Arts in Cairo and earned
her BFA in painting in 2001. Aly works primarily with video and performance, her selected group exhibitions
include “Snap Judgments” at The International Center of Photography, New York City (2006), the 7th Dakar
Biennial (2007), “Recognize” at the Contemporary Art Forum, London (2007), “The Maghreb Connection” at
the Centre d’Art Contemporain Genéve (2007), The 3rd Guangzhou Triennial, China (2008), “PhotoCairo 4”
(2008), The 11th Istanbul Biennial (2009), “The Future of Tradition — The Tradition of Future” at Haus Der
Kunst, Munich (2010), The 7th Busan Biennale, Korea (2010), and Meeting Points 6, Beirut (2011). Aly has

had two one-person exhibitions in 2010 at Darat Al-Funun, Amman, and the Townhouse Gallery in Cairo.
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Hamdi Attia (b.1964) in Assiut/Asyut, Egypt, lives and works in Cairo and Chicago. He studied at the College
of Fine Arts in Cairo, the Egyptian Academy of Fine Arts in Rome, and at the University of Pennsylvania in
Philadelphia. His work engages in experimental vocabulary, using video, mapping, drawing, and sculpture. He
represented Egypt at the Venice Biennial in 1995, where he received the top pavilion prize with others. His
work has been featured in solo and group exhibitions in Cairo, New York, Paris, Rome, Sao Paulo, Detroit,

Copenhagen, Oslo, Amman, and Philadelphia.
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Bassam El Baroni is a curator and art critic from Alexandria, Egypt. He is the co-founder and director of the
non-profit art space Alexandria Contemporary Arts Forum and was co-curator of “Manifesta 8”, 2010 in Mur-
cia, Spain. Recent exhibitions and engagements include the ongoing collaborative archive project “The Arpanet
Dialogues”, started in 2010 with Jeremy Beaudry and Nav Haq, “Trapped in Amber: Angst for a Re-enacted
Decade”, co-curated with Helga-Marie Nordby at UKS, Oslo, Norway in 2009, and “Cleotronica 08, an inter-
national media art festival in Alexandria, 2008. He has lectured in over twenty cities worldwide and has since
2009 developed and performed a series of dramatized context specific lectures entitled FOXP2 which combine

notions of pre-history, genealogy, economics, and art criticism to create episodes of possible universalisms.
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Hazem El Mestikawy (b. 1965) lives and works in Cairo and Vienna. His work has been exhibited in many solo
and group exhibitions since 1989, including: “11th Salon for Youth”, winner of the grand prize for installation,
Cairo (1999), “8th Cairo International Biennale” (2001), “Art out of the suit-case”, Art Museum Olten, Switzer-
land (2004), “UND” Gallery Atrium ed Arte Vienna (2005), “Type Faces”, Waidhofen/Ybbs Museum, Austria
(2006), “Occidentalism”, curated by Karim Francis, Cairo, (2006) “What’s Happening Now?” Palace of Arts,
Cairo (2007) “Collection of North Carolina Museum of Art”, USA, Grand Prize of the”13th Asia Art Biennale”,
Dhaka, Bangladesh (2008), “Modulus”, Oxyd, Winterthur, Switzerland, “Shoes Or No Shoes™ Museum collec-
tion, Belgium (2009), “Why Not?" Palace of Arts, Cairo (2010), “3rd Kokaido Art Show”, Iwate Prefecture,
Morioka, Iwate, Japan (2010), “A New Formalism”, Bidoun Projects, Dubai Art Fair, UAE (2010), “Still Valid”,
AUC, Cairo (2011), “Jameel Prize” short list artists exhibition, V&A museum, London, UK (2011).
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Adel el-Siwi (b.1952) in Beheira, Egypt, el-Siwi studied medicine in Cairo University, graduating in 1976.
During his college years, he took art classes at the College of Fine Arts in 1974 and 1975. In 1979, he decided
to give up medicine for art. He went to Italy and lived in Milan from 1980 till 1990. Since then, he’s been
working and living in Cairo. His group exhibitions include: Venice Biennale (1997), Sao Paolo Biennale and a
parallel exhibition in Rio de Janeiro (1996), Cairo Biennale (1997), Alexandria Biennale (1997), Sharjah
Biennale (1996). His work has also been exhibited at the Innocenti Palace in Florence (1986), Orlando
Museum of Modern Art in Florida (2000), British Museum (2008), Chelsea Art Museum (2008), Cairo
Biennale (2008) and Venice Biennale (2009).
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Iman Issa (b.1979) in Cairo is an artist based in Cairo and New York. Her group and solo exhibitions include
Rodeo, Istanbul (2010), “Subjective Projections”, Bielefelder Kunstverein (2010), “Trapped in Amber”, UKS,
Oslo (2009), 7th Gwangju Biennale, Korea (2008), “Cairoscape”, Kunstraum Bethanien, Berlin (2008), “Mak-
ing Places”, Townhouse Gallery, Cairo (2008), “Memorial to the Iraq War”, ICA, London (2007), “Philip”,
Project Arts Center, Dublin (2006), and Mediterraneo, MACRO, Rome (2004). Her video work has been
screened at several venues including Tate Modern, London, Spacex, Exeter, Open Eye Gallery, Liverpool, and

Bidoun Artists’ Cinema, Dubai.
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Mahmoud Khaled (b. 1982) in Alexandria lives and works in Alexandria. Khaled holds a B.F.A in painting
from Alexandria University and has shown his works in solo and group exhibitions in various art spaces and
centers in Europe and the Middle East. Venues include: BALTIC Center for Contemporary Art, Gateshead,
UK; Stedelijk Museum Bureau Amsterdam (SMBA), Netherlands; Bonner Kunstverein, Bonn, Germany;
UKS, Oslo, Norway; Townhouse Gallery and Contemporary Image Collective/ CiC, Cairo, Egypt; Makan,
Amman, Jordon; Salzburger Kunstverein, Salzburg, Austria; Sfeir-Semler Gallery, Beirut, Lebanon; AAS/SM,
Izmir, Turkey and Art Dubai 2010. He has also presented work at several international biennales such as Man-
ifesta 8 — European Biennale for Contemporary Art; Biacs 3 — Seville Biennale, Spain and 1* Canary Islands
Biennale, Spain. In Khaled’s work we are subjected to the conceptual effects of an observant gaze that is pri-
marily concerned with the boundaries and in-between zones of public life and its personal counterparts. Sub-
jectivity is made objective and objectivity is subjectified to create an encounter with both the public and pri-

vate domains at the very same instance.

daoly 0o ¥+ - & ole oyl o ongapllss e Jias 389 . Jamyg Glusy S @aisandl 6 (1VAAT o 5lg) sIIS sgas0
Lgio boowg il Gailly Loyly ogiall 381y caslio oo sysell (s duclasg 336 oaylan 6 dllacl Crudye 289 ayrismyll
oo ,o|:):\_u.mL\ (SMBA) yualeall gall clulysaion casiog - sasiall aslosll o gy yualeall pall Gablull 33850
spslnall 8)gall j550g ousle 0ol (sallss - gaaill (6 slwly (UKSs - Lilell 6 0on oublatmiss oy - lailga
Obiad 8 Ogyay odoj yadn (5allsg - Lusaidl (6 3)993lliss alyadiiniss o9 - 00l 6 olasy (lSeg - yoo L 8yalally
- A Lissdile Jis algall Slllioll (o s3e (6 daplise ¥ )+ Gas Oylg - Li$)5 (6 uejly g AAS/SM Caoss Lial g —
s Jlael Joliss Lslaanly (sl yis sy oo Gl asumilly bl Gl - 1 Gwslog uoleall all Gyl Gllisull
JaLi35 s dsntuilly dnlell sLall b s -Lall Gloling 3953 Jodl oliall s dxinally dunsiioll syill oalaall 51
A Sl G oalilg alall ousbaal slal GBI lgs il dseguigally aslsll

104



Hassan Khan (b. 1975) is an artist, musician and writer who lives and works in Cairo. He has had solo shows
at, amongst others, The Queens Museum (New York, 2011), Galerie Chantal Crousel (Paris 2011), Kunst Halle
Sankt Gallen (2010), Le Plateau (Paris, 2007), and Gasworks (London, 2006). Khan has also participated in
Manifesta 8 (Murcia, 2010), Yokohama Triennale (2008), Gwangju Biennale (2008), Thessaloniki Biennale
(2007), Sidney Biennale (2006), Seville Biennale (2006), Torino Triennale (2005) and other international
exhibitions. His album “tabla dubb” is available on the 100copies label, and he is also widely published in Ara-
bic and English. His text “Nine Lessons Learned from Sherif El-Azma” was published by the Contemporary
Image Collective (2009), and his artist book “17 and in AUC — the transcriptions” was published by Merz and
.(Crousel (2004
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Basim Magdy (b.1977) in Assiut/Asyut, Egypt currently lives and works in Basel, Switzerland and Cairo.
Magdy works with different media including drawing, painting, animation, installation, sculpture, film, video,
sound and printed matter to investigate the broad space between fiction and reality in the construction, distri-
bution and assimilation of media-based knowledge and global culture. His work appeared recently in solo and
group shows at Kunsthalle Wien, Vienna, Kunsthaus Baselland, Basel, Newman Popiashvili Gallery, New York,
Museum of Contemporary Art (MASS MoCa), North Adams, Institut Mathildenhohe, Darmstadt, 1 D-O ARK
Underground Biennial, Konjic/Sarajevo, 2nd Ateliers de Rennes Biennale d’art contemporain, Rennes, Neue
Kunst Halle St. Gallen, St. Gallen, DEPO, Istanbul, MUSAC, Museo de Arte Contemporaneo de Castillay Leon,
MARCO — Museo de Arte Contemporaneo, Vigo, Spain, Alexandria Contemporary Arts Forum (ACAF), Alexan-
dria, Zendai Museum of Modern Art, Shanghai, SAW Gallery, Ottawa, Le Fresnoy, Tourcoing, Sala Rekalde,

Bilbao, Townhouse Gallery, Cairo and Art in General, New York; among others.
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Suhail Malik is a writer and teaches in the Department of Art, Goldsmiths University where he is Reader in
Critical Studies and Co-Director of the MFA Fine Art. Recent writings include: “The Politics of Neutrality:
Constructing a Global Civility” at “The Human Snapshot”, Luma Foundation, Arles (2011); “Why Art? The
Primacy of Audience”, Global Art Forum, Dubai, and Art Tomorrow (2011), “The Wrong of Contemporary Art:
Aesthetics and Political Indeterminacy” (with Andrea Phillips) in “Reading Ranciére” (2011); “Educations
Sentimental and Unsentimental: Repositioning the Politics of Art and Education” for Taipei Biennial (2010);
“Screw (Down) The Debt: Neoliberalism and the Politics of Austerity” in Mute (2010); “You Are Here” for
Manifesta 8 (2010); “Civil Society Must Be, Like, Totally Destroyed” in “Sanity Assassin” (2010).
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Mona Marzouk (b.1968) lives and works in Alexandria, Egypt. Her solo exhibitions include: “The Bride
Stripped Bare by Her Energy’s Evil” at the Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art, Gateshead, UK (2008),"The New
World”, Townhouse Gallery, Cairo (2006), “The Morphologist & the Architect”, Falaki Gallery, the American
University in Cairo (2004), Marco Noire Contemporary Art, San Sebastiano Po, Turin, Italy (2002). Group
exhibitions include: WHW/Galerija Nova (2011), “Second World” an exhibition curated by WHW and part of
the Steirischer Herbst Festival, Graz, Austria (2011), Gwangju Biennale, Korea (2008), Trail Balloons”,
MUSAC, Ledn, Spain (2006), “An Image Bank for Everyday Revolutionary Life”, the Gallery at Redcat (Cal Arts
Theatre), Los Angeles, USA (2006), 1* Canary Islands Biennial (2006), “Il periplo creativo”, Museo
dell’Accademia Ligustica di Belle Arti, Genova, Italy (2004), “Transferts”, Palais des Beaux-Arts, Brussels
(2003), The 7' Havana Biennial (2000).
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STANCE / Cultural Studies Monitoring Group is an expandable and open group of anonymous artists estab-
lished during the so-called ‘Arab Spring’ in response to a perceived misuse of concepts and notions grounded in
cultural studies in arguments against the uprisings. The group is interested in monitoring the ethical and socio-
political effects of the cultural studies profession on the wider intellectual realm in general and on artistic prac-

tice specifically. STANCE produces interventions, non-periodical statements, and various actions.
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Oraib Toukan (b.1977) works across media using video, text, photographs, objects and space. With a back-
ground in photography, Toukan has an interdisciplinary MFA from Bard College, lives in New York, and teaches
and works in Palestine and Jordan. Participation, referentiality, and institutional interventions under the radar,
are typical of her practice. Recent exhibitions include the Hordaland Kunstsenter Bergen (2011), NGBK/
Kunstraum Bethanien Berlin (2010), The Serpentine Gallery Map Marathon (2010), the Irish Museum of
Contemporary Art (2010), Iniva London (2010), and the 11" Istanbul Biennial (2009).
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Akram Zaatari (b.1966) in Saida, Lebanon, lives and works in Beirut. Zaatari’s practice is tied to collecting.
He is deeply invested in researching photographic practices particularly in the Middle East, examining how
photography served to shape notions of aesthetics, postures and social codes. Through site-specific interven-
tions, he is interested in looking at the present through a wealth of past photographic records. Zaatari has been
focusing since 1999 on the archive of Studio Shehrazade in Saida, Lebanon and studying, indexing, and pre-
senting the work of photographer Hashem el Madani (1928 -) as a register of social relationships and of photo-

graphic practices.
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Tarek Zaki (b.1975) lives and works in Cairo. Zaki deals with such themes as the passage of time, memory
and the representation of history and the past. By creating monuments, museums and artifacts, Zaki interro-
gates how contemporary and future generations read the past. His work is both monumental and detail-
oriented. His recent shows include: “Mythologies” at Haunch of Venison in London (2009), “Collection
Dubai” at SMART Project Space, Amsterdam (2009),"New Ends, Old Beginnings”, Bluecoat Gallery,
Liverpool (2008), “Monument X" at the Townhouse Gallery, Cairo (2007). Other venues include de Appel,
Amsterdam, The New Museum, New York, and Galerie Sfeir Semler, Beirut. He has recently been
selected to create a public art commission in Stockholm, and was short-listed for public art commissions

by the Percent for Art Program in New York and by The Federal Office for Building and Planning, Berlin.
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