
ordinary citizens in decision making processes through 
community councils    qualify that country as a democracy. 
An 80 year-old Buenos Aires woman declares that, despite 
her age, she has yet to have “lived in an ample democracy,” 
while a lawyer in Guatemala City disavows the term 
completely for any country limited to electoral processes. 
In listening to their statements, it becomes apparent to 
the viewer that Arendt’s well-known arguments against 
representative democracy have a popular echo.  For 
Arendt, the relinquishing of day-to-day deliberation and 
action to a small number of holders of power destroys the 
“space of appearance” in which citizenship can be fully 
realized.6 The recuperation of this space clearly occupies 
a wider political imaginary for Motta and his subjects.

Political philosopher Chantal Mouffe has written 
extensively about the  impossibility of a wholly 
emancipated model of representative democracy, as 
well as the inevitable failure of the linked idea of rational 
consensus in  decision-making. She describes how both 
these concepts are inherently flawed as they stem from 
the universalizing concept of liberal individualism, a 
hegemonic viewpoint that has only increased with the 
tide of globalization and that effectively dismantles 
possibilities for collective action.7 The idea of rational 
consensus—the assumption of collective agreement 
about a set of    predetermined issues—ultimately fails to 
acknowledge the constantly shifting dimensions of power, 
social divisions and pluralities of interests and demands. 
Mouffe notes the way the rhetoric of consensus effaces 
discussion of these pluralities, particularly in the recent 
attempt to shift political discourse toward moral polarities 
instead of partisan ones (witness the increasingly    
popular calls for “bipartisan” coalitions to address 
economic issues in the US government, paired with now-
ubiquitous rhetoric on “evil” and “the enemy”). 

Mouffe argues that citizens need the possibility 
of identifying with a range of democratic political 
identities. This diversity of identities must extend beyond 
a traditional liberal interpretation of pluralism, which 
assumes that an infinite number of voices and values that 
can exist harmoniously under the spirit of individualism.8 
She proposes that instead of rational consensus we 
need a consensus of conflict. To this end, she postulates 
a model that she calls “agonistic pluralism,” which 
incorporates an awareness of the exclusions and power 
struggles inherent in society, and integrates these shifting 
dynamics, and the identities they form, into decision-
making processes.9

Motta’s multivalent project suggests such a 
democratic model. It presents both a multiplicity of 
voices, but also demonstrates how those voices coalesce 
into collective identifications; of nationhood, of class, 
of vocation, and of social and familial roles (such as 
the Argentinean activist group Mothers of Mayo he 
interviews?). By taking as its point of departure the 
examination of the political and social landscape created 
by policies of intervention, the project underscores the 
inevitable shaping of those identities, and of all political    
identities, by conflict.

The project also touches on the profoundly affective 
nature of the political. Whether manifested in a life of 
labor activism, religious devotion, hip nihilism, or radical 
adherence to nationalist myth, political identification (or             
dis-identification) is ultimately a process of emotion, 
which any democratic model must take into account.10 
The role of affect is not lost on ordinary citizens: as an 
interviewee in Tegucigalpa clearly states, “For democracy, 
there must be love.” The multitude of narratives in The 
Good Life, many of them poignant (such as a tale of mass 
extermination of stray dogs in Santiago), draw us in with 
their emotional power, thereby make that power clear. 
The elaboration of these narratives makes the case for 
a democracy of multiple positions, and incorporates us 
into an ongoing, participatory effort, to both speak and to 
understand. 

6	Eric Wainwright, “The Vita Activa of Hannah Arendt,” Politikon: 
South African Journal of Political Studies (Diciembre, 1989): 27.
7	Chantal Mouffe, On the Political, (New York: Routledge, 2005), 
10.
8	Ibid., 69.
9	 Chantal Mouffe, “Deliberative Democracy or Agonistic 
Pluralism?” Social Research (Fall 1999)
10	 In taking into account the affective dimension of politics, 
Mouffe argues for a serious engagement with psychoanalysis, 
specifically Freud and accounts of the process of identification. 
Mouffe, On the Political, 25.
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The good life, as examined in Aristotle’s Ethics, engages 
both philosophical   contemplation and the practice of 
“ethical virtues” involved in the participation in the life and 
affairs of the Athenian polis, or city-state. In the third book 
of his Politics, Aristotle details the possible involvement 
of citizens in these affairs: taking part in deliberative 
assemblies, holding rotating positions in government, 
and having a share in judicial office. His accounts reflect 
a conception of politics as an integral part of social 
life, instead of a separate and distinct sphere of social 
activity (such as economics, religion, or the aesthetic) it 
is relegated to today; even the verb in Greek for “to be a 
citizen” is synonymous with “to be active in managing the 
affairs of the city.”1  Although the “state” of citizenship 
excluded broad swaths of the   population such as women, 
foreigners, and slaves, the structure of the average 
Greek polis required an individuals’ commitment to civic 
participation far outstripping what is expected of the 
average citizen in the modern nation state.2

This classical conception of democracy is something 
that philosopher Hannah Arendt sought to recuperate in 
The Human Condition (1958), finding in Greek and Roman 
antiquity an extensive privileging of political life and 
political action, which she felt had been lost in modernity. 
Her work critiques the trajectory of traditional Western 
political philosophy as an autonomous enterprise that 
holds itself above and apart from the world of practical 
human action, and Arendt asserts that a philosophy and 
life of labor, work, and action—the vita activa—must form 
the basis of democratic participation.3

For Arendt public speech is characterized by action, 
and is the means by which individuals come to reveal their 
distinctive identities, encounter one another as members 
of a community, and exercise their capacity for agency.4 
She holds up the Athenian polis as the model for this 
active space of disclosure and communicative speech.5 
It is this conceptual space for speech and action as set 
forth by Arendt, as well as the formal attributes of the 
democratic spaces of antiquity, that Carlos Motta evokes 
in his project The Good Life.

1	  The verb is “politheuesthai.” Richard Mulgran, "Aristotle and 
the Value of Political Participation," Political Theory (May 1990): 
196.
2	  Ibid. 206.
3	  Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1958
4	  Ibid. 156.
5	  Ibid. 175.

Since 2005, Motta has traveled in Latin America, 
recording over 400 video interviews with civilians on 
the streets of twelve cities, asking questions about 
individuals’ perceptions of U.S. foreign policy, democracy, 
leadership, and social inequality. These dialogues form 
the basis of the project, which Motta originally initiated 
with the intention of forming a public archive of opinions 
on these subjects. Hailing from Bogotá, Colombia, Motta 
was interested in how U.S. interventionism was perceived 
across the continent, as well as in understanding the role 
of these events on his own perceptions of what it means 
to be a citizen, an acting subject in society. Basing his 
itinerary on cities that had been influenced by specific 
historical circumstances (sites of failed revolutions, 
military coups, and economic reforms), Motta, together 
with local assistants, sought out a range of individuals 
to speak with in each city. His   dialogues with students, 
teachers, activists, laborers, etc. resulted in a spectrum 
of opinion, which fluctuated according to local situations 
and forms of government. In Santiago, many responses 
touched on the overthrow of former Chilean president 
Salvador Allende in a military coup; in Buenos Aires, 
the recent economic impositions of the International 
Monetary Fund were a source of discussion. The dialogues 
explore the political and social landscapes of each city 
and the interview subjects’ lives, unearthing personal 
narratives and revealing a breadth of collective memory. 
Each dialogue takes place outdoors, in parks, plazas or 
sidewalks, transforming public space into a space of 
action through public disclosure.

In a gallery-based installation, originally presented 
at the Institute of Contemporary Art in Philadelphia in 
early 2008, viewers encountered these interviews as a 
nine-channel video installation. Monitors were mounted 
on a four-part, two-tiered wooden structure that was 
an abstracted reference to the Priene, the theater and 
general space of the Athenian agora, in which citizens, 
not only bought and sold goods, but met, debated, and 
participated in legislative and judicial decisions. The 
position of the monitors on the structure allowed them 
to metaphorically function as speaking subjects—
citizens—in the space, addressing their comments to a 
wider forum. In a further evocation of Arendt’s space of 
public disclosure (and her theorization of the vita activa, 
or “active life,” which became increasingly important to 
Motta over the course of the project) the structure also 
created a space for viewers to sit, physically placing them 
among the previously recorded speaking subjects.

The walls surrounding the structure featured an 
installation of over 500 video stills, printed as 5 by 
7 inch snapshots. Images were grouped together       
geographically and chronologically; as in the videos, they 
were unlabeled (although an image of that country’s flag 
preceded each grouping). Thematically arranged, the 
stills examined select aspects of life and visual culture in 
each city; the path of a religious penitent, public stations 
of the cross for Catholic parades, graffitied political 
statements, and monuments to failed revolutions. As 
photographs, these images functioned as indexical traces 
of physical events created by interventionist policies 
and their aftermath, and symbolically surrounding the 
“speaking space” of the structure. Placed throughout 
the space was a newsprint publication, in which artists 
Ashley Hunt, Naeem Mohaiemen, and Oliver Ressler, and 
theorists Tatiana Flores, Maria Mercedes Gomez and Juan 
Grabriel Tokatlian presented short essays in response to 
the question “What is democracy to you?” from different 
perspectives and using different approaches. Both the use 
of the video medium and the inclusion of this “newspaper” 
referred to mass media, which now is closely associated 
with the idea of public speech in Western society.

The Good Life takes a seemingly straightforward 
documentary approach to the interview process, though 
it makes overt references to the democratic spaces 
of antiquity. Neither strategy, however, is presented 
as unproblematic. The formal structure of the videos 
underscores the centrality of the speaking subject. 
Unlike some documentary work which focuses on the 
performative interaction between the interviewer or 
filmmaker and their subjects (along the lines of Michael 
Moore), Motta keeps the camera on the people he is 
speaking with, and his presence limited to his questions 
being read and heard. This is not an effort to efface the 
role of the interviewer or artist; rather, it functions as an 
acknowledgment of the critical importance of speech 
as action, and as a way for the dialogues to symbolically 
function as open and public.  

Much like Arendt’s recuperation of the Greek paradigm, 
the project acknowledges a singularly powerful, if clearly 
imperfect, precedent for the theorizing of a new political 
model, a model that must first undertake a critical 
reevaluation of the meaning of the word “citizen.” The 
model from antiquity is critiqued on a number of levels, 
and an aspect of the contemporary problem of citizenship 
is directly addressed in the newsprint publication by 
Ashley Hunt. In his essay Tricks of Logic and Constellations 
of Time, he examines the relationship of the prison system 
to systemic disenfranchisement and racial control. As an 
institution which has enabled lawmakers to not only strip 
individuals of their rights as citizens, but to also disable 
specific voting blocs and disrupt collective political 
identification, he identifies the prison as an instrument 
of the state, one which lies squarely in opposition to 
democracy. 

Motta’s complication of the model provided by 
antiquity is also made clear through the exhibition’s 
formal attributes. The supportive structure was built in 
the round, around a distinct center point, fitting together 
into an abstracted, compacted replica of the Priene. 
However, in this installation, the structure is split into 
four parts, splayed across the exhibition space in a 
way that underscores its fragmentation, but which still 
allows for proximity and intimacy among the pieces. This 
arrangement seems to acknowledge the fundamental 
split between the classical model of democracy that the 
project formally evokes, and of the democratic models and 
political realities of our modern world, which the subjects 
in the videos describe. Moreover, it makes a statement 
about the contested nature of the term “democracy” 
itself; a complex multiplicity of ideas over which people in 
political theory, social movements, and cultural practices 
hold their own sets of debates.Among the plethora of 
opinions on the concepts of democracy presented in 
The Good Life, one in particular recurs: the view that 
democracy necessarily means more than a single, 
occasional vote on a predetermined issue, or a vote for one 
of a set of pre-selected political candidates. A Caracas 
historian Motta interviews... (continues on page 2)    	  
points out that  the recent efforts in Venezuela to integrate  
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Culture and democracy in Post-Revolutionary Mexico and Bolivarian 
Venezuela tatiana flores

The relationship between culture and democracy is rarely 
considered in a long-established and largely unquestioned 
democracy like that of the United States.  It is assumed 
that a democratic government guarantees freedom of 
expression; thus, the nature of culture’s association 
with democracy is often left unchallenged except under 
circumstances of censorship or situations that would 
appear to conflict with civil rights.  Otherwise, culture runs 
its course separate from the mechanisms of government.

Communities undergoing social transformations 
offer the opportunity to probe our assumptions 
on how democracy should address culture. The               
establishment of new structures of government more 
often than not brings changes to the cultural sphere.  In 
the paragraphs that follow, I will look comparatively at two 
situations – one past, one present – that have radically 
reconsidered the relationship between culture and 
democracy: the post-revolutionary period in Mexico during 
the 1920s and the Bolivarian Revolution in contemporary 
Venezuela.1

The Mexican Revolution (1910-1920) created a deep 
level of social  consciousness in the country’s citizenry.  
The Constitution of 1917 approached “democracy not 
only as a legal structure and a political regimen, but as a 
system of life founded on a constant economic, social, and 
cultural betterment of the people.”2  The belief that culture 
was a right guaranteed by law drove certain intellectuals 
and artists of the post-revolutionary period to envision 
ways for art to be universal, although the interpretation 
of this concept varied widely.  José Vasconcelos, Minister 
of Education from 1921 to 1924, who launched the mural 
movement and set up a program of Cultural Missions to 
spread education and culture to even the most remote 
areas of Mexico, was an aesthete dedicated to the Western 
canon.  As part of his mandate, he distributed cheap copies 
of classical texts to the poor, oversaw the construction of a 
stadium inspired in part by Greek and Roman models, and 
set up a network of libraries throughout the   country.  Other 
artists, such as Gabriel Fernández Ledesma, promoted folk          
traditions as the most relevant expressions of art in Mexico 
and those most likely to reach a wide audience.  He and 
a group of contemporaries were leading advocates for 
alternative centers of art education – such as the Open Air 
Schools of Painting and Popular Painting Centers – aimed 
to take artistic instruction to all sectors of the population, 
from the rural peasantry to urban workers.  Another 
approach to democratizing culture was in combining art 
and political activism, as practiced by Diego Rivera, David 
Alfaro Siqueiros, Tina Modotti, and the artists affiliated with 
the Popular Graphics’ Workshop.  These artists,    believing 
the post-revolutionary government did not go far enough in 
instilling radical social change, were vehement proponents 
of the communist cause and assimilated Marxist ideals into 
their art and activities. 

Post-revolutionary Mexican artists and intellectuals 
thus set forth a variety of proposals on how best to 
integrate art and democracy.  Despite their good intentions, 
one of their major hurdles was that a small elite group 
presumed to stand for the majority.  For example, peasants 
and urban workers were very often the subjects of modern 
Mexican art but, except in isolated cases, did not have 
the  opportunity to speak for themselves and even less to 
become  significant contributors to official culture.  Their 
reactions to seeing themselves depicted in numerous 
murals, paintings, and prints (if they ever actually saw 
them) are rarely documented, and over time, the socially 
conscious aesthetics that drove post-revolutionary 
Mexican art became dismissed as irrelevant to achieving         
significant social change.

Enter Venezuelan art in the late 1950s.  After decades 
in which social realism was the predominant aesthetic in 
Latin America, Venezuela, along with Brazil and Argentina, 
adopted geometric abstraction as the standard bearer 
for a new art.  Relying on kinetic and optical effects, 

1	 There is a long-standing debate on whether the current 
situation in Venezuela deserves to be called a revolution.  My aim is 
not to challenge semantics but rather to compare two moments of 
political change and social transformation. 
2	“Constitution of Mexico,” Title 1, Chapter 1, Article 3.  Emphasis 
added.  Reprinted in http://www.ilstu.edu/class/hist263/docs/
1917const.html.  Accessed July 24, 2008.  

artists began to produce environments and public works 
that addressed common sensory experiences in non-
hierarchical ways.  Although their formal explorations 
followed personal trajectories, they were united in their 
belief that contrary to figuration,  geometry could be a 
universal – and consequently more egalitarian – visual          
language.  Eventually, it became clear that this perspective 
was also flawed, as geometric abstraction became 
associated with corporate aesthetics and remained very 
much an elite taste and sensibility.  For the influential art 
critic Marta Traba, kinetic art in Venezuela was emblematic 
of the government’s disregard for the deep-rooted social 
problems she witnessed there.

After decades of corruption and worsening social 
conditions, Hugo Chávez was elected president of 
Venezuela in 1998 and immediately proceeded to transform 
the country’s entire political, communal, and cultural 
structure.  He has promoted a  system of government based 
on participatory democracy, which aims to put  decision-
making power directly in the hands of the people.  To this 
end, numerous grass-roots organizations have emerged for 
citizens to engage in public debates in community forums 
and to take a more active role in their governance, including 
how culture might affect their lives.  

The 1999 Bolivarian Constitution addresses culture 
in the following manner:  “Cultural values are the 
unrenounceable property of the Venezuelan people and 
a fundamental right to be encouraged and guaranteed 
by the State, efforts being made to provide the necessary 
conditions, legal instruments, means and funding.”3  Like 
in the Mexican constitution, culture here is regarded as 
the right of each citizen, but circumstances are markedly 
different.  In Mexico, the immediate post-revolutionary 
period witnessed a cultural renaissance that encompassed 
not just the visual arts, but also music,  theater, and 
literature.  A similar movement has yet to occur in 
Venezuela, perhaps because of the deep-rooted opposition 
to the Chávez government by many cultural producers.4   
Whereas in Mexico, the changes promised by the Revolution 
– land redistribution, universal suffrage, free access to 
education – were generally accepted by the majority of 
the population, Chávez’s new policies have encountered 
resistance every step of the way.  It is safe to say that, with 
some exceptions, the established art world is not on board 
with his project. 

How participatory democracy can be exercised in the 
public cultural sphere is still a work in progress.  The first 
two years of Chávez’s presidency were relatively uneventful 
(except for perpetual budget shortages) for public art  
institutions in Venezuela.  In 2001, however, he dismissed 
a number of cultural officials, including Sofía Imber, 
founder and director of the Museo de Arte Contemporáneo 
de Caracas Sofía Imber (her name has since then been 
removed from the title), a decision which sent ripples 
through the artistic community.  Well-publicized vandalisms 
of public sculptures further discredited Chávez’s attitude 
toward culture in the eyes the opposition. Since then, 
however, his government has played a more active role in 
cultural promotion and the protection of artistic patrimony.  
Ironically, it has championed geometric abstraction, despite 
its associations with the old order, as a major achievement 
in Venezuelan art.

Two recent efforts on the government’s part have been 
the establishment of the National Museums Foundation 
(Fundación Museos Nacionales), which centralizes the 
operations of the country’s thirteen public museums, and the      
development of the Misión Cultura, whose main objective is 
to preserve Venezuelan popular cultures and promote the 
development of a clearly articulated national identity.  These 
institutions, both housed in the Ministry for the Popular Power 
of Culture (Ministerio del Poder Popular para la Cultura), call 
attention to the difficulty of coherently defining  culture in 
Bolivarian Venezuela.  Museums, in particular, are undergoing 
an identity crisis.  In an effort to make their operations 
congruent with the goal of participatory democracy, the 

3	“Constitution of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela,” Title III, 
Chapter 4, Article 99.  Reprinted in http://www.embavenez-us.org/
constitution/title_III.htm.   Accessed on July 24, 2008.
4	A notable exception is the Simón Bolívar Youth Symphony 
Orchestra, directed by José Antonio Abreu, which has garnered 
worldwide acclaim.

government has hosted several public forums to discuss the 
future of museums.  These are generally attended by ardent 
Chávez supporters with little to no experience in cultural 
affairs who agree that before he came to power, museums 
were alienating and unwelcoming.  For the most part, they 
want these institutions, regardless of their focus, to reflect 
the experiences of their neighboring communities.  Though 
having significantly expanded their programming to address 
such concerns, museums still retain a deeply hierarchical 
structure, both in terms of the organization of their employees 
and in their adherence to artistic canons.  It is difficult to see 
how they could actually function in a truly participatory way. 

The Misión Cultura has a greater potential to achieve 
significant cultural changes and reach a wider public.  It 
consists of a program of study, at the undergraduate and 
graduate levels, in cultural promotion and development 
whose aim is to “motivate  community participation, 
guarantee massive access to culture, [and] impel the 
dissemination and creation of cultural manifestations 
by the popular and community sectors.” It is more likely 
that such a program will be able to reconcile the goals of 
participatory democracy and cultural access that have 
proven elusive in the museum realm.  

Mexican artists of the post-revolutionary period made 
significant contributions to the history of art through their 
integration of formal innovation and social commitment.  
Though they were less effective in democratizing culture, 
whether by challenging canonical structures or erasing 
the boundaries between “high” and “low” art, their efforts 
did guarantee the preservation of folk arts and traditions.  
Culture in Bolivarian Venezuela has followed a different 
trajectory.  So far, there has been no artistic renaissance, 
but perhaps this will prevent the cult of the individual that 
often accompanies such a phenomenon and allow for a 
more critical questioning of our assumptions about art and 
its institutions.  The current situation presents a unique 
opportunity not only to make culture truly available to a 
public that has had limited resources and little access to 
education, but more importantly to broaden the concept of 
art so that participation may be possible at all levels. 

✶
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Democracy on the Brink: A Reflection from the Point of View of 
International Relations Juan Gabriel Tokatlián

Democracy—whether formal or substantive, 
representative or participative, procedural or material—is 
not living its best moment. Democratization, understood 
as a process of expanding rights, does not constitute a 
homogeneous and inexorable path. Contingent forces, 
factors and phenomena may generate obstacles and 
even produce regressions. We are perhaps facing a 
conjuncture in which the prolonged cycle of democratic 
growth and extension is finding its limits. Democratization 
is, essentially, a social and historical process and, as 
such, its evolution is not pre-determined. Regression is a 
possibility. In this context, it might be useful to recall that 
in the 1970s, based on events and transformations which 
had taken place in the previous decade, in particular, 
an idea promoted mainly by the Trilateral Commission 
– currently remembered only by a few –became 
entrenched. It postulated that the core countries in the 
international system were experiencing an “excess” of 
democracy which must be moderated and even curtailed 
by means of different policies oriented, among other, at 
deactivating critical manifestations, obstructing systemic 
questionings, reducing participation, limiting political 
democracy, and generating social apathy. The effect of this 
reasoning in the periphery was devastating: in the name 
of an alleged stability, in order to contain political change, 
and as a result of mistaking reformism for extremism, 
despotic regimes that shattered any democratic attempt 
or vestige were tolerated and promoted. 

At the same time, and more emphatically during the 
final phase of the Cold War, many sectors and actors 
in the international community sought to promote the 
protection of human rights and restrict the arbitrariness 
of     non-democratic governments. It was a question of 
denouncing, and also sanctioning, authoritarian and 
totalitarian regimes for their violations of fundamental 
rights. Even in cases in which these regimes faced the 
challenge of armed movements, the world—especially 
several governments of developed countries—postulated 
that they should be confronted under the rule of law. 
Authoritarian and totalitarian governments were 
scrutinized to prevent them from applying illegitimate and 
violent policies.

The events of September 11, 2001 mark a turning-
point through the inducement of an atmosphere that 
tends to allow democracies huge discretional power to 
limit individual freedom and rights, and apply restrictive 
and punitive policies. In the delicate balance between 
freedom and security, several democracies have opted for 
sacrificing socially-achieved fundamental rights for the 
sake of an alleged enhanced protection. This approach 
has distinctive regional expressions and variations 

that depend on the historical experiences of different 
countries. In some cases, the retraction of democracy 
originates in the “war on terrorism” (the United States, 
for instance); in others, in the difficulty to “discipline” 
globalization (for example, Europe); and in some other 
cases, in the concatenation of factors that led, at a given 
time, to the implosion of the State and to the incidence 
of autocratic methods (Russia, for instance). On the 
other hand, some of the models currently encouraged as   
worthy of imitation from a socio-economic point of view—
for example, China—are based on opaque, arbitrary and 
anti-liberal pillars and practices. Growing inequity and the 
infringement of the rule of law—which adopts multiple 
forms in the center and the periphery, respectively—
reflect and reinforce the rising weakness of democracy. 

There is no doubt that democracies can and must 
defend themselves in a    legitimate and lawful way. What 
they can not and must not do is to protect themselves 
in an illegitimate or unlawful way. Let us observe 
some democracies with different levels of maturity 
and substantiveness, situated in diverse geopolitical 
frameworks. At present, the United States may increase 
restrictions to the freedom of its citizens in the name 
of greater security, while at the same time it may 
announce preventive attacks (which shatter the Charter 
of the United Nations) against several target countries 
under the framework of “war on terrorism”: evidence 
and imminence became irrelevant. Israel may apply 
virulent policies against the Palestinians in the name 
of “war against terror”, invoking the democratic nature 
of the Israeli regime. Russia, for instance, has exerted 
lethal force against the Chechens in defense of a shady 
democracy harassed by “international terrorism”. The 
Philippines agrees to the presence in its territory of United 
States Special Forces to support the fragile Philippine 
democracy in its struggle against the Abu Sayyaf group, 
legitimizing the intromission of foreign troops to combat 
“fundamentalist      terrorism”. And in Colombia, a “mano 
dura” policy is propitiated in matters of public order in the 
name of defending the so called “democratic security” and 
for the sake of combating local “terrorism”, presumably 
linked to transnational terrorism.

In every case we are in the presence of a variegated 
ensemble of democratic regimes. In each of them, a 
significant part of the public opinion supports these 
measures, while an eloquent international silence is 
the response to these—and many other—examples. 
However, fundamental issues arise regarding the limits 
these democracies have or accept in their fight against 
terrorism; before whom, how and when do they explain 
their increasingly repressive forceful actions; and when 

will it be possible to say that these democracies feel safe 
and that they will revitalize full public liberties. 

An embryonic authoritarianism—or what is relatively 
the same thing, the specter of a democratic regression—
seems to be pervading the international system. This 
might, without a doubt, seriously undermine democracies 
in the center and the periphery, the oldest and the 
youngest ones, the presumably consolidated and the very 
fragile ones.

However, this relative retraction of the democratizing 
dynamics has not entailed the end of the impulses in 
favor of greater democratization. New practices in the 
articulation of international civil society and new ways 
of amalgamating the efforts of emerging countries 
reflect a movement that strives for more and better 
democracy. These democratizing claims may—as has 
occurred in other historical moments—be channeled or 
constrained. The spaces to advance along these lines 
seem to be narrower than they were at the    beginning 
of the Post-Cold War period, and the viability of their               
materialization seems to demand prudence and creativity. 
The democratizing flame has extended to the whole 
planet, but its full and profound expression confronts 
today great obstacles and a considerable number of 
enemies. 

Instead of a new ´coalition of the willing´ organized to 
attack another country in the periphery, there is a need 
of a coalition of the vulnerable between peoples in both 
the central nations and the peripheral areas: this is, in 
all of its  dramatic dimension, the scope of the current 
challenge for democracy to survive and extend. 

✶

Juan Gabriel Tokatlián is a professor of International 
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Aires, Argentina.
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Tricks of Logic and Constellations of Time 
ashley hunt

What follows will be filled with tricks. Not to be tricky 
per se, nor excessively clever, but to think about tricks 
of thought, as they might lead us into traps, or as they 
might help us think our way out of them.

For example, I believe it is something of a trick that 
assumes the prison to be an institution “belonging 
to” democracy. It is not uncommon to come across 
this coupling, since we know prisons developed into 
their modern form in a time frame parallel to the 
emergence of modern democratic states. But the trick 
here lies in confusing democracy (a mode of rule and 
its contestation) for the state (institutions, documents 
and infrastructures of rule). States may conform to a 
liberal- or social-democratic model, or may be organized 
in a manner more or less conducive to supporting 
democracy, but a state cannot, in and of itself, be 
democracy, let alone desire it. The state institutes 
an ordering and distribution of power, structures of 
hierarchy and thresholds of inclusion and exclusion; 
whereas democracy is the pursuit to alter the fixity of 
that state of affairs. The prison is but one apparatus at 
the state’s disposal for maintaining and naturalizing 
that state of affairs, and thus contradicts the very logic 
of democratic progression — having more to do with 
managing the effects of failures and deficiencies of 
democracy and concealing its calculated subversion1. 

A trick in the other direction: Let’s say you go to 
prison. If this takes place within the United States, you 
will be banned from voting — unless you live in Maine 
or Vermont, the two states which do allow prisoners 
to vote. Once released from prison and designated an 
“ex-felon,” you will remain banned from voting while 
on probation or parole in at least 38 states, and in 13 
of those states, you will be banned for the rest of your 
natural life2. 

Had your status as an ex-felon been assigned in 
Florida, then in the 2000 presidential election you 
would have experienced a confluence between political 
policy and political history. The state kept 600,000 ex-
felons from   participating in the election, along with 
another 200,000 who were held in   prisons, the majority 
of whom, if allowed to vote, would most likely have 
voted for Al Gore and could have swung the election 
decisively3. 

As you experienced this intersection between 
political policy and a future to come, you would 
simultaneously have experienced a link with a past: 
With the period following the 1870 ratification of the 
15th Amendment to the United States’ Constitution, 
which states, “The right of citizens of the United States 
to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United 
States or by any State on account of race, color, or 
previous condition of servitude.” Within years of this 
“democratization” of voting, 80% of U.S. states would 
have “felony” or “criminal disenfranchisement” laws 
passed — the very same which today ban over 5 
million citizens from voting.4 These medieval laws were 
adopted, along with a variety of poll taxes, literacy 
tests (and unofficial, white-supremacist terrorism), 
specifically to keep newly enfranchised African 
Americans from exercising their right to vote. 

In other words, following the extension of universal 
voting rights to all men5 which we can understand as a 
gesture to redistribute power by   undoing a structure 
of exclusion — new laws were appropriated creatively 
to preserve the monopoly of political rule and economy 

1	  Here I am relying in part upon Jacques Rancière’s notion 
of democracy as argued in his "10 Theses on Politics:" "The 
‘freedom’ of a people that constitutes the axiom of democracy 
has as its real content the rupture of the axioms of domination... 
Democracy is the institution of politics — the institution of both 
its subject and its mode of relating."
2	  See http://www.sentencingproject.org/RightToVote.aspx
3	  See "Democratic Contraction: Political Consequences of 
Felon Disenfranchisement in the United States," published in the 
American Sociological Review, Vol. 67, Dec., 2003.
4	  See "Losing the Vote: Felony Disenfranchisement Laws in 
the United States" (1998), report by The Sentencing Project and 
Human Rights Watch. 
5	 Women were, with few exceptions, still banned from voting 
until 1920 and the 19th Amendment.

that had already existed, accomplishing the exclusions 
necessary to this monopoly but by other logics. With the 
previous logic of exclusion having been biological, the 
same racial contents would now express themselves 
through selective logics of economic status, culture, 
lawfulness and danger6. 

Following this genealogy of your disenfranchisement 
further, jump 90 years into the future, where these 
newer strategies of exclusion would be    significantly 
challenged by the Civil Rights Acts of 1960 and 1964, 
and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Despite their undoing 
of a century worth of new structures of exclusion, they 
reaffirmed your coming disenfranchisement by failing 
to address the key, post-Jim Crowe technology of racial 
control: criminalization.

This trick, criminalization, works well. It is one of 
the most effective for rulers to use in dividing ruled 
populations against one another so that they don’t unify 
against how or by whom they are being ruled. It is the 
most simple way to malign would-be “freedom-fighters” 
and to disrupt the continuities of trust that bind 
organization and activism. Whether that means turning 
people against one another in violence and competition 
over scarce resources, or conversely, leaving people with 
too much, atomized in comfort and full of fear towards 
others, it keeps the fight as one among individuals, 
preventing the formation of collective political 
identifications and analyses of power. 

In the post-Civil Rights era, criminalization has 
become the container of legitimacy into which so many 
previous forms of racial control are concealed. This 
can be seen in the 740% growth of the prison system 
since 1970 with a 75% majority of people of color, as the 
prison has all but replaced welfare state institutions in 
“managing” the devastation of Neo-Liberal economics 
upon working-class and poor communities. And in 
this time, just as this constellation of pasts converged 
in your individual disenfranchisement from the 2000 
election, there are additional ways that imprisonment 
impacts democracy. 

For instance, odds are that you would have come 
from a community in which many people go to prison7, 
one plagued by a constant uprooting and relocation 
of bodies and minds. This disrupts the continuity 
of family life, economic cooperation, local political 
discourse, knowledge and identity, while undermining 
the trust among neighbors that would otherwise 
make a community potentially powerful. Furthermore, 
you become one vote removed from your district 
and one more body to be counted in the prison town 
during redistricting and gerrymandering battles (note 
that the communities where prisoners come from 
are typically counted as Democratic, whereas the        
communities where prisons exist are typically counted 
as Republican)8. More fundamental than elections 
however, the power to realize democracy depends upon 
the internal organization and strength of a community 
to force a redistribution of power. Mass imprisonment 
undermines this absolutely, and   prisons help make 
such subversion possible.

But returning to the trick I offered — positioning you, 
the reader as the protagonist of a history — I suspect 
you may be tiring of this by now. It may seem to distract 
from the real meat of the essay or seem a manipulation,    
playing upon your emotions rather than your reason. 
It may have meant different things to different people 
though, specifically with regard to whether the reader 
her or himself has actually been to prison. This 
complicates the exercise, and in a sense, makes it less 
of an exercise. Instead, it asks the reader to reconsider 
the text according to whom its addressee is presumed 
to be, pointing not to a hypothetical subject but a real 

6	 For an excellent analysis of this history, see Clyde Woods, 
Development Arrested: The Blues and Plantation Power in the 
Mississippi Delta. 
7	 This can be see in the work done by Laura Kurgan in 
the “Million Dollar Blocks” project, http://www.l00k.org/
milliondollarblocks/million-dollar-blocks
8	 See http://www.prisonersofthecensus.org

person who will indeed read this, who has in reality 
spent part of their life in one or more prisons. 

We might realize that all along, our universal 
reader (which a text must always presume) had 
been someone insulated from the risks, dangers and 
violence of prison, to whom the prisoner is but a literary 
figure, a philosophical problem or a legal category, 
thereby placing the actual or former prisoner outside 
the address of the text, like an eavesdropper to a 
conversation that is about them but without them as a 
participant. Asking the reader who has been to prison 
to be the primary interpreter of these propositions 
changes the stakes of the text, asking those who have 
not been to imagine (to the extent possible) coming to 
these questions from a position of dissonance, rupture 
and urgency.
        Then we are better positioned to realize that each of 
us is in turn   produced by and implicated in these same 
histories. Then we might ask whether this disposition 
toward exclusion has in fact been a coincidence of 
history, or whether it is what composes our politics to 
begin with: the founding operation of a politics based 
upon exclusion, whose continuation and identity 
always requires the maintenance and securing of its 
thresholds. This is where the prison sits; it remains as it 
always has been, a key technology for the management 
of exclusion and insurrection; the brick and mortar 
analog of the army, police and law; the opposite of 
democracy.

✶

Ashley Hunt is an artist and activist that uses a variety of 
mediums to engage social movements, modes of learning 
and public discourse. www.ashleyhuntwork.net

Alternative Economics, Alternative Societies oliver ressler

The ongoing exhibition project Alternative Economics, 
Alternative Societies (2003 – 2007) by Oliver Ressler 
focuses on diverse concepts and models for alternative 
economies and societies, which all share a rejection of 
the capitalist system of rule. An interview was carried 
out for each of the 16 concepts, which are presented 
as 20 to 37 minutes long videos. Interview   partners 
include economists, political scientists, authors, and 
historians. The following are three transcription excerpts 
of video interviews carried out for the project Alternative 
Economics, Alternative Societies.

The Socialism of the 21st 
Century/ heinz dieterich 

Transcription excerpt of a video by O. Ressler, recorded in 
Rotenburg / Wümme, Germany, 26 min., 2007

The basic premise of my book is that you need to 
have certain objective conditions to have democracy; 
you cannot have democracy, just as a wish, and impose 
it on any objective world scenery or acting. First of all, 
there has to be a certain level of material well being, you 
need a certain quality of life. That implies that you can 
have a very extensive educational system, which is open 
and free for all, and then of course you must have the 
willingness in the people to have a democratic society 
instead of, let’s say, a theocratic society. At the end, you 
need an economy that sets you free from unnecessary 
work so that you have time to participate in public 
affairs. I think these conditions have been reached 
today so that the authoritarian development of social 
democracy and historic socialism in eastern Europe 
was a phenomena much due to the circumstances of 
the World Wars, the Second World War and then of the 
Cold War, and that there’s no need to have that once 
again. You cannot substitute democratic participation 
by the rule of surrogate force, the Communist Party 
in that case, neither, of course, of a capitalist elite, 
and,    neither, of course, of a state bureaucracy. 
So, I think we’ve all learned from these things. The 
objective conditions are much more prone to a real          
participatory democracy. I think there’s never been a 
better chance to have a real direct democracy than we 
do have today. […]

I think it is a misunderstanding to think that 
participatory democracy will be that everybody 
decides any trivial subject. That was tried in the 
French Revolution and, of course, it leads to immediate 
breakdown of operational capacity of the state. First of 
all, it’s impossible that everybody decides on everything. 
And, second, it’s not necessary. The trivial things in a 
small village; they have to decide if they put lights in 
the streets or not, that doesn’t mean a referendum, I 
guess. So you will have a mixture of direct democracy 
where you have electronic plebiscites and referenda 
and of representative democracy. And, the important 
thing is that you extend direct democracy to the 
economic, the political, the cultural and the military 
sphere. You cannot exclude any of these four basic 
social relations, which form our life. And, that of course, 
requires another objective condition. People must have 
free time to inform themselves what economists know, 
what political scientists know and so on. They need 
time to debate alternatives. So direct democracy today 
is possible because you have the technological basis, 
the Internet. You need the decision and information 
transmission in real time in gigantic geographical 
spaces. And, that we can do today. So for the first time 
since the Greeks, that it is really possible to have a 
direct democracy, where the will of the people decide 
the important issues.  

                                    
Heinz Dieterich, author of “Socialismo del Siglo 

XXI” (1996), professor of the Universidad Autónoma 
Metropolitana in Mexico City.

Libertarian Municipalism
chaia heller

Transcription excerpt of a video by O. Ressler, recorded in 
Leverett, U.S.A., 32 min., 2005

Libertarian municipalism is the political branch 
of social ecology. [Murray] Bookchin really comes out 
of the Marxian tradition, believing that philosophy 
needs to be alive in the world, and needs to be in the 
service of human kind. Libertarian municipalism is 
basically a philosophy that says, that everyday people, 
citizens, cities and towns and villages across the world 
are rationally capable of governing themselves. And 
what he tries to do is balance principles of autonomy 
and cooperation through the philosophy of libertarian          
municipalism, by saying what would happen if you 
had communities that had autonomy on a local level, 
but that that autonomy was always limited by and in 
dialogue with a larger collectivity, which would be the 
confederation. So there is a tension between the self-
governing municipality, which would be a self-governing 
city, town or village, and the larger confederation, that 
the city or town or village is part of. The citizens are 
bound together by sharing a   common constitution 
that is grounded on a set of ecological and social        
principles, and the confederation is bound together by 
that same exact constitution.

There is a tremendous concern among leftists about 
what is democracy, what ought it to look like, and what 
ought it to become. As a social ecologist, for me there 
is the sense that we have the potential to have a direct          
democracy; which means, that people in cities, towns 
and villages would gather as citizens in a local town 
meeting, which you could call a general assembly, or 
public assembly, or citizens assembly. It is that body 
that would be the driving force for policymaking in 
society in general.

Chaia Heller, activist and author of “Ecology of Everyday 

Life: Rethinking the Desire for Nature” (1999)

Anarchist Consensual 
Democracy/  Ralf Burnicki

Transcription excerpt of a video by O. Ressler, recorded in 
Bielefeld, Germany, 29 min., 2005

Anarchy is so difficult for people to understand 
because many people can’t imagine life without control, 
the organs of the state, control from above. They haven’t 
learned to develop self-administered, organizational 
structures; they haven’t learned to realize dominance-
free decision-making, beginning with their private affairs. 
Therefore, a certain blind spot exists in today’s so-called 
democracy: people are taught about human rights, 
Paragraph 1 of the (German) constitution, “The dignity of 
man is inviolable,” espouses concepts that    approximate 
or correspond to democracy. Yet the everyday application 
of what is required of democratic systems, namely, 
the population’s actual  self-determination, self-
administration, and self-organization, is neglected.

If I want to describe the anarchist principle or model 
of consensus, perhaps it is helpful to first speak of this 
consensus model as a theory of independent decision-
making or as a theory of direct democracy. The model 
refers to the intrinsic value of political decisions; that 
is, the way that a political decision is made is put at the 
center of focus. “Consensus” stems etymologically from 
the concept of “accordance,” “agreement.” Consensus, 
because it should be free of dominance and refers to an 
actual communication and decision-making process, 
is important in concrete decision-making. In a theory of 
direct     democracy, concrete decision-making means, 
for example, that the agenda includes questions of how 
to produce something. For example: How can we build a 
center? How can we build a street? How can we build a 
collective? What should we do? Looking at representative 
democracy – a democratic form    characterized by 
representative systems – it becomes clear that massive   
numbers of people who are directly affected by these 
systems are ignored. 

Ralf Burnicki, author of “Anarchismus und Konsens” 
(2002).

✶

Alternative Economics, Alternative Societies, Wyspa 
Institute of Art (Ed.), Engl./Polish, ISBN 978-83-924665-
0-5, 240 p., 2007

✶

Oliver Ressler is an artist who is doing projects on various 
socio-political themes. www.ressler.at

On Prejudice, Violence and Democracy maría mercedes gómez

Albert Memmi1 wrote that difference is a value that 
we assign to real or imaginary characteristics in order 
to establish social hierarchies. Those who have the 
power to assign value commonly position themselves 
at the dominant end of this hierarchy, using their power 
for “scaling bodies”2 and in the process, establishing 
the relational character of every identity. Differences 
have been historically established in various ways: 
through the reification of biological characteristics 
as in the case of race and gender; the stigmatization 
of particular cultural practices and expressions such 
as in the case of religion, ethnicity, and sexuality; or 
through the development of  economic formations and 
class differentiation. Biological, cultural, and  economic 
differences often overlap and reciprocally shape each 
other. One of the central challenges of contemporary 
democratic societies is how best to recognize and 
include such differences without reproducing 
hierarchies of inequality. 

Dissenting Sexualities
Deconstruction and queer theories, as well as 
research on sexual behaviour, have shown that a 
binary categorization of differences is inadequate and 
insufficient to contain the fluidity of our desires and 
our     identifications. It is not only that for some people 
biological sex, gender roles, sexual desire and practices 
do not correspond, but that they do not coincide for 
anyone. Our sexuality and our self is undetermined and 
contingent. But the perception of this generates extreme 
anxiety because it not only discloses the unsubstantiated 
condition of sexual binaries, but puts them at stake. It 
also puts at risk the privileges that derive from such 
binaries.

Many of us dwell in societies of “compulsory 
heterosexuality” 3 and act and live as if the binary 
construction of the world were natural and universal 
instead of contingent and socially constructed. 
Compulsory heterosexuality operates through political, 
sexual, social and economic practices that stigmatize 
and make targets of violence that which is perceived as 
feminine and sexualities, which do not conform to the 
heterosexual norm. Such a norm assumes male and 
female bodies invested with masculine and feminine 
roles, desiring the opposite sex and acting accordingly. 
Despite the cultural and legal reforms that dissenting 
sexualities have achieved in the past decades -
especially gay men and lesbians and, to a lesser degree 
transgender people- they are still subject to second 
class citizenship and to extraordinary State and non-
state violence in many societies.	

People who embody difference are marked in two 
ways. The first way is premised on the assumption 
that one cannot become “the other” because the 
borders between the norm and those outside the norm 
are rigid. Race and    gender, for instance, have been 
historically conceived in social, cultural and legal 
settings, as essential, visible, and largely immutable 
physical attributes.4 In contrast, the second way seeks 
to exteriorize difference when the “other” threatens 
to become one of “us” or part of the norm. Prejudice 
against dissenting sexualities is paradigmatic of border 
anxiety because unlike other seemingly essential, 
visible and immutable differences, sexual orientation 
has often been seen as invisible and mutable.5 In this 
case, the assumed permeability of the borders of 
difference –between the norm and deviance or dissent- 
is related to violence in a specific way.

1	 Memmi, A. 1971, Dominated Men. Boston: Beacon Press.
2	 The expression is from Young, I.M. 1990. “The Scaling of 
Bodies and the Politics of Identity” in Justice and the Politics of 
Difference, Princeton: Princeton University Press.
3	 Rich, A. 1993. “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian 
Existence.” Pp. 177-205 in The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader, 
edited by H. Abelove, M. Aina Barale, and M. Halperin. New York: 
Routledge.
4	 For instance, Kenji Yoshino writes about the tensions between 
discrimination and assimilation in American anti-discrimination 
laws. Yoshino, K. 2002. “Covering” in Yale Law Journal V.III, Number 4, 
January.  P. 771
5	 Young, op cit., p.146. 

A fundamental principle of democratic societies 
should be, as Nancy Fraser puts it, to achieve 
participatory parity for all their members in order 
to make collective decisions regarding the way they 
want to live their lives.6 Prejudices and the violent 
ways in which they manifest are central obstacles 
for the achievement of participatory parity. Many of 
the political, cultural and legal efforts to overcome 
prejudice focus on a notion of discrimination. I contend 
however, that explanations about different types of 
prejudices when collapsed into a single explanatory 
logic of discrimination are insufficient to elucidate the 
complexity of exclusionary practices.

Discrimination and Exclusion
The logic of discrimination seeks to maintain “the other” 
as inferior while the logic of exclusion seeks to liquidate 
or erase “the other” from the social world.7 These 
logics materialize in two uses of violence, which I call 
hierarchical and exclusionary.  In the hierarchical use 
of violence, perpetrators maintain and enjoy difference 
as a mark of inferiority. In contrast, the exclusionary 
use of violence attempts to eliminate differences 
because they are understood to be incompatible 
with the perpetrator(s)’ world-view. In a compulsory 
heterosexual system of domination, non-heterosexual 
practices and identifications are a threat to the system. 
Keeping them as inferior is, in some cases, instrumental 
to heterosexual supremacy. But non-heterosexual 
identities are overall targets for exclusion although such 
exclusion takes place in different degrees for individuals 
perceived or defined as gay, lesbian, and transgender.
This means that remedies for violence based on social 
prejudice must include a profound transformation of 
the cultural practices which produce and reproduce 
such violence. Such a transformation requires a 
diagnosis of the different types of prejudice that 
pervade social interaction, as well as analytical 
clarity over the messages sent by, and the purposes 
behind, the    violent embodiment of these prejudices. 
Hierarchical and exclusionary uses of violence are both 
expressive and terrorizing acts of power, but they are 
not equivalents. Intentions to keep “the other” inferior 
are expressed in different social contexts and political 
environments from those surrounding intentions to 
liquidate “the other.” Because of this, laws and policies, 
often designed and interpreted using discriminatory 
logic, cannot be the basket in which all hopes for social 
and cultural change are carried. Anti-discrimination 
laws and policies are important but insufficient to deal 
with the phenomenon of violence based on prejudice. 
They may even be detrimental if governments, activists 
and politicians assume they replace other social and 
cultural remedies or if they are taken to be the solution 
for repairing harms done by economic historical 
asymmetry and repetitive discourses of hate and 
stigma.

Democracy and Violence
What notion of democracy would better respond to 
the challenges of both hierarchical and exclusionary 
violence? Those who struggle for specific legal, 
social and political recognition of sexual difference 
and diversity gather around identity politics; those 
who argue that the affirmation of specific identities 
supports hierarchical binarism and naturalizes 
difference struggle to deconstruct fixed identities 
and to demonstrate the fluidity of identifications. 
The distinction between identity and identification 
comes mainly from the work of psychoanalyst Jacques 
Lacan, but has been reformulated in political terms 
by theorists such as Judith Butler, Ernesto Laclau, 
Chantal Mouffe and Slavoj Zizek as well as by the 
work of Jacques Derrida. In spite of their important 

6	 Fraser, N. and A. Honneth. 2003. Redistribution or 
Recognition? A Political-Philosophical Exchange, New York: Verso.
7	 Gómez M. M. 2005. “”Usos jerárquicos y excluyentes de la 
violencia.” in Mas Allá del Derecho. Género y Justicia en América 
Latina, edited by C. Motta and L. Cabal. Siglo del Hombre 
Editores, CESO, Centro de Derechos Reproductivos: Bogotá.

differences, these theorists agree that the notion 
of fixed identities is inadequate to represent the 
processes of subject formation, and translate such 
impossibility into the political. Subject formation is 
mobile and fluid. It emerges through a lack of “being” 
–or a constant emptiness which drives us to search for 
identifications with the illusion that we can diminish or 
fill such emptiness. Subjects are “greedy emptiness”8 for 
recognition. 
As with the subject, radical democracy requires the 
lack that permits desire. The saturation of such a lack 
in which antagonisms and contentions are possible, 
means violence. Political articulations around the 
relation friend/adversary, Mouffe suggests9, constitute 
radical democracy and foreclose the totalitarian rhetoric 
of friend/enemy. In this sense, democracy is always 
in transition, agonistic, conscious of its contingency, 
always to come.

✶

Maria Mercedes Gómez is a political theorist that 
works on hate crimes and prejudice. She teaches at the 
Universidad de Los Andes in Bogotá, Colombia.

8	 Kojéve, A. 1996. “Desire and Work in the Master and the 
Slave” in Hegel’s Dialectic of Desire and Recognition, edited by 
John O’Neil, Albany:  State University of New York Press.
9	 Mouffe, Ch. 1993. The Return of the Political. New York: 
Verso.

Mario Durán, La Paz, Bolivia

Graffiti on the walls of the Monumento a los Héroes, Bogotá, 
Colombia

The girl in the Raffles Hotel purred: bottled glitter and 
sexy danger. It was late. She was drunk. There had to be 
better ways to end up in a stranger’s hotel room.

Everyone wants to go over the fence. The Bangladesh 
elite so fervently admires Singapore. The clean streets, 
the high-rises, the S-H-O-P-P-I-N-G. Tiny nation, largest 
government investment fund. Elections that return an 
absolute majority to the ruling party. No really, we ask, 
why can’t that be us? The wistful examples: Jessore in 
Bangladesh had an airport before Singapore had an 
international airport, and now Singapore has the Airbus 
A380. Somewhere it went wrong for us.

Why can’t we all be Singapore? Why can’t I be you?
The answer always comes back to our obstinate 

love for elections. Our Bangla elders remind us that 
Singapore dispensed with democracy, and in exchange 
got efficiency, boomtown and profit. We “cling” to our 
cycles of election gridlock, parliament walkouts, strikes, 
riots, military coups, and finally democracy   movements 
that overthrow the military. Then we get back to     
democracy/dysfunction. 

Somebody said we need “a brand of democracy 
particularly suited to the genius of the Bengali people.” 
Genius? Or does he mean we’re children who haven’t 
learnt to handle the vote? Perhaps he means we have 
too many choices and need a drastic reduction. The 
chatterati want a Bengali Lee Kuan Yew. But what if 
we hope for LKY and end up with Idi Amin dada? He 
promised to modernize as well. Digest the marrow and 
the bone.

Give some people democracy, and look what they 
do with it. This cannibal nation that ate its own “father.” 
After splitting Pakistan in two and bringing Bangladesh 
to independence, Sheikh Mujib was machine-gunned 
four years later by his own men. Unable to imagine that 
the army would turn their guns on him, Mujib walked 
down the steps of his house and said “tora ki chas?” 
(What do you boys want?). He imagined it was 1971 
again. That he would   bravely march to jail and come 
back out the national hero. But it was ‘75, not ‘71. The 
bullet, not the ballot. The end of the grand experiment.

Bhodrolok is civilized or courteous man. The term 
seeps out of precious manners set in motion by the 
Hindu elite in the early twentieth century. As the Bangla 
Muslim elite came out of their larval stage, they took 
on the connotations of the bhodrolok. Or, how not to 
get your hands dirty in the messy business of life. A 
great retreat from politics by the Muslim bhodros. The   
spectacle of running a country was becoming too much 
for them. Independence war, failed reconstruction, 
cataclysmic famine, assassination, Maoist rebels, CIA 
station chiefs, coups and counter-coups. 

Disgusted with politics, fearful for their purity, the 
bhodro retreated into   seminars, dinner parties and 
op-eds, leaving politicking to others. As new groups 
infected politics, the intelligentsia formed alternate 
power silos. First the NGO revolution, until organizations 
like Grameen Bank, BRAC, Proshikha and GonoShastya 
functioned as parallel governments. Next, the Fourth 
Estate, as the satellite television age arrived. Linked 
and overlapping were the giant  business houses, 
hydras reaching everywhere. A paradise that needed         
stability, not elections.

And now enter that concept– stability– that drains 
the blood from political life. The dream of Singapore. 
Hoggole Singapore hoibar chai. And now we see the 
bhodroloks return. Reborn into a new form we call 
shushil samaj - civil society. The word shu in front of 
a Bangla word gives it a nice sheen. Shumoti, sane 
thought, shubochon, well spoken, shubuddhi, good 
idea. My classmate rasps at me, “We call all of you kutil 
(twisted) samaj, not shushil samaj.” Yes, he includes me. 
We benefit from the shushil money going into galleries, 
art     journals and biennial trips…

In the sixth year of the new millennium, Bangladesh 
was in the grip of collective democratic hysteria. At 
stake were the coming elections. Neither side willing to 
trust a fair fight. Rigged voter lists and crooked judges. 
Debates and battles. Train tracks uprooted. Burning 

tires. Rubber bullets, tear gas, Molotov cocktails, barbed 
wire. Trouble in mind, death in the air. In front of the 
stadium, the “Islamists” battle the “Progressives.” One 
of the Islamists is beaten to death on live TV. Brain and 
blood on asphalt, horrified clucking in the blogosphere. 
Kids, did you think 1975 was any gentler? Video only 
killed the mystery. 

On January 10th 2007, the United Nations announces 
that if the Bangladesh Army supervises elections in 
this chaos, they could endanger their UN peacekeeping 
role (Bangladesh is the largest supplier of troops to UN 
missions). This is serious business. On January 11th, the 
army steps in and installs a ”Caretaker Government.” 
1/11. Our life rich with numerology. A World Bank alumni 
is appointed to head the caretakers.

A “war against corruption” is announced. Target: 
the political class. The raids begin, and there is no 
end to the looted riches being uncovered. Peacocks 
and pet crocodiles. BMWs, Hummers, Mercedes. One 
after another, all the big politicians are arrested on 
corruption charges. A minister is sentenced to five years 
for possession of foreign alcohol. A chill descends on 
the Dhaka party scene. Everyone starts flushing their 
stash down toilets, or better yet down their own gullets. 
Beer, vodka, gin. For the younger set, yabba is the party 
drug. A lethal amphetamine from Thailand, now locally 
manufactured. Mad Dog and Pink Pleasure. Honeyed 
brand names that drip off tongues. The big yabba dealer 
in town is busted. Surprise, he turns out to be a relative 
of one of the politicians. Another round of politicians to 
jail. I don’t think anyone sheds a tear for these political 
godfathers. But we’re jittery, because we wonder what 
will come when there are no more politicians. And why 
are the Islamists left alone? Something wicked this way 
comes. 

Perhaps some are waiting for the “international 
community” to step in and “restore” democracy. That 
fabled Gandalf the good. But no one wants to     disturb 
plans to install a Muslim-led UN peacekeeping force 
in post-America Iraq. With Pakistan out of the running, 
Bangladesh is the next candidate for the mission. So 
many players in this double-decker chess game. Only 
tunnel and tunnel, no visible light.

I’m not the last man in front of the Tiananmen tanks. 
I wish I could be that brave, but I’m not. But there are still 
protestors on the university campus. They haven’t given 
in just yet. Their message is painted on the dormitory 
walls. If you’re going to end politics, don’t tell me it’s for 
my own good. Kill me before you kill my time.

The caretakers assure us there will be elections 
in December 2008. The army is supervising voter 
list registration, with computer equipment that will 
create biometric national ID cards. At the registration 
center, my mother’s  fingerprints don’t register on the 
scanner. “You’re old,” says the smooth faced man, “your 
fingerprints have rubbed away.” I’m in the next room-
- there are murmurs as people cut the line in front of 
us, breaking the orderliness. An old man dryly remarks, 
“There are no aliens from another planet, everyone 
comes from the same mother. Even if you beat it with a 
stick, the snake remains crooked.”

But I keep thinking that planned history will not work. 
Bengalis still want a choice, rather than a lobotomy that 
births a nation of shoppers. We are not quite ready for 
our Singapore moment.

✶
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