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to point to the site as an object that, over the last 30 
years, has been thoroughly vacated of its discursive 
potentials. Kwon dismisses the late-capitalist 
cyber-rhetoric of dislocation, disembodiment and 
multiplicity with our persistent desire to physically 
demarcate, as expressed by “national, racial, 
religious, and cultural identities”. Her argument 
for an art practice that resists serialization – as 
an effect of commodification – is one that operates 
through a relational specificity. “This means addressing 
the difference of adjacencies and distances between 
one thing, one person, one place, one thought, one 
fragment next to another, rather than invoking 
equivalencies via one thing after another.” I would 
suggest that by shifting the focus to one that 
is inter-relational, Kwon is outlining the same 
curatorial precept that I’m intending with this text. 

Hold and Release
Øystein Aasan & Marianne Zamecznik

“They’ve trapped us, boys!” 
Jacob Dylan, Women and Country

“And we are comforted by this perception of sameness, 
this strategy for reducing anything foreign in either 
time or space, to what we already know and are.”
Rosalind Krauss, Sculpture in the Expanded Field

the experience of the viewer is being critically 
examined today, at a time when art is being mediated 
through the Internet, and the experience of art is turn-
ing into an educational one. 
The nature of the experience in thematic group exhibi-
tions is polysemantic. The fact that a group exhibition 
throws up all sorts of possibilities of interpretation, and 
that the viewers attempt to make coherent meaning out 
of it, are essentially conflicting forces. The experience 
of being physically present in the exhibition has the 
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structure a series of important points in time both for 
the viewer and for the work.

the studio    When Matisse painted the view from his 
studio onto the street, he quite consciously reminded 
the viewer of the implications of the art studio, seen 
in that era as a closed-off site, to be occupied only by 
the creative force of the artist. The viewer, as much 
as the artist, was empowered in certain ways by this 
act. But the artist remained on the inside looking out, 
and the viewer on the outside looking in. Still, it was 
understood, both by Matisse and by his viewers, that 
the artist could retain the possibility of looking at the 
outside world, even though this had to happen through 
the filter of the window, and contain it within a symboli-
cal framework. 

Just as this had implications for Matisse, it also had 
implications for the “field-painters”, the Rothkos and 
Reinhardts, but not in a symbolic sense. Barnett 
Newman explains: “[...] the painting should give man a 
sense of place: that he knows he’s there, so he is aware 
of himself. In that sense he relates to me when I made 
the painting because in that sense I was there. [...] I 
hope that my painting has the impact of giving someone 
as it did me, the feeling of his own totality, of his own 
separateness, of his own individuality”1. And further on, 
he and his peers sought “the elimination of all obstacles 
between the painter and the idea and between the idea 
and the observer”2. In one stroke, the symbolic open 
window is replaced by a triangle of work, artist and 
viewer. And it became just as much an “anti-site” (up to 
the point when Robert Smithson redid that particular 

potential to bridge this difference. The exhibition experi-
ence, impossible to fully predetermine, can nevertheless 
be choreographed using a variety of tools. The exhibition 
architecture for the Momentum Kunsthall makes use of 
spatial constraints in the form of white walls and 120 
corners, as a means of choreographing the exhibition 
experience. 

For the exhibition halls of Momentum Kunsthall, one 
of several venues for imagine being here now, we 
have proposed a conceptual framework that is aimed 
directly at the viewer’s experience. The architecture is 
made up of modules of serif X-shaped walls, creating 25 
interconnected “four-corner-rooms” and a small number 
of “one-corner” spaces. Each space will present only one 
artist’s work. The thematic undercurrent for this venue 
is to open up the moment of now, to pin down, stretch 
and animate the experience of time in standstill, motion 
and reverse, repudiating any locality other than the 
continuum of time in order to evoke notions of place, 
imagination and memory.

Our starting point was that we wanted to replicate an 
important moment for the artwork. Theodor Adorno 
describes the moment of conception, or the “pregnant 
moment”, as a vital time-point in our understanding of 
an artwork. This particular moment where the work is 
brought into life also creates its physical/non-physical 
presence, and leaves the viewer with visible evidence 
of its origin. One might consider a second moment, the 
one where the work meets a viewer. And further on, one 
might consider a series of moments, one at a time, but 
repeated. With this layout of singular events, we can 
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site). The implications we are faced with in the archi-
tectural concepts of the Momentum Biennial 2011 rely 
more on the ideas of the latter, the anti-studio, where 
the viewer is taken into account, when view becomes 
viewer. 

The studio and its theoretical implications have some-
what escaped contemporary art praxis, but only slightly. 
The architectural structure for imagine being here 
now is based on a series of principles, some of which 
relate back to the “holy-site” of the studio.

compression    We wanted to compress or condense the 
situation where the viewer meets the work, or the work 
meets the viewer, the ruling principle being that only 
one work could be seen at any given time. This act of 
compressing would enhance/condense the relationship 
between the works, between the viewer and the work, 
and orchestrate a situation where these two time-points 
stand out. Condensation is a Freudian term used to 
describe the moment in a dream when several uncon-
nected elements appear and interact in a situation. 
This notion of compressing works and experiences 
implies that there are parts and a whole. By showing 
only one work at the time, in succession, we have split 
up the exhibition into parts, in order to condense the 
experience. By splitting it up, we focus attention on the 
context and make it clearer.

When organizing a large number of works in a concen-
trated space, time becomes a factor not to be overlooked. 
As a second principle, we took notions from sound/audio 
production to enable us to think about the organization 

with a different mindset, and relied on notions like 
delay, presence, compression and singularity. This 
organization pursues functional aspects, creates a theo-
retical backdrop, shifts the focus between singularity 
and multitude, structures both the exhibition and its 
own understanding of itself, creates pockets where both 
the work and viewer are condensed, highlighted and 
compressed, and finally, involves their presence. Both 
work and viewer are taken into account by asking for 
function and activity from each of them. 

The viewer will have to move from room to room in 
order to see all the works on display. The production 
of meaning in the exhibition will thus be generated by 
delay, since only one artwork can be seen at a time. 
The rooms, one following the other, form a path or a 
number of possible paths for the viewer to follow. The 
three exhibition halls of Momentum Kunsthall are 
uniform, following a rigid system. All the spaces have 
the same kind of light; not necessarily the same amount, 
placement or angle, but all with the same degree of 
warmth. The “sameness” permeating this venue is 
aimed at disorienting the viewer, making it difficult to 
tell exactly where you are at any given time by simply 
looking around you. You have to orient yourself using 
your ability to remember what you have seen, your 
experience.

the unfamiliar    So the viewer has to work hard. The 
virtual work done by the viewer to constitute a virtual 
meaning, to bring it into existence, should be hard work, 
and there’s not much work to do if things are simply the 
way they are, if the exhibition seems too familiar and 
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one can easily assess the amount of time and attention 
one needs to spend in the exhibition in order to see the 
whole thing. The work in this case is not only the work 
of the body moving through space, but the virtual work 
of the viewer, which involves surprise, the violation of 
expectations, and defamiliarization. “Defamiliarization” 
means catching you off-guard, making you feel that 
what you thought was going to be the case is not actu-
ally the state of affairs. The poet Wallace Stevens puts 
it beautifully when he says that poetry should make the 
visible a little hard to see; in other words, it should be a 
defamiliarization of that which has become too familiar. 

This way of presenting the artworks, or experiences, 
this “one-thing-after-the-other”, literally forces viewers 
to perceive one artwork at a time. One could argue that 
it mimics the way we perceive things most of the time, 
which is on screen, on the Internet, having the informa-
tion “fed” to us through a succession of pages, one page 
after another. Now, the process of navigating in the 
spaces at the Kunsthall is in no way as wide-ranging as 
the Internet, but for the viewer, it will hopefully be long 
enough to invoke a memory of navigating it. 

charged spaces    The word “haptic” – related to touch – 
could be used to describe the spaces in the white-cube 
labyrinth of Momentum Kunsthall. It actually addresses 
the notion of psychologically extending yourself through 
the space or psychologically extending the feeling of 
touch through the space, so that the space of the void 
becomes palpable as matter or form. Negative space 
becomes psychologically loaded, so that you could actu-
ally put your hand out and feel its presence. This is 

something you can experience in certain architecture, 
like Le Corbusier’s Chapel of Notre-Dame du Haut in 
Ronchamps and in some works of art, like Miroslaw 
Balka’s work How It Is, created for The Unilever Series 
at Tate Modern in 2009. Simply put, it is the difference 
between how you feel in a telephone booth and how you 
feel in a football stadium. There’s a way of controlling 
that difference in terms of psychological response, 
which encompasses the need to reach out, touch, and 
experience that space. The series of white cubes, which 
you enter and move through diagonally, vary in size 
from three meters by three meters to six meters by six 
meters. This size of room is small enough to enclose 
you, so that you clearly sense the walls surrounding 
you. When you enter, you’re in its space; you can’t avoid 
its surface. When the word “haptic” comes up, it’s not 
just in relation to the white cube, but in relation to how 
the white walls mediate the palpability of the space, 
the hapticness of the space. The space actually feels 
charged, as if you might be able to touch it; it affects 
your body: you’re being implicated in it, the space 
becomes a substance. There are very few exhibitions 
in which space becomes the defining issue, in which it’s 
not simply a volume cut out by walls, but a volume that 
shapes the content, the experience of the content as space.

coda    Philosophical thinking tends to be tyrannized by 
metaphors of vision. We assume that we understand 
reality because we say that we can see it; but how do 
you see it? You see it because of the lensing or focusing 
capacities of the eye, which exercise a certain tyranny 
over the nature of what you see. If you look too closely at 
something, all you can see is dots, and if you get too far 
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away from objects, they dissolve. What you thought was 
an object dissolves into a much vaster, greater space, 
which seems to have another objective nature. If you’re 
in a jet and you’re looking down at something, what 
you’re seeing certainly looks like it has form and struc-
ture, but the form and structure is not at all what you 
see when standing on the ground looking at the exactly 
same thing. You’re simply seeing different things. If you 
recognize what might be called the tyranny of focus in 
the way we orient ourselves in the world, you can see 
this continuous dissolve and refocus perpetually consti-
tuting objects in new ways.

Deleuze wants to see the body as interactive. He 
wants to see it as being everywhere and nowhere, an 
un-situated body among other bodies. In order for this to 
happen, its interface with other things has to be without 
agency and also without cognitive intention on the 
model of “I think, therefore I am; the world comes into 
being because I think”; without any of this in play. 

setting    Momentum Kunsthall is one of several venues 
for imagine being here now, which takes place in a 
number of settings. The 6th Momentum Biennial has 
three distinctly different buildings at its disposal: the 
biggest is a former brewery, Momentum Kunsthall, 
with three industrial halls and a reception area. The 
second venue, F15, is a manor house perfectly situated 
in the landscape, surrounded by a Baroque garden and 
protected forests and fields. The third is the Solberg 
Tower, a piece of contemporary glass and concrete archi-
tecture located along the E6 highway, between Moss 
and the border of Sweden.

The three different locations allow for three different 
ways of orchestrating the experience of the viewer. The 
Solberg Tower will present the work of only one artist, 
without interference from other works, and will thus 
follow the same scheme as the Momentum Kunsthall, 
presenting one work at a time.

The manor house at F15 will be left as it is, merely 
removing any alien elements installed for display 
purposes over the years, such as painted fiberboard 
walls, in order to let the ambience of the place and 
the original architecture dominate. At F15 the works 
will blend into each other – according to the conven-
tional way works are displayed in a group exhibition 
– and enter into dialogue with the house and garden 
surrounding it, forming a maelstrom of pasts, presents 
and futures. 
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Two Regimes of Presence
and Their Inversion

Stefan Heidenreich

presence and representation    Being present is a condi-
tion framed by two dominant types of institutions, the 
state and the company. Both cooperate in an intriguing 
way in order to keep us subject to a framework of time, 
presence, work, and representation. The company wants 
our presence. On the other hand, the state asks us to 
give up our presence and hand it over to representa-
tives. In this paper, I essentially want to call for the 
inversion of this state of things: being re-presented in 
the company, whilst maintaining presence in the state.

The unequal pairing of state and company, of repre-
sentation and presence, creates a double bind, since we 
have to be present and non-present at the same time. 
Where we would rather be present, we have to vote and 
thereby hand over our powers. And where we would 
prefer not to be present, we have to ask for vacations. 

In a variation on the old principle “no taxation without 
representation”, one could well imagine a world where 
we would try to escape this equation completely. 
The idea of this paper is, in short, to propose a system 
where this relation could work in precisely the opposite 
way. A company that does not ask for our presence, but 
instead would be satisfied with our re-presence. And on 
the other side, a state that does not deny us the right to 
present ourselves, and abandons the regime of represen-
tation. The demand would be for presentation instead 
of representation and re-presence rather than presence 
at work, which would also mean re-taxation instead of 
taxation. “Gift and presence”, the opposite form would 
say. Let me try to explain.

representation, the state    The state is a political entity. 
In a democracy, according to the constitution, the sover-
eign should be the people. But in fact, we are governed 
by a political machine that first and foremost seems to 
divert the powers of the sovereign. At the core of that 
diversion stands the idea of representation. Every four 
years or so, the people are asked to vote. But they do 
not vote on issues, they vote for leaders. The leaders, 
in turn, claim to stand for issues. But notoriously, the 
issues they claim to stand for diverge hugely from the 
issues they later side with once given power. This is the 
sad situation of a system called democracy. 
So, let’s have look at how that system operates, before 
turning to some considerations on how it could operate to 
be worthy of its name.
The state writes the law. Laws can be regarded as a 
relatively time-stable form of negative commands. They 
usually take the form: you must not do this or that. Just 
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as this is a negative command, the means of its enforce-
ment are also negative because the state only actively 
intervenes if someone breaks the law. Then the indi-
vidual is punished, usually through a fine or by being 
deprived of his or her freedom for a limited amount of 
time. Both of these terms, freedom and time, will need 
to be considered again. However, punishment is nega-
tive feedback, as opposed to positive feedback such as 
rewards or gratifications.  
Another political issue of the state consists in the 
regulation of presence. The right to assemble in huge 
crowds is granted, but limited. Just as masses and mass 
movements were the founding force of democracy, es-
tablished democracies – and to an even greater degree, 
non-democracies – are scared of masses. Demonstra-
tions have to be announced. The first thing the state of 
exception denies is the right of assembly.   

presence, the company    In many respects, the company’s 
regime is diametrically opposed to the state’s. In a 
company, the law consists in a chain of command. While 
laws remain stable, commands may change at any given 
time. In order to have them obeyed, the company oper-
ates through positive feedback. The employee who does 
his or her job is given payment. The one who prefers not 
to, loses both job and wage. The company cannot punish 
disobedient workers, it can only exclude them.
Thus the company operates through positive commands 
and positive feedback. 
This approach opposite to the attitude of the state also 
holds true when it comes to handling presence. The 
company demands the presence of its workers. Every 
one of them is obliged to work, i.e., to be there for a cer-

tain number of hours. Presence seems to be even more 
important than the task at hand. Of course, this stems 
from an epoch when machines created a steady output 
over a certain period of time. But the requirement of 
presence remained, even though it is not appropriate to 
many forms of work, especially not the immaterial labor 
of our times. In many cases, obligatory presence seems 
to be more about enforcing discipline then about getting 
a task done. 

the double bind    Both institutions operate from opposite 
sides of a spectrum of presence, one demanding it, the 
other denying it. But they complement each other, and 
the more intricately and closely they link their activi-
ties, the more their regulations approach the state of a 
double bind. A double bind consists of two connected, 
but opposite commands, issued at the same time. Stay 
here! Go away! Be present! Be represented!
The company asks for your presence, whilst the state 
rejects your very presence and dissolves it into represen-
tation. The company attracts you with gifts, whilst the 
state threatens you with punishment. 
One could of course argue that these two conflicting 
rules do not form a double bind because they affect two 
completely different spheres of our lives, economic and 
political. This would be true, if the political and the 
economic realms lay far apart from each other. But the 
opposite is the case. Money and politics cooperate in a 
way that allows them to bring their opposite regimes 
together, forming the very double bind we find ourselves 
in. In extreme cases, this trap leaves citizens with no 
options, and democracy with no choices – as expressed 
in the German word “Sachzwang”, meaning a situation 



130 131

TWO REGIMES OF PRESENCE AND (...)STEFAN HEIDENREICH

in which politicians are left with no choice. A stronger 
force seems to enter their decisions and demand sub-
mission. A closer look at the routines of a parliament 
member or a ministry reveals that apart from the rare 
moments of an election, the power of lobby groups pre-
vails. European democracies still do not seem to be as 
corrupted by dependence on funding as the elections in 
the United States, where private financing of campaigns 
goes hand in hand with advanced public relations – one 
could also call it propaganda, like the title of a ground-
breaking book by E. Bernays, the founder of political 
PR. But the Europeans catch up when it comes to 
politics and decision-making. The central bureaucracies 
in the administrative molochs of the EU in Brussels 
are only loosely democratically legitimated, and open 
to the influence of lobbyists. The representatives once 
chosen by elections do not represent a political agenda, 
but hold positions and secure jobs, in the sense defined 
by Max Weber.1 Their position dictates whom they have 
to listen to. The double bind of their profession becomes 
most visible when they have to say one thing in public, 
especially during election time, whilst doing something 
else behind the closed curtains of their administration.2 
They serve two masters, one with their words, the other 
one with their actions.

But it is not only on the political side that we find the 
traces of this double bind. It also affects our personal 
lives. The lower segment of the labor market becomes 
more and more dependent on state support. Where both 
regimes intersect, workers have to submit their lives to 
both masters. When their earnings do not allow them 
to make a living, they become recipients of public as-

sistance. In this situation, they are forced to apply for 
both, for jobs and for social aid. Their double bind says 
Go to work! And: go file for help! Be fully employed and 
dependent at the same time. Be paid and punished, free 
and unfree at the same time.

inequality and the two sides of the double bind    For a 
long time, one of the basic ideas of the state has been 
equality. But in recent times, equality has largely been 
replaced by liberty, or freedom. We will come back to the 
question of why these two points are contradictory. The 
economic realm as a whole, and companies in particular, 
have never been much concerned with equality. On the 
contrary, as the state has become formally committed 
to equality, the company operates as the main source of 
inequality. In general, it operates on the condition that 
the wealth created by the work of many is distributed 
into the hands of a few.
If one looks at the history of institutions, one may find a 
continuous antagonism between institutions of equality 
and inequality, between institutions powered by the 
majority of the disadvantaged and on the other side, 
institutions driven by the power of the few.
This situation in itself may not be very surprising, but it 
is indeed remarkable that one and the same institution 
can act on different sides of this border. For example, 
one could trace a parallel between the turn of the state 
towards issues of equality and the rise of the company 
as a much more profitable institution of inequality. 
At that point, the old feudal regimes failed, and the 
revolution served to reclaim the institution of the state 
as a force of equality.
Although this perspective sounds slightly simplistic, it 
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focuses attention on the fact that an institution may not 
be regarded as the stable side in this equation.
However, at latest after the end of the Cold War, but 
most likely starting a decade before with the neoliberal 
reforms of Reagan and Thatcher the state lost its bias 
towards equality and fully succumbed to the demands of 
the economy.

Rising inequality creates a growing area of our society 
that is caught in the double bind. The working poor with 
their unpaid presence on the one side, and the super-rich 
with their more or less well-paid representatives, the 
bankers and the politicians, on the other side. Since fi-
nance industries conquered the economy the middle class 
is left aside as it does not fulfill any serious task having 
lost all its creditworthiness in the housing bubble. 
The effects of the double bind extend far beyond the 
lower classes of our society. It’s just that the middle 
class is affected in a different way. The most visible form 
is a phenomenon called stress. Stress comes with the 
constant lack of time, caused by the increasing demand 
for presence by the company. And stress also comes with 
risks of any type, the risk of losing one’s job, of missing a 
payment, of falling back into the hell of the double bind.

freedom, subject    More than anywhere else, the 
twisted logic of our world becomes apparent in the term 
freedom. In our world, freedom mostly appears as the 
freedom of choice. But the choices are restricted from 
the very beginning. We are no longer able to imagine 
an absolute kind of freedom, which would be a freedom 
without the necessity to choose. 
The freedom we are used to talking about is deeply en-

tangled in the double bind of our political and economic 
situation.Under the regime of presence, freedom comes 
with two options. We are free to buy what we want. 
And we are free to work where we want. Theoretically. 
Because we can only buy what is offered to us. And the 
more we want to buy, the less free we are in our choice 
of work.  
On the other hand, under the regime of representation, 
the voter again has the freedom to choose. But this time 
there are not that many products on offer; the specifica-
tions of political parties lag far behind the wide range 
of average consumer electronics. One is used to the fact 
that the political spectrum can be charted along one axis 
only, from left to right. This so-called democracy basi-
cally just allows only for the choice to hand over freedom 
of decision. After the vote is cast, one’s supposed repre-
sentative assumes office and disappears until the next 
elections. Our political freedom is lost so quickly and so 
definitively that we would not even think of intervening. 
The representatives, the parties, the parliaments, and 
the administration shield the flow political decisions 
very effectively from any type of intervention.
Behind the façades and smokescreens of a democratic 
system operates a politico-economic alliance that 
enforces our double bind. The more precarious the 
economic situation of the state becomes – i.e., the more 
revenue and bigger share of overall products the assem-
bled wealth demands – the more the state finds itself 
constrained to cooperate in this enforcement.
The system of law and justice is one side of the double 
bind, since criminalization often serves no other purpose 
but to force individuals back into the labor market. For-
mally, everybody is equal and everybody has the right to 
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choose, but the number of choices is limited and opting 
out is only allowed in the regime of representation, not 
in the regime of presence. 

If we compare this double-bound form of freedom to 
the ancient Greek idea, we find a completely different 
concept of liberty. 
Back then, freedom meant first and foremost the privi-
lege not to be dependent on any type of labor. Someone 
who had to work was not considered free. Of course, this 
type of freedom could only operate within a slave society 
that denied even basic liberties to the majority of its 
citizens, to benefit the happy few living their lives in 
freedom.
Of course, one could say the overall situation has im-
proved a lot compared to then.
But nevertheless, it is worth keeping in mind that 
freedom may mean much more than just freedom of 
choice. It may instead encompass a much broader idea 
of basic independence.

The other equally flawed term is “the subject”. We 
think of the subject as being its own sovereign. Since it 
is restricted to itself, the subject is the king of the ego. 
Not just since Freud has this been proven deceptive. 
The original meaning of the word “subject” is preserved 
in the expression “being subject to”. In the history of 
philosophy the term “subject” can be traced back to 
Aristotle’s hypokeimenon, the underlying substance, the 
fundamental substance. Descartes still uses the term 
in this antique sense. It was only Kant who gave the 
word its reflective spin, turning the human being into 
the underlying substance of his or her own perception. 

With this reversal of almost 180 degrees, the subject all 
of a sudden became a figure of self-reflection and self-
empowerment. But at its core it remains in a very pre-
carious state as the hero of the modern type of freedom, 
the freedom of choice. 

resist, insist    Resisting always means resisting a given 
condition. Activism, on the other hand, does not come 
with that restriction. But resistance at least has the 
advantage of being directed, while activism very often 
gets lost in undirected activities. One main problem of 
resistance comes with its inherent negation, however. 

The basic problem of the negativity of resistance is 
well known. Negri and Hardt tried to overcome it by 
claiming that resistance was primary, and not sec-
ondary, e.g., only reactive to a given situation.3 A closer 
look at the history of resistance shows that there is an 
ambiguous situation. Only the vivid idea of a possibility 
opposed to the given state makes resistance something 
to be imagined. The idea of a different world requires 
more than a mere negation of the present state. It builds 
on a conceptual framework to overcome the constraints 
that govern our lives and the institutions in power. In 
this sense, resistance always contains an independent 
element and is rooted in a positive imagination. But 
when it comes to the activation of resistance and the 
actual transition from ideas to actions, mere conceptual 
considerations may never reach the tipping point.

A closer look at strategies of resistance to the two re-
gimes of presence may help overcome the constraints of 
negativity. Resistance acts differently in relation to the 
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two regimes of presence and representation. 
In dealing with a company, it rejects its call for pres-
ence. If workers strike, they interrupt production by 
depriving the company of their presence.
Contrary to this, resistance against a state means 
showing presence by organizing demonstrations or other 
forms of protest. Thus, resistance against the state 
bypasses elections and representatives, and reclaims its 
own right to create a political presence. In the long run, 
the power of the political representatives has proved 
stronger in most cases. Only rarely, as with the Green 
Party in Germany, have political movements managed 
to turn into a political organization, moving from the 
“ausserparlamentarische opposition” – non-parliamen-
tary opposition – back to the rituals of representation.
All actions of resistance are usually meant to be only 
temporary. There is an unspoken agreement that the 
time of action is limited and that in the end everybody 
will get back to work and will vote at the next elections. 
Here we encounter the second constraint of resistance, 
which depends to a certain degree on its negativity. 
Negation can never be complete, except for absolute 
negativity in the Hegelian sense. It usually negates 
with intentionality, directed against something, not 
everything. So, whatever resistance there is, it involves a 
temporary outburst of activity, appeased after a certain 
period of time.  

An opposite strategy might be called insistence instead 
of resistance. Insisting may well grow out of a move-
ment of resistance, but it rises from different founda-
tions. One may insist on a model for a different world, or 
on a parameter, or detail to be changed. Much of daily 

political business consists in strategies of insisting4, 
with the famous example of Cato insisting on the third, 
complete destruction of Carthage.
But the insistence born out of a movement of resistance 
means something else, insofar as it refers to an alterna-
tive, opposed form. Insistence thus poses two challenges: 
to formulate a positive program and to keep going on 
unabated until the goal is reached. 
One could take the strategies of insurgency that were 
recently adopted by the UK Uncut movement as a pos-
sible example of insistence. The activists insist in their 
demand that the super-rich and their companies pay 
their taxes the way every other citizen does. Of course, 
these demands do not contain the design for a com-
pletely new world, but they strike against the double 
bind of the politico-economic regime at one of its core 
positions, i.e., the hidden alliance of the wealthy with 
the supposedly elected powers.

networks and the recent revolts    The recent revolts in 
the Islamic world have shown to the surprise of many 
observers how resistance can be activated and become 
successful in our times. Yet it remains to be seen if the 
forces that have taken power in the meantime, in both 
cases parts of the military, will act according to the 
presence that brought them forth. In their reports the 
Western media focused on the disputed fact that the 
revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt were made possible by 
social networks like Facebook or Twitter. This may be 
an encouraging sign of new forms of political presence to 
come. Indeed, at this point Western movements of resist-
ance could learn something from the Arab insurgency. 
But sadly, the revolutions most likely will not turn out 
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like they began. The forces in power have changed, 
but the foundations of the political system remain 
unaltered. A second disputed fact is whether one of the 
main goals of the demonstrators was democracy. Given 
that it was precisely the democracies in the West that 
helped their dictators stay in power for decades and 
even offered police support against the insurgents, this 
claim may at least be doubtful. Instead, one of the main 
concerns and a common ground of the demonstrations 
was to end the regime of the kleptocrats ruling their 
countries. It is a telling and shameful fact that our 
democratic governments never had serious problems 
about cooperating with these figures. 
What is the state of our so-called democracy if it openly 
supports kleptocrats? Is it a kleptocracy itself, masquer-
ading as democratic? And why should the people in the 
suppressed and exploited states opt for the very kind of 
democracy that helped their suppressors stay in power?
Increasingly, it looks as if the protests have achieved 
only half of the demands they fought for in the first 
place. Instead of the participation promised by social 
network platforms like Facebook and Twitter, they will 
most likely only get a political form of representation. 
But even this would be a major achievement compared 
to the regime of repression they suffered before. The 
real challenge, however, would be to opt for political 
presence instead of representation. The currents of par-
ticipation and user-generated news that swept the world 
in the early weeks of the uprising gave an impression 
of what a political movement in the age of the Internet 
could look like. But in the course of its development, the 
revolution ran into a critical phase. This is related to 
the inherent negativity of resistance. When successful, 

negation loses momentum, unless it is carried forward 
by a positive proposal of how to handle power. The 
history of revolutions is full of examples of negation 
running wild, which usually resulted in a return to the 
previous scheme of power after the killing of its former 
representatives. 

The recent Arab revolutions have vividly demonstrated 
how communication and media can play a decisive role. 
The initial trigger, tragic as it may have been, was a 
close-to-random event. Out of nowhere, the news of a 
man torching himself in the central desert area of Tu-
nisia began to spread throughout the country. It seemed 
to be the very awareness of the distribution of informa-
tion that activated the people. In this case, the motive 
for activation is situated on a meta-level. The most im-
portant factor lies not in the fact that a harassed street 
vendor in a small town set himself on fire, but in the 
fact that the forces in power were not able to keep the 
story of his death from spreading. As it does so often, 
the initial trigger arrived from the edges, from an event 
nobody was paying attention to. And in the end it was 
exactly this lack of attention by the forces in power that 
revealed their vulnerability. Resistance was not ignited 
by the death of one person, but by the fact that the news 
of his death overcame the repressive state media. 
Networks and social platforms proved crucial in the dis-
tribution of this information. They would indeed also be 
equally well-suited to the formulation of a positive goal 
for an insurgence. But here the movement was caught 
by surprise. Instead of following the logic of networks 
and their mode of participation, they will have to settle 
with a representative democracy. And even though the 
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protests continued for a while after they reached their 
primary goals, the consolidation of the regime or repre-
sentation is already under way.
In other instances, the logic of networks has taken over 
political processes for quite some time. After the break-
down of their last enemy on an equal footing, the United 
States managed to maintain their excessive military 
spending only thanks to the successful invention and 
introduction of a new type of rogue. With few states 
powerful enough to provide that service, their strate-
gists relied on a network of undefined and potentially 
limitless size and resources. “Al Qaeda”, literally trans-
lated as “the list”, proved to be an unidentifiable enemy 
that allowed for unlimited countermeasures, keeping 
the military budget at whatever size was wished for. 
The only true thing about this new enemy was probably 
its form of organization as a network.5 When the forces 
of resistance take the form of a network, the forces of 
the state face the challenge of adapting to the shape 
of their imagined enemy.6 As such, the structure of a 
network crops up increasingly in political matters, just 
as it does in economic structures. In fact one could even 
describe the recent submission of the states to the power 
of the banks as a victory of the greater network, a global 
web of financial institutions, over the smaller organiza-
tions, the states bound to their territory. The organiza-
tion called nation-state faces the challenge of changing 
to a network in any case,7 unless it wants to risk being 
erased from the political landscape and replaced by 
another network-based political entity.  

re-presence and presentation    A political distribution of 
presence that would be the opposite of our established 

system is entirely possible. One could indeed organize 
and demand a form of state built on presentation, not on 
representation. Presentation in this case would be en-
sured by the available technological means of decision-
making. In fact, when compared to the possibilities of 
network-based structures, our form of representational 
democracy looks far outdated. We let politicians operate 
in a system whose main institutions and rituals have 
remained unchanged since the 19th century. Why have 
all the revolutions in communication left the organiza-
tion of power largely unchanged? Its seems long overdue 
to call for a reshaping of the political practices that run 
democracy in such an old-fashioned way, in order to 
hide longstanding affiliations with the other side, the 
regime of presence behind the veil of representation. 
Just recently, these affiliations were disrupted by the rev-
elation of the diplomatic cables through Wikileaks. It is 
no coincidence that this revelation was brought about by a 
different type of network, whose protagonists see the state 
itself as a type of conspiracy that needs to be dismantled.8 
The demand for presentation is in line with the ongoing 
revelation of state secrets, which do not recognize the 
basic right of the democratic sovereign, i.e. the people, 
to be informed about what the powers that claim to 
represent them habitually hide from them. A valid pres-
entation in the state’s decision-making process would 
involve a degree of transparency as yet unseen in our 
representative democracies. This would of course under-
mine a huge part of the hidden, informal diplomatic and 
economic affiliations. 

But still, the transition from representation to presenta-
tion seems to be a minor task compared to the transition 
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from presence to re-presence. What would re-presence 
within the company mean? We already live in a system 
where much of the work needed for production is not 
present any more. At least not in the so-called developed 
countries of the West. More or less all facilities of real 
production have been outsourced to places like China, 
Turkey, or the very North African states affected by the 
revolutions. But of course we cannot demand the return 
to a global slave society in which one part of the popula-
tion works for another. And indeed, most of the people 
here still work, albeit not in production. Their work is 
linked to production and produced goods in a parasitic 
way. Much of what is euphemistically called “immate-
rial labor” has to do with the task of marketing, in other 
words, inventing a market where cheaply produced 
goods can be sold as expensively or profitably as pos-
sible. Our society is trapped in an excess of distinctions, 
also called branding, that basically creates imaginary 
separate markets for functionally identical products. 
Branding creates sub-markets for products, whose 
price – not value – is based on a social relationship. In 
this market, each company owns a monopoly, as only 
Adidas can market Adidas shoes, whereas its competitor 
Didibao – with the slogan “always be humble”9 – suffers 
from being regarded as an inferior imitation.
A system of re-presence would call for an end to these 
artificial monopolies and at the same time a transfer of 
all machine-operable labor to machines. This recalls the 
old utopia of machinery providing us with almost eve-
rything we demand. This utopian idea is worth remem-
bering and recalling, as it is entirely within the reach 
of our technical abilities. Unfortunately, utopias of this 
kind are not in much circulation any more, repressed 

and replaced by the capitalist mythology that requires 
all of us to sacrifice as much of our presence as possible. 
But what for? In order to maximize profits through 
imaginary monopolies that help to create the maximum 
price difference between production and sale, based on 
the mere illusion of a social distinction. 
Wouldn’t a system of re-presence and presentation 
also create a double bind, much like the cooperation of 
presence and representation? Indeed, this could well be 
the case if one also switched the modes of obligation. 
Now we have an obligation of presence combined with a 
voluntary scheme of representation. Exchanging this for 
a system in which both parameters are shifted – a vol-
untary re-presence combined with an obligatory presen-
tation – would just recreate a mirror-image double bind. 
States with this kind of obligatory presence are not 
unheard of, mostly taking the form of military dictator-
ships with largely unproductive economic sectors, like 
the Spartan system of total state control, or the more 
restricted forms of so-called Communist dictatorships. 
Of course, our demand would call for an obligatory 
re-presence, meaning the absence of work as much as 
possible, and a voluntary presentation that offers the 
opportunity to be involved in political decisions at any 
level of individual interest.

Paris, April Fool’s Day, 2011
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Everywhere Else Than Here
Christian Skovbjerg Jensen & Wooloo

Around Mr Palomar’s house there is a lawn. This is not a place 
where a lawn should exist naturally: so the lawn is an artificial 
object, composed from natural objects, namely grasses. The lawn’s 
purpose is to represent nature, and this representation occurs as 
the substitution, for the nature proper to the area, of a nature in 
itself natural but artificial for this area. In other words, it costs 
money. The lawn requires expense and endless labour: to sow it, 
water it, fertilise it, weed it, mow it.
Italo Calvino, Mr. Palomar, 1983

we’re standing in the garden in front of Galleri 
F15 looking out across the fjord. The moment seems 
carefully stage-managed, either by the culture or by 
nature itself: the wintry stillness, the straight rows of bare 
trees, the blinking water. If it weren’t for the fact that 
we’ve just been reminded of the opposite, you might think 
time stood still, that this place has always looked like this.
A few minutes ago we were sitting in the gallery’s office 


