i

D Muttant (Maya Hald) and Y Puss (Ase Fougner) performing D Muttant’s
Mission in 2005. Photographer: José Figueroa. Copyright CC-BY-NC-ND.



10. Solidarity Lost and Found: Reflections
on Contemporary Feminist Performance

As the millennium began, performance and art have shown a re-
surgence of interest in politics, everyday life, and the documen-
tary. A political agenda has been reinstated that intends to not
only portray but also challenge the post-political Zeitgeist and the
vision of politics as a consensual form of democracy. However,
nothing “just suddenly” becomes political. Political performance
had not entirely disappeared from Sweden at the end of the 1970s.
Theatre companies and projects with a political orientation could
always be found, although political tendencies in Swedish theatre
grew stronger in the late 1990s and were increasingly noticeable
by the turn of the new century.

The background of contemporary feminist performance in
Sweden can be located in the shift from a social democratic state
to a neoliberal one. In civil society, the distinction between the two
can be assessed by the extent of personal freedom enjoyed by the
populace, including sexual and reproductive rights, and whether
interpersonal civic transactions are typified by commercialization
and favoritism, or by mutuality and equality.” Some scholars who
have tried to summarize the era of postmodernism have pointed
to the September 11th attacks of 2001 as the symbolic reason for
a major shift in political theory and practice.> Aggressive neolibe-
ral right-wing economic politics, the war against terrorism, climate
change, increasing global inequality, poverty, and the lack of social
justice are the principal reasons for the reappearance of class iss-
ues in critical theory, feminist politics, and performance. The third
way of thinking beyond the political left and right is dismissed by
Chantal Moulffe in On the Political (2005), where she urges passion
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in politics and stresses the importance of creating forms of anti-
essentialist collective identification around democratic objectives.?

Hope in negative times

Postmodern theory and performance have insisted on depression
and negativity to such an extent that one hardly knows where to
launch a counterargument. As theatre scholar José Estaban Murioz
points out, it is difficult to advocate hope or critical utopianism
when cultural analysis is dominated by the opposite.* Queer theo-
rist Lee Edelman’s famous polemic, No Future: Queer Theory and
the Death Drive (2004), is only one example of this obsession with
negativity. In it he speaks of “the structuring optimism of politics
of which the order of meaning commits us. Installing as it does the
perpetual hope of reaching meaning through signification, is always,
I would argue, a negation of this primal, constitutive and negative
act.”s Political hope fails queers because it is heteronormative and
resonates only on the level of reproductive futurity. Giving up futuri-
ty and the death drive is what Edelman recommends. He advocates
identification with the negative: the enemy of the future, the enemy
of the state, and the enemy of the child as a symbol of the future.

A critical intellectual, however, need not be a negative one.
Negativity strongly influences the contemporary intellectual opi-
nion industry, which profits from rapid consumption of all kinds
of cultural products. An objection to this overtly negative trend
should not be based on the populist ideology of happiness and
compulsory optimism that is created by the feel-bad-becomes-
feel-good formula of popular psychology and consumerist capi-
talism. While negativity is an important artistic technique, it is
not necessarily a criterion for art. When the Austrian Nobel Prize-
winning playwright and novelist Elfriede Jelinek announced that
her creativity comes out of negativity and that she could not write
anything positive, it sounded like a manifesto. “There is nothing
programmatic in writing about negative things. Unfortunately, I
only see negative things; and I can only describe what I see, what
I have experienced, and what I know about the world.”¢

Another example of an extremely negative aesthetic is the work
of British dramatist Sarah Kane, whose dark, brutal visions have
already achieved mythical status. In five dramas, she radically
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criticizes a culture that anaesthetizes rather than questions our
contemporary state of mind.” Blasted (1995) opens with Ian and
Cate in a hotel room in Leeds. Suddenly the drama explodes: Ian
rapes Cate. A war begins and the hotel is bombed. The dialogue
consists of lyrical, rhythmic, short sentences. When the play is over,
Ian concludes the performance by saying, “Thank you.” Kane also
invokes an ancient past in her Phaedra’s Love (1996), in which
Hippolytus refuses to participate in the corruption around him,
but is finally brought down by self-hatred. Kane continues in the
tradition of Samuel Beckett, but with an important difference:
While Beckett sought to work out a drama for post-war Europe
after Auschwitz and the Holocaust, Kane only sees darkness, and
her vision for postmodern times carries with it very little hope.

Kane’s provocations encourage her audience to react. For her,
theatre is not an escape from the world but a confrontation with
it. Everything can be (re)presented on stage. To say that something
cannot be performed on stage is, in Kane’s theatre, like saying
one dare not mention it. That denial is an ethical statement. Our
human relations are the networks that keep us alive in a world
where we find ourselves tormented, weak, and helpless. Kane’s
play Cleansed (1998) is perhaps the best metaphor for this. The
world is all about darkness, and in that darkness we must learn
how to love in order to survive.

As in Edelman’s No Future, religious overtones may also be
found in Kane’s writing. After the cataclysm a little light, such as
that glimpsed at the end of Kane’s play Crave (1998), may be seen.
God is dead and the remaining human beings are trying to find
some meaning in life by relating to other humans. It is not the first
time theatre has been used to represent existential and religious is-
sues. Pain and isolation can be bridged by communication, if com-
munication is even possible. “It is my belief,” Mufioz writes, “that
minoritarian subjects are cast as hopeless in a world without uto-
pia. That is not to say that hope is the only modality of emotional
recognition that structures belonging; sometimes shame, disgust,
hate and other ‘negative’ emotions bind people together.”®

Our communication culture, and especially the genre of outs-
pokenness, has changed in recent years. The culture of rudeness
and cruelty in Facebook’s hate pages is a socially accepted form of
bullying. Kane, who died by her own hand in 1999 at the age of
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28, must have had some faith in communication or she would not
have bothered writing. Her experimental language and the image
of suffering in her writing comes close to Jill Dolan’s “moments of
liminal clarity and commission, fleeting, briefly transcendent bits
of profound human feeling and connection, [that] spring from
the alchemy between performers and spectators and their mutual
confrontation with a historical present that lets them imagine a
different, putatively better future.”®

Paradise lost: The social democratic utopia

The climate for taking a political stand was not entirely absent from
the postmodern 1980s and early 1990s. Then, after the turn of the
century, Sweden experienced an explosion of feminist performance
as direct actions, theatre, shows, and events with a distinctive app-
roach emerged in force. Many feminist cultural festivals were held,
and individual feminist performance, dance, and theatre events so-
metimes attracted even broader audiences than festivals. This popu-
larization of feminist performing arts is related to the lively climate
of feminist activism in Sweden. Just as activism in the 1990s was
reshaped by the political climate of the decade, activist art also re-
flects the art and theatre world of the 2000s. However, as Mouffe
cautions, with the increasing acceptance of their feminist activist
work, artists must resist being neutralized by capitalism. One of the
most urgent and contentious issues the feminist left has had to deal
with is the downscaling of the Swedish welfare state. For many,
the Swedish project of establishing a social democratic, egalitarian,
liberal, and open society has changed beyond recognition.

The assassination of the social democratic Prime Minister Olof
Palme in 1986 meant a loss of Swedish innocence in many ways.
It also affected the public’s confidence in the future. Palme was
the subject of two 2001 plays, Olof Palmes leende (Olof Palme’s
Smile) by Malin Lagerlof at the Linsteatern in Orebro, and Palme
dor innan pausen (Palme Dies Before the Intermission) by Stefan
Lindberg at Teater Bhopa in Gothenburg. The Swedish band Latin
Kings put music to Olof Palme’s speech on social exclusion and
discrimination, and the feminist artist Malin Arnell’s series Jag
ser vad du sdger (I See What You’re Saying), a slide presentation
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of slogans, included a photo of “I shot Olof Palme” scribbled in
Swedish on a wall in Barcelona. At the Academy of Art in Malmo,
Olof Palme gazed with a Che Guevara stare from a blood red
t-shirt created by the artist Olaf Unnar. One of the latest outra-
ged reactions against the Swedish right-wing government was
the 20710 election video Grat allians av virt hat (Crying out to a
government we hate) by the Queer Institute in Gothenburg. The
term alliance refers to “Alliansen”, as the right-wing coalition calls
itself. The video is a rallying cry for action against the governme-
nt and its policies. In works such as these, young dramatists and
artists have called into question the downsizing of the social de-
mocratic project and the fading dream of a model welfare society
that greeted their generation as it reached adulthood.

Interest in Olof Palme has reemerged in a number of biograp-
hies, and in director Carolina Friande’s 2009 collage production
of Palme at the Uppsala City Theatre. It appears to represent not
only nostalgia for Palme, but the public mourning of the lost vi-
sion of a social democratic nation as well. For younger Swedes the
story of Olof Palme begins with his assassination on Sveavigen in
central Stockholm in 1986. This brutal act, the confused and con-
fusing police investigation that followed, the various conspiracy
theories that flourished in the media, and the eventual capture of
a murder suspect who was later released, constitute a national
trauma that has never entirely healed.

Thanking Olof Palme

Lo Kauppi, a feminist performer, is grateful for her upbringing in
social democratic Sweden. Her performance, Bergspringardottern
som exploderade (The Rockblaster’s Daughter Who Exploded),
was one of the most successful shows of the 2004—2005 season.
In it Kauppi delivered a naked, powerful, and candid account of
her life and class origins, conveying to her audience both social
reportage and the energy to keep going: “It felt like I had gone
through drama school just to be able to tell this story,” she has
said.’> Many who were present wanted to hear it.

Kauppi’s life story was not just a private anecdote, but also a
fierce political criticism of cutbacks in social programs and the
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curtailment of health services. Her fury drove her presentation.
Kauppi pointed out that no one at drama school understood what
she meant by political theatre: “I felt so lost—what if I had cho-
sen the wrong profession? And now it has all fallen into place. I
was able to do political theatre after all.”** Her one-woman show
sums up how much she has cost society and how much cheaper
it would have been had she been given proper treatment when
she began having medical problems around the age of fourteen.
In her teens she tried to resolve her inner chaos by dieting. Her
eating disorder increased in the midst of a working-class family
of addicts who used to argue about who was the sickest. This was
followed by years of drug abuse and other social problems. “I'm
incredibly grateful that I grew up in Olof Palme’s Sweden. It do-
esn’t matter what the Conservatives say. I would never have survi-
ved in a more competitive society,” she states, thanking Sweden’s
social democratic system for her life.™

With her performance in Bergspringardottern som explodera-
de, Kauppi felt she was able to obtain forgiveness and acceptan-
ce at last. Performance was her means of expressing her feelings.
Fully aware that it would require her to put her body on stage — the
body that she had been trying to alter since she was fourteen — she
took the risk.

I have done so many stupid things in my life; robbed, fought,
and injured myself in lots of different ways, and I always thought
everything was my own fault, that I only had myself to blame. But
now that Pm older, I realize that everything might be connected
and that perhaps we do things simply because we have to when
we are small, and that everything was really just a cry for help
that was about making dad stop drinking. I’'m not trying to avoid
responsibility, just trying to explain. To explain why I did all those
things. To show that there might be a reason why some people
behave like idiots and one shouldn’t get mad at those who fail.
To show what it’s like to be a teenager and realize that you’re not
actually a human being, but a woman condemned to be an object
to make old men horny that everybody has the right to criticize
and put down, and how hard it is to defend yourself against the
constant advertisements with anorexic models, when everything is
chaos at home and there’s nobody who can tell you you’re fine just
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the way you are. How that sort of thing affects your life and gets
too heavy for some of us.™

Kauppi’s leftist-feminist performance was televised in 2010, and
she has continued to work in this political direction since then.
Her more recent performances discuss themes such as sexism,
power, and poverty in a society that has lost its focus on soli-
darity. Kauppi’s anger can be understood in the sense, as Mouffe
points out, that Europe is now faced by the unchallenged hegemo-
ny of neo-liberalism that claims there is no existing order.** This
view has been accepted by social democratic parties which under
the pretense of modernizing, have been steadily moving to the
right, while at the same time redefining themselves as center-left.
According to Moulffe, rather than profiting from the crisis of its
old communist antagonist, social democracy has been dragged
until it collapsed.™s

In this way, a great opportunity has been lost for (social) demo-
cratic politics. The events of 1989 in Europe should have been the
occasion for a redefinition of the Left, now relieved of the pres-
sure previously put upon it by the Soviet system. Mouffe suggests
that there was a real chance for a deepening of the democratic
project at the time, since traditional political frontiers had been
shattered and could have been redrawn in a more progressive way.
Unfortunately, this chance has been missed in Sweden and every-
where in Europe. “Instead we hear triumphalist claims about the
disappearance of antagonism and the advent of a politics without
frontiers, without a ‘they’: a win-win politics in which solutions
could be found favoring everybody in the society.” ¢

Activist aesthetics and the street

Feminist, queer, anti-racist, and class-based performances take us
onto the streets. Since the breakthrough of New Circus in the
1980s and 1990s, the performing arts has become a realm where
the borders between dance, acrobatics, and acting have been dis-
solved. Theatre and performance have been enticed and seduced
by reality; Shakespeare alone is not enough. Social movements se-
eking gender, sexual, class, racial, and ethnic liberation have taken



192 Don’t Be Quiet, Start a Riot!

the form of demonstrations, protests, guerrilla theatre, music, po-
etry, visual culture, and media events unfolding on the “street”,
that is, in public space.’” Art historian Nina Felshin points out
that the hybrid cultural practice called art activism is shaped as
much by the “real world” as by the art world. Writing in 1995,
she stated that

activist art represents a confluence of the aesthetic, sociopolitical,
and technological impulses of the past twenty-five years or more
that have attempted to challenge, explore, or blur the boundaries
and hierarchies traditionally defining the culture as represented by
those in power. This cultural form is the culmination of a demo-
cratic urge to give voice and visibility to the disenfranchised and
connect art to a wider audience. It springs from the union of poli-
tical activism with democratizing aesthetic tendencies originating
in Conceptual art of the late 1960s and early 1970s.™

Activist art requires community or public participation in order
to effect social change and promote social justice. This can be
accomplished by working in a variety of organizations, feminist,
radical, or solidarity groups, labor unions, cultural task forces of
small leftist parties, environmental, pacifist, LGBTQ, and anti-ra-
cist organizations — all groups offering ways to connect with those
who share a common interest.”® Activist art, in the forms it takes
and in the methods it uses, is process rather than an object or pro-
duct-oriented endeavor. It takes place at public sites outside the
context of the art world. In practice, it often appears as temporal
interventions, such as performance or performance-based activi-
ties, media events, exhibitions, and pop-up installations.
Feminists in Sweden and abroad have used spectacular means
to dramatize the many ways in which women are objectified by
the prevailing cultural and social representation systems. For ex-
ample, feminist action groups have organized counter-performan-
ces in connection with the Miss World and other beauty pageants
by outfitting their own bodies with flashing lights attached to their
breasts and crotches, or by decorating shop dummies with signs
denigrating women. The “No More Miss America” demonstra-
tion in August 1968 launched the popular image of feminists as
bra burners. Such an action was once again used by the Swedish
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feminist activist group Unfucked Pussy (Joanna Rytel and Fia-
Stina Sandlund) in their Gubbslem (Slimy Old Men) action
against the Miss Sweden pageant in 2001. The early street demon-
strations and direct actions of the 1960s and 1970s triggered the
body-centered critique of gender and sexual representations that
dominated feminist theatre, theory, and practice in the 1980s.>°

When Swedish feminist artists adopted performance art as a le-
gitimate form of stage presentation, it gave them greater freedom.
Focus shifted from text and craftsmanship to thoughts and ideas.
In performance art one may use whatever form of expression that
most effectively conveys the topic at issue. The presentation cen-
ters on direct action, mixing such styles and genres as spoken word
poetry, music, dance, circus, and elements of popular culture —
with various impromptu pranks and tricks thrown in. However,
it also utilizes text-based traditions of theatre when required. The
political arena is a space of power, conflict, and antagonism. Valid
political questions always require one to choose between conflic-
ting alternatives.

Next to antagonism, the concept of hegemony is a key notion
for addressing the question of the “political.” Mouffe links the
political to the acts of hegemonic institutions. In this sense one
has to differentiate the social from the political.>* Every order is
political and based on some form of exclusion. There are usually
other possibilities that have been repressed but can be reactivated.
The articulatory practices through which a certain order is establis-
hed and the meaning of social institutions is fixed are hegemonic.
Every hegemonic order is susceptible to being challenged by coun-
ter-hegemonic practices, i.e., those that attempt to disarticulate the
existing order in order to install another form of hegemony.>*

Actions in public space

The heteronormative boundaries for women’s bodies, and narrow
definitions of femininity, are the central themes for the group of
artists who call themselves the High Heel Sisters who physically
explore concrete social settings. In their critiques of power, they
seek to renegotiate the rules that determine social games. The
group’s methods — cooperation based on sisterhood — encourage
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women to support each other and finally lay to rest the myth of
the genius male artist. On the assumption that gender is perfor-
mative, the High Heel Sisters present exaggerated behaviors in di-
verse situations to emphasize how everything is a matter of social
codes, and in this way they seek to undermine those codes.

The High Heel Sisters met at an art exhibition: “We were stand-
ing next to each other at an opening and discovered we had the
same physical traits: we are taller than 1.78, older than 30, we
take more than a 471 size shoe, and we had beautiful, hairy legs.
We felt that this was power.”> The artistic method of the High
Heel Sisters consists in the group setting themselves a particu-
lar assignment or choosing a situation to be explored. For their
first performance they assigned themselves tasks to solve in the
course of one day, namely, how long could they hang from a tree
together and stand still together under specific circumstances that
would allow them to study their own physical limitations and the
confining normalization mechanisms of society: What determines
whether something is art or not?

To Walk Together Across a Square (2003) was a work in which
the High Heel Sisters invited women to assemble and walk with
assurance across Sergel’s Square in Stockholm for a given period
of time. The invitation read:

The High Heel Sisters invite you and all other women to walk
back and forth with determined steps across Sergel’s Square for an
hour. Devote one hour to walking together across a plaza. You are
welcome to take part on Wednesday, 27 August, from 12 to 1 pm.
Instructions: walk with determined steps, slowly and proudly, to-
wards a fixed point on the other side of the plaza. When you reach
it, turn around and fix your gaze on a new point, etc. Do not speak
while doing this. Feel that we own the place.*

The purpose of the action was to create an ownership relationship
vis-a-vis Sweden’s most public space, to gain a physical experience
of redefining gender, and to give other women an opportunity
to share this experience. Another work, Never Too Much (2004),
reverses the striptease. The High Heel Sisters started the perfor-
mance nude, reading aloud from books by Gertrude Stein, Judith
Butler, and Julia Kristeva, then eventually got up on stage and put
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their clothing on. The group’s actions and activities are used as
a way of creating and then inhabiting social situations to reveal
power relationships at different levels.

Malin Arnell of the High Heel Sisters and Fia-Stina Sandlund
also organized a public reading of Zoe Leonard’s 1992 manifesto
I Want a President. Standing on the steps of Sergel’s Square, they
gathered women together to recite and sing a slightly modified
version of the following lines on the day before national elections
were held in Sweden in September 2010:

I want a dyke for president. I want a person with AIDS for
president and I want a fag for president and I want someone with
no health insurance and I want someone who grew up in a place
where the earth is so saturated with toxic waste that they didn’t
have a choice about getting leukemia. I want a president that had
an abortion at sixteen and I want a candidate who isn’t the lesser
of two evils and I want a president who lost their last lover to
AIDS, who still sees that in their eyes every time they lay down
to rest, who held their lover in their arms and knew they were
dying. I want a president who has stood on line in a clinic, at the
DMYV, at the welfare office, and has been unemployed and laid off
and sexually harassed and gay-bashed and deported. I want some-
one who has spent the night in the tombs and had a cross burnt
on their lawn and survived rape. I want someone who has been
in love and hurt, who respects sex, who has made mistakes and
learned from them. I want a black woman for president. I want
someone with bad teeth and an attitude, someone who has eaten
that nasty hospital food, someone who cross-dresses and has done
drugs and been in therapy. I want someone who has committed
civil disobedience. And I want to know why this isn’t possible. I
want to know why we started learning somewhere down the line
that the president is always a clown: always a john and never a
hooker. Always a boss and never a worker, always a liar, always a
thief and never caught.>s

Jane Mansbridge calls this “practice-oriented activist knowledge”
or “street theory,” in contrast to theories produced within the acad-
emy. Street theory is created in and by communities. Sometimes
these ideas are picked up by academic scholarship, rearticulated,
redefined, and end up meaning something other than they did in
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their street period. It is problematic that historians who chronicle
political movements rarely address parallel currents in academic
writing, and academic theorists are not consistent about acknowl-
edging the influence of direct-action politics on their scholarship.>¢

Humor

The idea of combating repression with pranks and wry humor has
ancient roots. In contemporary feminist art activism, the Guerrilla
Girls, who by now are veterans of feminist cultural resistance, des-
cribe themselves as fighting discrimination with facts, humor, and
fake fur. Another activist group, Absurd Response To An Absurd
War, proclaims that the way to maintain today’s anti-war message
is through humor, theatre, music, flamboyance, irony, and fun.
The Plutonium Players, a performance group, were aware of this
when they launched their project “Ladies Against Women” (LAW)
in the US in the 1980s. Dressed as drag queens who, in turn, were
dressed as Nancy Reagan and her friends, LAW used the familiar
activist tactics of satire, coup, and parodying the enemy. Their fa-
vorite settings were Republican gatherings such as Reagan’s pray-
er breakfasts, where they blended in with the crowd and inserted
slogans listing ingredients such as “white sugar, white flour, white
power” in the pies.

Political agitation often uses humor because it is so disarming.
Although frustration may help drive the feminist activist, humor is
communicative and makes the audience feel included rather than ac-
cused. Common to most of these acts, and setting them apart from
1970s feminist theatre, is their unique form of political agitation
that includes a considerable amount of monologue, performan-
ce, and elements of popular culture. The performance artist Maya
Hald’s alter ego, D Muttant, is an example as she raps her message:

I want women who see my show to feel encouraged by the fact
that D Muttant does what she does. But they don’t have to agree
with everything. But I want to convey an allowing message that
“I can do anything at all.” There are more and more of us. There
are masses of feminist performing artists who are beginning to be
established, but also a multitude of up-and-coming ones who will
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carry on the work. This is not something that will disappear in the
next few years.*”

In the mid-2000s D Muttant has sometimes appeared with Y
Puss (Ase Fougner) as a double feminist hip-hop act, although
the duo preferred not to be pigeonholed. Their music was based
on simple beats produced by a toy drum machine. The sound
was monotonous, with rough cuts and sudden changes. Their
concept was that feminism comes first and that hip-hop is a se-
condary tool for shouting out their message. In this case that
message was unmistakable: women continue to be marginalized.
Y Puss/D Muttant wanted to change the balance of power. D
Muttant was dressed in net stockings under a red latex dress
with a triangular hole over her crotch. On her head, she wore a
green hat emblazoned with the Swedish word subba (bitch). Y
Puss wore pink trousers with pockets and studs, a pink glittery
vest, and a woolly hat.

Following in the footsteps of older feminist sisters, the younger
feminist generation has given the cunt a face, as the name of the
activist group Unfucked Pussy and the 2005 show Lilla Fittan
pd pririen (Little Cunt on the Prairie) by the comedy group
PomoDori both demonstrate. Now as before, feminists present
the female genitalia to show that this is still a sensitive subject.
Little Cunt on the Prairie echoes the popular Little House on the
Prairie, where everyone was always so good and kind; but here
the similarities end. The group culled their material from actual
situations they had experienced in daily life. A great deal con-
cerned the insistence on being a happy person and the dominant
social norms for women. The group tried to articulate the way
many people go around feeling that they are some kind of fake.
PomoDori wanted to get at the “loser” we all have inside us.
Although their humor was sophisticated, PomoDori also took the
liberty to be rude, physical, ugly, and coarse in the same way men
are. They also challenged the fact that men write much of what is
performed by women in mainstream theatre. This causes women
to remain the lackeys of men, rather than have the freedom to
rebel. PomoDori resolved this in their own case by working as an
all-women ensemble.
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The activist artist as an organic intellectual

Mouffe asks whether artistic practices can still play a critical role
in a society where the difference between art and advertising has
become blurred, and where artists and cultural workers have been
co-opted and made part of capitalist production. She notes that
while artistic endeavors can figure in the struggle against capita-
list domination, this would require understanding the dynamics
of democratic politics.*® Cultural democracy is as much a right
as economic and political democracy. One way to achieve this is
to practice solidarity. Sara Ahmed classifies feminist emotions as
anger, wonder, and hope, resulting in solidarity. Anger awakens
the feminist and keeps her going. Wonder lets her see the world
as if for the first time. Hope reminds her that concern for the fu-
ture must be bound up with the legacy of the feminist past. “For
feminists, a political and strategic question remains: When should
we let go? And what should we let go of? Such a question has no
immediate resolution: we must decide, always, what to do, as a
decision that must be made again, and again, in each present we
find ourselves in.”** Hence, one should not make feminism the ob-
ject of our hope, even if it does give us hope. Ahmed sees Chandra
Talpade Mohanty’s vision of transnational solidarity as one way
to approach feminist strategies for the future.

For Mohanty, political scientist Jodi Dean’s notion of reflexi-
ve solidarity as an interaction involving three people is helpful.
The thematizing of the third voice is to reconstruct solidarity as
an inclusive ideal, rather than an “us versus them” dichotomy.?°
Mohanty praises Dean’s idea of a communicative in-process un-
derstanding of the “we,” since solidarity is always an achievement
— the result of the active struggle to construct the universal on the
basis of particulars and differences.’* “It is the praxis-oriented,
active political struggle embodied in this notion of solidarity that
is important to my thinking — and the reason I prefer to focus
attention on solidarity rather than on the concept of ‘sisterhood,””
Mohanty writes.3* She finds feminist solidarity the most principled
way to cross borders, decolonize knowledge, and practice anti-ca-
pitalist criticism. While not implying that women’s lives and
struggles are the same everywhere, she nevertheless finds them
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comparable. Therefore, Mohanty argues for political solidarity,
which she understands as a community or collectivity among wo-
men workers that reaches across class, race, and national bounda-
ries, and is based on shared material interests and common ways
of reading the world. For this reason she sees solidarity as the
basis for mutually accountable and equitable relationships among
different communities of women.33

If one takes feminist activist artists together with Mohanty’s
notion of practiced and decolonized solidarity and combines
them with Antonio Gramsci’s idea of the intellectual, we arrive
at one possible way to engage with social movements, the aca-
demy, and the arts. Gramsci saw the intellectual as essential to
countering hegemony, and he identified two types of intellectu-
als: traditional and organic.’# This distinction may be applied to
artists as well.

The first type would consist of artists who regard themselves as
autonomous. The general population views them as independent
of the dominant social group. Traditional intellectuals give them-
selves an aura of historical continuity, despite the social upheavals
they might have experienced. They are essentially conservatives,
allied to and assisting the ruling group in society. The second
type, the organic intellectual, includes activist artists. This group
grows as a matter of course alongside the dominant social group,
for which it acts as its thinking and organizing element. Gramsci
saw that organic intellectuals were produced by the education-
al system to perform a function for the dominant social group,
for through them the ruling class maintains its hegemony.?s In his
Prison Notebooks from 1929 to 1935 Gramsci wrote that not
only should a significant number of traditional intellectuals join
the revolutionary cause, but that the Left should produce its own
organic intellectuals. He considered it one of his roles to assist
in the creation of such individuals from the working class, while
winning over as many traditional intellectuals as possible. The
intellectual realm, as he understood it, was not confined to an
elite but grounded in everyday life. “The mode of being of the new
intellectual can no longer consist in eloquence . . . but in active
participation in practical life, as constructor, organizer, permanent
persuader, and not just a simple orator.”3¢
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Agonistic struggle

The ideal for a feminist performer is to combine Mohanty’s no-
tion of solidarity with Gramsci’s idea of the organic intellectu-
al. The organic feminist artist is the activist guerrilla performer
connecting the art world with social movements and politics in a
broad sense. Political mobilization, Mouffe writes, requires polit-
icization, but politicization cannot exist without the production
of a conflictual representation of the world.’” People in general,
including artists, identify with different political camps. Organic
feminist artists can contribute to the political struggle via passion-
ate performances as a way to mobilize audiences politically within
the spectrum of the democratic process.

The primary object for feminist organic artists is to make social
conflicts visible. Mouffe points out that in order for a conflict to
be accepted as legitimate, it needs to have a form that does not
destroy its political association. Therefore, a common bond must
exist between the parties in conflict, so that they will not simply
treat their opponents as enemies to be eradicated.>®

Mouffe makes a distinction between agonistic and antagonis-
tic. An agonistic struggle is a conflict between opposing hegemo-
nic projects that can never be reconciled rationally. According to
Mouffe, the antagonistic, which is always present, is a real con-
frontation, but is played out under conditions regulated by demo-
cratic procedures accepted by the adversaries.?® She believes that
instead of trying to design institutions that would reconcile all
conflicting interests through supposedly impartial procedures, an
effective exercise of democracy for theorists and politicians would
be to envision a vibrant agonistic public sphere, where hegemonic
political projects could freely confront one another.+

Conclusion

Feminist performers, particularly in Sweden, have challenged the
supposedly post-political Zeitgeist of our time. The shortcomings
of the post-political approach should force us to think beyond Left
and Right. However, the critical utopianism of the Left has been
difficult to promote at the present moment, when cultural anal-
ysis is so dominated by anti-utopianism. Nevertheless, feminist
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performers do contribute to sustaining that utopianism. It has
been recommended that the feminist performer identify herself as
a feminist organic artist invested in a feminist understanding of
solidarity. This approach to performance and politics should be
from an agonistic, rather than antagonistic, perspective by pro-
viding legitimate forms of expression for political conflicts. In this
way social dissent would not undermine democracy, but would be
a challenge that invigorates democratic politics.**
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