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Declaring a State of Emergence/The Logic of Congress
Alexei Monroe

“I don’t mind what Congress does, as long as they don’t do it in the streets and frighten

the horses.”

Victor Hugo

Provocation

What is this book the result of and why did the Congress take
place? There are numerous possible answers to this, as numer-
ous and contradictory as those discussed in the House of World
Cultures in October 2010. Nevertheless, it is possible and
necessary to explore what happened before it as well as what
happened during and after it. I have repeated in various texts

that NSK, my relation to it and the effects it has had on the

world are the result of a dynamic or even a drive of improb-
ability (even if in retrospect some it is not quite as improbable as it might have seemed on paper).
Although we can see the specific contexts and conditions out of which the groups which formed
Neue Slowenische Kunst and subsequently the NSK State emerged, this does not make them any
less improbable. Certainly, no-one seems to have anticipated them in advance. As a certain titan
of British industry might have said: “NSK didn’t get where it is today by being predictable.”

This improbability drive structured the works of these Slovene artists from the start, often
leading them into contexts and circumstances they had not anticipated. Above all, they could
not and did not fully anticipate how people would respond to their art and to their declaration
of a State. Studying NSK is a salutary lesson in the unpredictability and improbability of many
human responses and projections and one of the main objectives of what became known as Zhe
First NSK Citizens’ Congress was for the artists, their collaborators, the delegates and the wider
citizen body to attempt to understand and perhaps even to work with and manipulate this im-
probability. In a 2005 text I wrote the following:

“To remain true to the spirit of its past, it has to continue to provoke and to facilitate the
emergence of outcomes as improbable as the NSK State from within the very systems
that seem designed to filter out any improbable or uncontrollable outcome. If there is
any command for this continuing mission, it is this: “Be retrogardistic — materialise the

improbable!™

1 Monroe, Alexei Dwarf States, Post States & The Retro-State: The NSK State Now in Oliver Kochta-Kalleinen (Ed.),
Summit of Micronations / Protocols, Helsinki: Artists’ Association MUU. 2005



As I saw it then, improbability was not only one of the main aesthetic and political values of
NSK’s work but also a quality to be developed and intensified as a counterweight to the engi-
neered predictability of klepto-corporate culture. I still believe this now and events during and
since the Congress have demonstrated the force of improbability and the way in which it has
generated unforeseeable reactions, abreactions and consequences and will continue to do so.

These improbabilities are of course the latest in a chain which of course began in Yugoslavia
in the 1980s, but from my perspective one very important symbolic precedent occurred in an
even more improbable and unforeseeable location: Reykjavik, Iceland. In March 2007 I was
invited to speak at an event entitled NSK Embassy Reykjavik. This was an initiative taken by
long-term NSK enthusiasts Halldor Carlsson and Olafur Thorsson. It took place on the first an-
niversary of Laibach’s first concert appearance in Iceland, which they also organised. The event
took place in a university building overlooking a stormy sea and in quieter moments a malevo-
lent wind could be heard whistling. At one point a drunken heckler was ejected into the stormy
night but despite this and some technical problems, the event passed off well and interesting
discussions took place.

Shortly before the event the Reykjavik group had organised a unique autonomous action us-
ing NSK symbolism. Using the template of IRWIN’s NSK Garda actions, in which members
of national armies stand to attention by the NSK flag wearing black cross armbands, an unau-
thorised Icelandic equivalent was staged. Standing to attention in a blizzard, members of the
Icelandic Fishery Protection Service stood by an NSK Flag in constant danger of being blown
over. Lurking in the background was a visiting Danish warship. This action was not only more
dramatic than IRWIN’s actual NSK Garda images, but combined with the Embassy event it also
set two vital precedents. Firstly it was the first time NSK citizens had self-organised in order to
manifest and discuss NSK without the physical presence of Neue Slowenische Kunst members.
Secondly it remains one of the most powerful examples of what I later codified as NSK Folk Art
—work produced by NSK Citizens and others using retrogarde visual and conceptual techniques.
'This trend had been developing for some time, arguably since at least the mid-1990s when the
American artist Charles Krafft created ceramic plates using NSK symbolism and a short-lived
American website NSK.ORG appeared. The designs produced for NSKSTATE.COM from
around 2000 onwards were also an early example of this tendency.

For me the next link in the chain was in May 2007 when IRWIN approached me to se-
cure a space and logistical support for a secret event in London. It was here that IRWIN first
encountered the human face of “the Nigerian question”, the initially baffling surge in requests
for NSK Passports from Nigerian citizens, both in their own country and in London. Some of
these interviews were filmed and have since been shown, both at IRWIN exhibitions and at
the Congress itself. At the end of the three days of interviews I presented IRWIN members
with a colour photograph of the NSK Garda Reykjavik action on behalf of the organisers. This
combined with the discussions with Nigerian passport applications made the artists aware that

people from very different contexts took the State they co-created very seriously, both as an
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On the third day of Congress all the ddlégates gathefédin the largest conference room to work on the final declarations. |

(apparent) political reality and as an inspiring cultural template. In subsequent discussions in
Ljubljana I pointed out to IRWIN that not only were there other examples of artwork produced
in an NSK-style (many of which had already been collected by Haris Hararis and IRWIN) but
that people in a wide range of national contexts took the State more seriously than its creators
and even saw it as their “real” state or national identity.

In the second half of 2008 IRWIN asked me to design an event which could explore these
trends intensively, bringing together NSK citizens as active participants rather than spectators of
an NSK event in the traditional style. We agreed that it would be the best possible way to try to
analyse but also to celebrate and to exhibit the new ways in which citizens were relating to their
State. During meetings in Ljubljana in January 2009 Haris and myself worked with IRWIN on
the project. We decided that it would be necessary to work with a small group of citizen-del-
egates in order to create a critical mass and to try and represent and explore the wide range of
citizen backgrounds and beliefs. As a guid pro quo for providing food, accommodation and travel
we expected the delegates to work seriously and intensively, committing their time and energy
and exposing themselves to [mutual] analysis of their positions. Letters were sent out to all NSK
Citizens inviting them to apply to participate and a Congress website was established. Since we
needed to be sure that those we selected would be able to contribute valuable ideas we devised
a questionnaire format to capture their views about the NSK State and assess how they might

contribute. I have said previously that this was not a perfect or a model democratic solution, yet



neither was it intended to establish some kind of “NSK jetset”. In his text here delegate Stevphen
Shukaitis refers to the Congress as an exercise in “crowd-sourced state planning” and this is a
better characterisation of what we hoped for: the [forced] emergence of new ideas from the criti-
cal (and necessarily unstable) mass of delegates. Delegate Charles Lewis observes that the con-
cerns some people had about the Congress “cannot be summarily dismissed, but allowing them
to derail all further work is itself a risk.”

We needed innovative and articulate citizens who could contribute actively and there needed
to be some mechanism of selection. We chose delegates from the several hundred who applied
based on their responses. The questionnaires were not designed to exclude but to draw out the
best in those who responded and to give us some confidence that they would rise to the chal-
lenge of this unique event which Conor McGrady describes in his text as “part social experiment
and part manifestation of the process of statecraft.” While it clearly was an experiment and we
wanted to learn from the event it was not primarily an academic exercise, despite the involvement
of the Institute for European Ethnology, which delegates largely welcomed. NSK is an inher-
ently complex phenomenon, many statements are derived from academic and theoretical texts so
it is hard to argue that a theoretical approach to it is somehow alien or intrusive.

We hoped that somerhing would emerge but we did not have any pre-set ideas of what this
should be or where it might lead. This was entirely down to the delegates. I co-chaired the ses-
sions in which the three working groups discussed the results of their sessions but I took no
part in the working groups or in the dramatic discussions of the final day. Eda Cufer addressed
delegates and engaged in discussion with them but did not take part in their deliberations and
neither did any other member of Neue Slowensiche Kunst. The Congress was initiated and co-
produced by IRWIN but they did not seek to influence the outcome or have a preferred outcome
in mind. The only point at which I and Neue Slowensiche Kunst members expressed our views
was during the closing debate. The sessions were closed not as a way to exclude or to allow for
the hatching of plots but in order to give delegates a space in which to speak freely and “think
the improbable”. When we declared a State of Emergence for the NSK State we also let im-
probability off the leash and it did not disappoint us. A State of Emergence is almost inevitably

messy, contradictory and hard but it is also dynamic and catalysing.
Identity

At the same time as we launched the call for delegates we also launched an open call for NSK
Folk Art, plus an open competition to design the posters used to promote the event. The re-
sults were displayed at the Congress and provided a visual accompaniment to and commen-
tary on the event. Official displays of NSK Folk Art are a collaboration between IRWIN and
NSKSTATE.COM in collaboration with local curators. The works presented at the Congress
and the visual identity of the event were all produced by citizens and enthusiasts and this was

an important principle and a demonstration of the fact that the event was supported by and



facilitated by, but not directed by, Neue Slowenische Kunst. In fact the Congress was already
the second exhibition of NSK Folk Art, the first having taken place at the Taipei Biennale
shortly before.? Here the selection was made by a local curator working with IRWIN to choose
from works submitted in response to our call. This represented a complete bypassing of the
normal rules of artistic selection: non-professional artists responding to the work of an artistic
group which created its own State being exhibited alongside career artists. These two displays
of NSK Folk Art plus the citizen-organised display in Leipzig in June 2011 are attracting new
artists, new works and new associations. Joseph Beuys was an important influence on Neue
Slowenische Kunst and his belief that everyone is an artist is manifesting improbably in such
works.

It will become clear from reading the texts here that the Congress did not deliver a trans-
formative political breakthrough. Though we might have hoped for something on these lines it
was surely too much to ask of a small group, most of which had never previously met. Yet de-
spite this some important ideas did coalesce and it is on the cultural front where most progress
has been made. Of the five Proposed Innovations to the NSK State (see Section 3 of the book) the
last two are primarily (though of course not exclusively) cultural. The first of these calls for “the
development of a new and more diverse symbolism”. The NSK Folk Art exhibition demonstrated
that this process was already underway organically. The call for works to be shown at the
Congress only accelerated an existing trend (which may even become a “school” of post-retro
art). Another innovation called for “the introduction of virtual/physical gatherings to include a
platform/space for citizens.” In January 2011 delegate Bertrand Thibert initiated what we could
playfully call the Rendez-Vous Movement, organising the first NSK Rendez-Vous Lyon, at which
I spoke. The visual design for this event was executed by Valnoir Mortasonge, winner of the
Congress poster competition. A key aspect of the design was an NSK Rendez-Vous Lyon event
stamp for NSK (and as it turned out, for French) passports. Subsequent events in London and
New York have also used the Rendez-Vous formula and have also featured original designs and
iconography — new post-retro symbolism designed by existing or new “Folk Artists”.* The citi-
zen-organised June-July 2011 NSK Staar Lipsk (NSK State Leipzig) event also featured its own
original symbolism, in particular a Laibachian flag featuring the municipal insignia of Leipzig.
As Alexander Nym explains in his text NSK State as Colonial Project, a new Nuremberg group,
NSK Niirnbach-Laiberg has been created and its logo also features municipal insignia superim-

posed on the historic Neue Slowenische Kunst logo.

2 See http:/times.nskstate.com/nsk-folk-art-taipei-biennial-10/#more-347. The selection included work by Charles
Krafft and the Reykjavik Garda image.

3 The flyer and the stamp for the London event were based on my photograph of Senate House, a University of
London building which inspired Orwell’s vision of The Ministry of Love in 7984.

4 The event was organised by the NSK Staat Lipsk Collective ~Leipzig’s post-Congress NSK Society which is dedi-

cated to promoting NSK-related events.



The final innovation called for the “establishment of a charter including a founding myth.”
The Congress was a memorable event for many who participated in it and may turn out to have
been more significant than it seemed at the time. It was not in itself mythical, however it did
have parallels with the historical construction of national myths. IRWIN and several delegates
made the comparison with the founding congresses of the Zionist movement. Yet the cultural
side of the Congress can also be compared to 19 Century attempts to forge a sense of cultural
and national belonging among Europe’s so-called “unhistorical [stateless] nations” such as the
Slovaks and Slovenes. Contemporary and partially conflicting Pan-Slavist and Yugoslavist agi-
tation also pursued similar paths. Gatherings of these movements were at least as much cultural
as political. They attempted to synthesise diverse regional and linguistic variants of culture into
a compelling form with its own old-new founding myths.

In NSK’s case the process has been different: a state was built from the accumulated syn-
thetic culture of Neue Slowenische Kunst. Now the partly contentless result of that process,
the NSK State in Time, looks to its citizens to breathe life into it, (re)creating a new culture
after the fact of its foundation. NSK already has its founding myths (the Day of Youth poster,
NSK Embassy Moscow etc.), although perhaps what the delegates imagined is a (re)founding
myth for the citizen-directed (or at least more citizen-influenced) phase of the NSK state. If the
parallel with 19 Century cultural and state construction is correct then we expect that NSK
folk culture will continue to develop, often in ways that we least expect. The existing symbolic
heritage of NSK is crossing over into an active and energised folk culture which in contrast to
traditional models was preceded by the creation of an elite culture. In a strange reversal of the
traditional historical pattern the folk culture is developing out of the pre-existing state symbol-
ism and not vice-versa, attempting to accelerate and develop it into new forms. Again it has
to be stressed there is no pre-defined outcome or form imagined or expected. Based on the
existing works it is possible to identify certain standard motifs or approaches of NSK Folk Art.
Looking ahead though, it is also possible to imagine that over time new works will no longer
refer directly to the source symbolism of Neue Slowenische Kunst, but to early examples of
NSK Folk Art. 'This distance and spontaneity will be important in the still-nascent development
of regional variations of post-retro symbolism. In her text Regina Roemhild suggests that the
“imperial, modernist image” of an “Other Europe” present in NSK works “allows for — and
even invites - collaborative re-assessment in other parts of the world”. In other words it is pre-
cisely the European specificity which can be used as a basis for the transmutation of NSK sym-

bolism into new geographic and cultural contexts far removed from those of its originators.



Choice(s) and Perspectives

“We don’t look for answers. We are looking for the right questions.”
(Congress delegate)

The Congress took place in the context of a systemic “legitimation crisis” affecting the states
of the former Western bloc and was soon followed by the outbreak of an ongoing informa-
tion/cyber war between the opponents and defenders of the extra-state entity Wikileaks.
Corporations, their allied media and rightist libertarian insurgents such as the Tea Party now
openly express contempt not just for the practices and failings but even for the very idea of
the State as a socially-legitimised authority above and beyond the imperatives of the market
(overlooking the extent to which they operate within what George Monbiot terms “Captive
States”.

This made it a very apt time to be trying to animate the notion of the State. The challenge
facing the delegates was not just to show respect for their State but to show respect for, define
and, if possible, materialise its potential. This does not mean that all delegates and citizens can
or should accept the old leftist notion of the state (many do not) but they do accept the ideal
of a State as a theoretical ideal form into which their various ideas can be projected and in the
kleptocratic political climate that is already a transgressive if not subversive stance.

NSK members, delegates and organisers had to take the risk of materialising the
“Immanent Consistent Spirit”, the intangible and poetic driving force of the NSK State, poten-
tially sullying its idealised-immaculate nature. I suspect one major cause of delegate hesitancy
and reticence was not so much the unfamiliar context and faces, or even the awareness of the
significance of the process they were part of, but a fear of the content-less void at the core of the
“actually existing” NSK State and the repressed but growing awareness of the difficulty of fac-
ing this and of moving forward despite it.

This is an onerous thing to be confronted by and I salute the delegates who worked cou-
rageously to face this and to (begin to) make choices and enact them. Some would argue that
event was marked by insufficient militancy (at least when compared to the militant tone of
Neue Slowenische Kunst actions). Perhaps a trace of this self-consciously thwarted militancy
(and an awareness of futility) came out in the Atomic Declaration of Dependence. At times the
event seemed stalked by whimsy and absurdity and yet the overall tone was highly serious and
constructive and I hope that the same will be said of at least some of its consequences. The
delegates were not selected to produce a pre-determined outcome or for the uniformity of their
views but more for the disparity of their views. The event was a “testing to construction” to see
what could emerge through and despite different outlooks. It would have been possible and per-
haps even easier to design a stage-managed propagandist process that would have affirmed and

preserved the “sleeping beauty” of the NSK State, but while this might have have been enjoya-



ble it would not have been honest and its predictability would have been partly in contradiction
with the dynamic of improbability that has always been inherent to the State.

The unresolved debates and tantalising glimpses in the Congress debates and subsequent
discussions raise hard questions about the possibility of utopian action or resistance (or pro-
ductive conformity). This book explores these and illustrates the range of approaches to them,
amongst both delegates and commentators. The authors and the delegates featured here can
speak very well for themselves so rather than summarise their contributions I will only draw
out a few key issues and conclusions they raise. The research work of the German postgraduate
students struggling to understand the NSK State and the Congress is presented in the section
Other Europes/Europe’s Others. Rika Spiekermann makes an important observation which il-

lustrates the importance of including a wide spectrum of views at the Congress:

When looking at NSK and its citizens you should and can not define it as “left”, “right” or
“liberal” as Slavoj Zizek has pointed out in his text Why Laibach and NSK are not Fascists?
Although the citizens might see themselves as part of the one or the other this is however
not the interesting and promising question because in “the universe” of NSK these cat-

egories lose their ground. They lose their importance.

Bianca Ludewig addresses the wider cultural context in which the event took place. She ob-
serves that “today we are dealing with a fictionalization of reality with a simultaneous aesthetici-
sation of the world”, reminding us of how the very idea of reality is being constantly remade, de-
constructed and degraded. It sets an implicit challenge for the State and its citizens: to confront
and attempt to surpass the reality engineering of the kleptoculture. The Israeli artistic-curatorial
unit Pil and Galia Kollectiv address similar questions in their text. By stressing these aspects I
am not trying to identify the NSK State with simplistically anti-globalist forces or trying to set
its agenda but to stress the Laibachian existential imperative that animated it: the need to “ex-
plore the relationship between art and ideology” in all its forms and to create imaginative coun-
terweights to ideological, state or corporate power.

As I write this News International has withdrawn its bid to take over the BSkyB broadcaster
in Britain and is suffering an unprecedented loss of its previously unchallenged political author-
ity. A large chink in the armour of corporatised reality has appeared and the desire to question
dominant ideologies is spreading rapidly among a previously passive and largely self-subdued
population. So the time may be ripe for challenging art and innovative social and political ap-
proaches. However much the anti-national left or the kleptocultural internationalisers might
wish it there is a genuine need for positive collective identification and if neither the EU nor the
actually existing kleptocratised nation states can provide this then the construction of a shared
culture will take place elsewhere, by other means.

Ludewig also raises some hard questions about “the Nigerian question” the most improbable

and ethically challenging consequence of the NSK State. She asks of Nigerians’ utopian hopes
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for the State and right-wing fans’ fantasies about it: “Are Nigerians or Neo-Nazis over-identify-
ing or misunderstanding? Can both even happen at the same time?” Or, to paraphrase Laibach,
can all interpretations really be correct? Such unresolved and unresolvable tensions have provid-
ed the project with its momentum and can never entirely be surpassed and since this is the case
citizens need to consider how to utilise them productively, if only for the generation of further
enlightening questions.

It is clear from reading Inke Arns’ text that the Nigerian question actually represents a
peaceful but uncanny confrontation between two “first” and “third” world cultures, the first of a
new type of 21* Century encounter. The lesson is that in Web 2.0 World even the smallest cul-
tural project is now open to global (mis)-assimilation from the most unlikely sources. In relation
to the state there is a shared external position of the ethnologists and new Nigerian citizens of
NSK. Both are making conscientious efforts to understand what they are confronted with and
both may perhaps influence it constructively.

The text by Kostis Stafylakis & Yannis Stavrakakis gives a sinister illustration of the dangers
of the depressingly persistent Leftist absolutist view that only art which directly serves or subor-
dinates itself to the interests of the excluded is relevant or even acceptable. The unnamed Italian
activist apparently objected that NSK passports (and by implication the whole project) were
“useless to the excluded.” In my view this symbolises the view that the only possible approach is
one which is clearly and unambiguously in the service of “the excluded” (which can be a surpris-
ingly selective category). As they point out, “his point of view embodies and illustrates a wide
range of ideological clichés and binarisms that seem to define the sub- or meta-political fantasy
dominating today’s global art field.” This kind of mandatory “anti-globalist realism” surely has a
chilling effect, preventing some artists from producing work that does not conform to these dic-
tates or that dares to question these unwritten rules of cultural production. The point is not that
art should not or cannot be useful to the excluded, but that this should not be the only criteria
for assessing its value and that more sophisticated and less purist approaches can be far more
incisive than those which simply preach to the converted. The original Neue Slowenische Kunst
groups and the new folk artists need to address power mechanisms across the political spectrum,
including not just the obvious corporate/national powers but also academic and cultural power
networks, including those which define themselves as (unquestionably) oppositional. They also
remind us of the contradictions and negative aspects of the “ideology of global culture” and the
complicity of the art system with contemporary reality. They also emphasise the importance of
dealing with what they call “the unavoidable remnants of localization”, in other words the im-
portance of addressing local contexts (with all their contradictions) rather than trying to erase
them in order to create an entirely free-floating non-specific globalist art (or state). In this light
the delegates’ decision to emphasise the need to (re)localise NSK symbolism seems all the more
valuable. In this light the delegates’ decision to emphasise the need to (re)localise NSK symbol-
ism seems all the more valuable: a small but significant step away from and towards the void.

I support the Rendez-Vous movement, the localisation of NSK aesthetics, the development



of Folk Art and an NSK Academy. I also agree that it may be desirable to establish a decision-
making process and that there should be far more active discussion of the questions raised here.
I am collaborating with such initiatives but I am not (interested in) directing them. The role of
myself and the other Congress organisers was to try and electrify or jolt citizens into action and
to support existing processes. We are looking forward to taking a backseat and seeing where
things go next.

The Congress was many things: hesitant, historic, frustrating, inspiring and some have cho-

sen to make it divisive (as is their right). It was what Alexander Nym terms a “forcing into the

present”, or in Laibachian terms, a forging of the future. This imperfect act meant that some felt

forced to assume positions while others have even complained of an insufficient forcefulness. Yet
at this point I would like to stress the unifying factors linking not just those who participated
but all committed NSK citizens: the shared symbolic heritage of Neue Slowenische Kunst and
respect for its techniques and achievements, the strong sense of identification with the visionary-
traumatic core and the ambiguous pleasure of identification with the State. These factors com-
bined with improbability, the principle of work and a healthy dose of constructive antagonism

have the potential to drive it forward in inspiring new directions.

Delegates define the final outcome.
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NSHK Folk Art

Charles Krafft, NSK plate, porcelain plates, 1995
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NSK Folk Art

Halldor Carlsson & Olafur Thorsson, NSK Garda Reykjavik, 2007

229



e ==

i -

i

-




FIRST NSK CITIZENS CONGRESS
BERLIN, OCTQBER 21°" < 28" 2010

David Thompson David Thompson

FIRST NSK CITIZENS CONGRESS

BERLIN, OCTOBER
271°T- 23RD,20\Q

R b
S

Carsten Reinhardt Christian Peters



	NSK Congress Book p.1-2
	NSK Congress Book p.6-7
	NSK Congress Book p.9-13
	NSK Congress Book p.15-17
	NSK Congress Book p.19-20
	NSK Congress Book p.22
	NSK Congress Book p.220
	NSK Congress Book p.222
	NSK Congress Book p.226
	NSK Congress Book p.229
	NSK Congress Book p.230
	NSK Congress Book p.236

