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During autumn 2008 New York City saw a couple of ‘Democracy’ 
exhibitions: Creative Time’s Democracy in America at the Park Armory 
and Ours: Democracy in the Age of Branding at the New School for 
Design and the Vera List Center for Art and Politics. Although 
presenting diverse artistic approaches, what seemed problematic with 
these shows was that they were essentially events lobbying the 
Democratic Party in the run up to the presidential elections. 
Considering that New York’s population is traditionally voting 
Democratic the exhibitions remained pale as they met with an audience 
that did already agree with most of the viewpoints put forward in the 
individual works on show.  

More importantly however one question was taken for granted in 
an environment where art was (once again) preaching to the converted 
within the white cube: whether ‘contemporary art has any visible social 
impact?’ Polish artist Artur Zmijewski asked himself this question at the 
beginning of his essay “The Applied Social Arts,” (published by Krytyka 
Polityczna in 2007, a Warsaw based journal for which he also works as 
art director) and answered lamenting that “art’s hard-won 
autonomy... has isolated it from social reality and neutralized its 
potential political and social impact” (Artforum, December 2007).  
 Zmijewski has been one of the artists fighting to correct this 
drawback and made attempts to promote art as an important element 
in the production of critical thinking. He has come to prominence with 
staged social experiments, most shockingly demonstrated in 80064 
(2004) for which he convinced a former KZ prisoner, then 92 years old, 
to get his registration number re-tattooed. At documenta 12 Zmijewski 
presented the video installation Them (2007), an experiment where 
representatives from conflicting social groups (conservatives, patriotic 
Catholics, nationalist Polish youth, leftist socialists, democrats and 
freedom fighters) are brought together through a series of workshops. 
The microcosm of a social experiments carried out in front of the 
artist’s camera essentially resembled the idea of the parliament. In 
Them (2007) the gradual breakdown occurs as the participating groups 
quarrel about the display of signage and symbols that represent their 
opinions and beliefs. 
 It is with his latest exhibition ‘Democracies’ at daad (the galleries of 
the German Academic Exchange Service) in Berlin that Zmijewski’s 
work moves outside the sphere of staging. For this series of films the 
artist portrays street parades and protest marches from around the 
world and presents them jointly under the title of ‘Democracies’. 
Already by using the plural of Democracy (in Greek dēmos stands for 
‘the people’ and –kratia for ‘power’ or ‘rule’) Zmijewski hints towards 
the myriad ways of interpreting this way of governing. 



Entering the daad gallery, located near Checkpoint Charly the 
former crossing point between the former East and West Berlin, one is 
confronted with a cacophony of sound and moving image. Irish fiddle 
music drones from one of the 11 flat screen monitors installed in a line 
on the gallery walls. Visitors can also pick up headphones and enter a 
more intimate relationship with each of the eleven film portraits. For 
one of the films the artist went to Belfast on July 12th during the orange 
marches and recorded the loyalist youth during their binge drinking 
party celebrations of a century old tradition - the battle of the Boyne - 
fought in 1690 between two rival claimants of the English, Scottish and 
Irish thrones. Monitors to the right show Warsaw during various public 
manifestations such as ‘Catholics against artificial impregnation’, a 
series of demonstrations by the unions and Solidarnosc, a public event 
in support for the rights of Homosexuals and a reenactment of 
historical battles such as the uprising in Warsaw 1944.  
 In Jerusalem Zmijewski filmed a public outing of Palestinian women 
demonstrating against the occupation of the west bank and a 
demonstration of Israeli Activists opposing Israeli soldiers at a frontier 
crossing to the West bank. Another screen features mourners at the 
funeral for Austrian right wing nationalist politician Jörg Heider in 
Klagenfurt. Other monitors feature footage from the public viewings 
around the European Football Championship match between Germany 
and Turkey in Berlin and the periodic May 1 labor day demonstration 
riots in Berlin’s Kreuzberg district. Most recently Zmijewski also 
attended the memorial service for victims of the high school shooting in 
the German city of Winnenden near Stuttgart. 

Some of the demonstrations and events that Zmijewski 
introduces to the viewer are institutionalized, i.e. they take place with 
certain regularity; others are conditioned by the urgency of a particular 
moment. A handheld camera aesthetic characterizes all works; at times 
Zmijewski intervenes in reportage style and those parading the public 
arena pose for his camera. ‘Democracies’ can be considered a work in 
flux or a series of films rather than an installation. The list of films 
contributing to the overall installation is in progress and by the time the 
exhibition at daad ended more than 20 works were shown on rotation. 
In future Zmijewski plans to make further materials available thus 
constantly changing the composition. Most importantly in contrast to 
many of his previous works, Zmijewski merely portrays what is already 
happening. He consequently creates a modest documentary archive of 
contemporary events such as demonstrations or public gatherings that, 
judging from the exhibition title, he equates with democracies  

. While taking to the streets is a distinct feature in democratic 
societies, it is yet used quite differently in countries around the globe. 
Demonstrations in Italy or France seem to be led in a much more 
fiercely and often violent manner than say in Germany for example. As 
political analysts in those countries have been keen to point out, 
despite the powerful enactment of civil pride in the public domain the 
demonstrations don’t seem to have an effect on real politics, i.e. 
despite open oppositional protests in Italy Berlusconi continues to reign 
as if he was Napoleon Bonaparte junior. 



 The artist’s vision for ‘Democracies’ thus contrasts his previous 
experiments that were reminiscent of Bruno Latours approach of Back 
to Things! - meaning back to those public parliaments, or Thing venues 
as Latour also called them, that bring people together because of an 
issue that divides them. Latour once remarked that ‘commentators on 
the “events” of May 1968 in France were amused to see that the 
turbulent demonstrating crowds passed by the National Assembly 
without even looking at it, as if its irrelevance was so great that it could 
not even invite abuses’. (Making Things Public, MIT press, p.20) It 
remains open to me whether Zmijewski also lost faith in those 
parliamentary gatherings where we are ‘brought by divisive matters of 
concern into some neutral, isolated place in order to come to sort of 
provisional makeshift (dis) agreement’? (Latour in Making Things 
Public, p.13).  
 While turning away from the construct of ‘parliamentary’ debate as 
a forum for representation, the exhibition ‘Democracies’ reflects much 
of the theoretical frameworks that theorists Chantal Mouffe and Ernesto 
Laclau have been propagating when developing thoughts about 
antagonism and the necessity for active resistance and counter 
hegemonic practices. What is certain is that this premiere of 
Zmijewski’s new videos comes at a time that social unrest is feared 
among a worldwide economic downturn. Amidst the end of prosperity 
and the widening of the gap between the rich and the poor in many 
western civilizations the counter hegemonic activities against 
capitalism, portrayed here as public manifestations in the films on 
Labor Day in Berlin for example, gain new momentum. Perhaps it is the 
potential for collective action that the artist is most interested in when 
coming face to face with those emotionally charged assemblies in the 
collective domain. 
 In Zmijewski’s films we see people who take to the streets for 
manifold reasons to voice their opinions, relief anger of sorrow, 
commemorate traditions. Besides going to the ballot box the public 
outings can be seen as the rare occasion where public opinion is 
voiced unmediated. Whether those voices are heard and how much 
they can make a visible impact on our lives  - Zmijewski remains 
unconvinced and pessimistic. 
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