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!e Work of Politics in 
!e Age of Technological Reproducibility
by Alexander Astrov

!e Estonian entry at this yearÕs Venice 

biennale of visual art reminds us of 

Walter BenjaminÕs famous call to respond 

to the aestheticisation of politics with 

the politicisation of art. A monument in 

Tallinn Þrst found itself at the centre of a 

severe political storm. Now its status as a 

work of art (assuming it actually possessed 

one at some point) is being reclaimed in a 

statement whose clear political overtones 

tend to overshadow (yet again) any artistic sensibilities. 

Still, can we really appreciate the statement, or the metamorphosis 

itself, if we take BenjaminÕs call to refer to a straightforward reversal of the 

relationship between art and politics Ð a relationship in which one mode of 

experience is necessarily privileged at the expense of the other? What is the 

character of this relationship to begin with? And how is it related, in turn, 

to the crisis triggered by the monument? 

“!is thing is not a soldier!”

First, the crisis. Ever since the peaceful restoration of its independence 

in 1991, Estonia was, by and large, wearing its Sunday best as far as politics, 

domestic or international, was concerned. To be sure, there have been 

tensions and disagreements, but things never got out of hand altogether, 

while in some areas, such as taxation or electronic voting, the country was 
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not merely following the lead of the Òold EuropeÓ, but setting new standards 

for the entire continent. In fact, Estonian politicians have always rejected 

the old/new distinction, insisting on their countryÕs return to, rather than 

entry into, Europe.

Of course, there has always remained the ÒEastern questionÓ; but then, 

again, it was Russia that was not playing ball, especially since Vladimir 

PutinÕs ascendance to power. Even here one could still turn the persistence 

of problems into a sign of success, as the Estonian president did: ÒFor seve-

ral reasons, the success of liberal democratic changes in Estonia, Latvia, 

Lithuania and Poland is especially painful for Russia, which is why, in a 

peculiar way, Russia has resorted to the rhetoric of the 1950s when deal-

ing with these countriesÓ[1]. Rather than responding in kind, Estonia prac-

tised restraint; and nothing could possibly serve as a better illustration of 

that than the monument in the centre of Tallinn. It stood there, right by 

the National library, almost untouched, 

for Þfteen years Ð in spite of the Soviet 

military uniform, in spite of the mem-

ories, still alive, of the Þrst provisional 

monument erected by the Soviets on 

that very spot and then blown up by 

Estonian youngsters, in spite of its role 

as a focal point of all the o"cial rituals 

throughout the decades of Soviet rule, 

in spite of the fact that ever since the 

restoration of independence continu-

ous attempts by several groups to erect 

a similar monument to Estonians who 

fought on the German side in World 

War II were invariably suppressed by 

1  T. H. Ilves, !e End of the Post-Cold-War Era. Ð Diplomaatia No. 49-50, October 2007.

A monument to Estonians who 
fought on the German side in WW II.
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successive Estonian governments. All this time this monument was still 

standing there, in the centre of a rapidly transforming city, quietly undergo-

ing peculiar transformations of its own.

Perhaps, the most signiÞcant change occurred at around 1995 with the 

removal of the Òeternal ßameÓ. Initially, the Bronze Soldier gazed at the ßame 

at his feet. In this manner the ßame short-circuited, as it were, the overall 

composition, visibly separating it from the largest of TallinnÕs cathedrals 

located across the road from the monument. Now, standing in front of 

the church, staring at an empty space, both his gun and his head lowered, 

this particular Soviet soldier, unlike many of his siblings in other European 

capitals, looked almost remorseful. If not for those who came to visit 

him every year on the day when Russia celebrated its victory in the Great 

Patriotic War. !eir posture was that of deÞance. And if etymologically 

ÒdeÞanceÓ denotes the renunciation of an allegiance, then what particular 

allegiance were they renouncing in this manner?

By 2006, for many in Estonia, the answer was obvious. !us, on May 4, 

representatives of the Pro Patria Union (Isamaaliit) warned that if local 

Russians gathered by the monument again, this would be a Òmockery of the 

Estonian stateÓ. In what exactly the alleged challenge to Estonian statehood 

consisted remained to be seen, or rather Ð decided. At Þrst, however, the 

decisions seemed to be suspended. After the initial skirmishes by the 

monument on May 9, and a string of aggressive pronouncements and 

actions by the members of the Estonian Nationalist Movement (Eesti 

Rahvuslik Liikumine)[2] demanding the removal of the monument, the 

government announced that police had more important things to do than 

to protect Òthis monumentÓ. As if the monument was abandoned by the 

state and the area around it turned into a piece of territory where men were 

invited to act in their ÒnaturalÓ capacity as men, and stripped of any easily 

identiÞable legal status. 

2  A relatively marginal and small movement in the current Estonian political Þeld estab-
lished in 2006 and led by Martin Helme (born 1976).
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Initially, this locally created Òstate of natureÓ did not produce, as Hobbes 

contended it should, any Òwar of all against allÓ. !e monument attracted 

local Russian youths who, at that stage, expressed themselves by bringing 

ßowers and candles, claiming nothing but their readiness to protect the 

monument not from the state, but from those who threatened to remove 

it by taking justice into their own hands. A few days later, when some form 

of direct encounter between them and Estonian skinheads began to look 

inevitable, the government reversed its initial position and issued a decree 

prohibiting all forms of public self-expression in the area. All ßowers and 

candles were removed overnight and a blue-and-white police strip appeared 

instead to remain there for the next four months.

!is, however, did not alter the status of the monument. Appearances 

notwithstanding, the police cordon surrounding it was not protecting the 

monument from those who pledged to destroy it. Rather, it was guarding 

the established legal order of the state as a whole from the localised zone of 

lawlessness in which the validity of this order was temporarily suspended 

by the governmentÕs decision.

Perhaps this is when the similarity between the status of the monument 

and the position of the local Russians in Estonia came to the fore. Unwelcome, 

but tolerated, included through exclusion. Since their presence in Estonia 

had been o"cially interpreted in the early 1990s as an outcome of the 

Soviet occupation, the majority of them were legally deÞned as stateless. 

Approximately one third later received Russian citizenship. Another third 

opted for naturalisation into Estonian citizenship. Hundreds of thousands 

got stuck in the zone of a non-citizen. Despite some pressure from Russia 

and international organisations, this situation was generally perceived in 

Estonia itself as ÒnaturalÓ even if not entirely normal. Individuals have made 

their choices and such choices are what liberal-democratic citizenship is all 

about. Moreover, the Òfundamental human rightsÓ of the non-citizens were 

Þrmly secured by Estonian and European laws. !e only thing they lacked 

was political participation at the national level. But that was not really high 

among Estonian citizens either. 
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When the crisis began to unfold, this generally-held opinion started to 

take grotesque and often less benign forms. When interviewed by one of the 

national television networks about the so-called Bronze Soldier Ð this is how 

the monument was now routinely referred to by Estonian media Ð one of 

the activists of the Estonian Nationalist Movement shouted into the camera: 

Ò!is thing is not a ÒsoldierÓ! !is is Alyosha!Ó !e immediate reference was 

to the Soviet song written about a similar monument in Bulgaria. !e 

meaning ran deeper. It amounted to the denial of any social status to the 

monument, to all that which and all those whom it has come to represent. 

And the message did not fail to 

reverberate. A year later, after the 

Þrst night of riots caused by the 

governmentÕs eventual decision to 

relocate the monument, one of the 

leading newspapers in the country 

ran an editorial entitled Ò!e 

unknown Russian hoodlumÓ in 

which faceless and nameless rioters 

(and local Russians generally) 

were explicitly juxtaposed to the 

venerable anonymity of the Unknown Soldier. Two months later, in his 

interview with Spiegel, the Estonian president asserted that for Estonians, 

Òour people were not murdered by communists or Nazis, but by Germans 

and RussiansÓ[3]. Finally, this recurrent reduction of politics to ethnicity 

culminated in a ghastly statement by renowned writer and Soviet-time 

dissident Hando Runnel, whose phone call back in 2006 had reportedly 

convinced Prime Minister Andrus Ansip that the monument could no 

longer be tolerated[4]. Now, when four individuals initially charged with the 

organisation of the riots were acquitted after a year-long trial, Runnel, in 

3  T. H. Ilves, We Want to Re-Write History. Ð Spiegel Online 26. VI 2007.

4  A. Ideon, Sulev Vedler, et al, Peaministri salas›da. Ð Eesti Ekspress 3. V 2007.

!e Estonian President, T. H. Ilves
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an interview with the national news-agency echoed the president: ÒIt does 

not matter whether it is capitalism or socialism, it is the balance of power 

that mattersÓ; adding a biological metaphor for the understanding of the 

balance in question: Òwhen a healthy organism is invaded by alien elements, 

it looses its ability to cleanse itself and diesÓ[5].

Runnel, of course, was not the Þrst of the post-1989 East European ex-

dissident writers whose views on politics sounded like a recipe for disaster. 

Yet, in Estonia such people are usually kept at armÕs length when it comes 

to politics. In fact, one man whose decisions contributed to the violent 

escalation of the crisis more than anyone elseÕs, had very little to do with 

dissent, with art, or with nationalism for that matter.

!e curious case of Andrus Ansip

!ere was nothing ÒnaturalÓ in 

Andrus AnsipÕs decision to support 

the long-standing demand by 

Estonian ultra-nationalists and 

remove the monument from the 

centre of Tallinn. After all, they had 

also demanded his own removal from 

power. Before converting to liberalism, 

Ansip had abandoned what looked 

like a promising academic career in 

chemistry for a slow but steady rise 

through the ranks of the Soviet party-

nomenclature. By the time he reached 

a junior position in the municipal 

Communist hierarchy in the city 

5  H. Runnel, Soovin ›nne vŠljasurejatele. Ð Interview to ERR Uudised 13. XII 2008 (http://
uudised.err.ee/index.php?06147632).

A. Ansip
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of Tartu, however, some of his senior comrades in Tallinn were already 

jumping ship. Still, for Ansip it looked like his brief stint in Soviet politics 

was never really about ideology, while his administrative skills were soon to 

be appreciated by the new regime. Until 2006, he was often criticised for a 

lack of imagination and creativity, as well as for a certain unscrupulousness 

in his choices of allies. Unlike the president, he readily spoke ßuent Russian 

and, while being the mayor of Tartu, invested in the restoration of the city-

park where local Soviet war-veterans held their annual celebrations.

!roughout the crisis, AnsipÕs justiÞcations 

for the relocation of the monument were 

never really consistent. !ere were at least 

two themes in them. One clearly placated the 

usual critics of all things Soviet. !e other 

attempted to transcend political, ideological 

and ethnic divisions through appeals to the 

higher value of order as such. !ere is no 

way of knowing for sure which of the two 

was used strategically and which reßected his 

personal convictions (if any). What is clear Ð 

and curious Ð is that both contributed to the 

deterioration of his relations with the local 

Russians.

Predictably, many Russians, both inside and outside Estonia, were 

infuriated by AnsipÕs public allegations that the remains he was about to 

exhume and relocate to the military cemetery along with the monument, 

belonged not to war-victims, but to a bunch of marauders accidentally 

murdered by their drunken comrade (a particularly vicious take on the Òthis 

thing is not a soldierÓ theme, and the only utterance of his for which, later, 

Ansip came close to apologising). What is less obvious is that a signiÞcant 

escalation of conßict occurred after his remarks clearly aimed at distancing 

himself from both Russian and Estonian activists.

Estonian ßags.
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!at happened at an early stage in the development of the crisis when 

the governmentÕs belated attempt to secure the area around the monument 

failed to prevent public confrontation between Estonian nationalists and 

local Russians. !e confrontation was mostly symbolic and did not result in 

physical violence. !is, however, was due not so much to the e#ectiveness 

of the police, but to the dispositions of the two conßicting groups. Although 

the meeting was initiated by Estonian activists, the Russian response to this 

initiative was overwhelming. Fifty or so Estonian youngsters waving the 

national ßag and trying (but failing) to 

sing the national anthem (it turned out, 

they did not know the lyrics) were met 

by more than a thousand local Russians 

carrying with them nothing but ßowers. 

When police prevented them from 

laying those down before the disputed 

monument, they marched to a nearby 

monument known as the Freedom Clock 

(Vabadusekell), and commemorating the 

restoration of independence in 1991, and 

left their ßowers there. 

!is incident was perceived by many 

Russians as a sign not only of a moral 

victory over the skinheads, but also a 

political redemption of sorts. On this occasion, and in this manner, they 

were not opposing the Estonian state or Estonian independence (as was the 

case with some of them in the early 1990s). Rather than rejecting ÒEstonian 

orderÓ altogether, they were asserting their place within it, and in so doing 

insisting on their right to count for more than just ÒAlyoshasÓ, ÒRussiansÓ 

or Òalien elementsÓ. Asserting, in other words, that there was more to 

them and their presence on this land than just biology. Also, there was 

a clear expectation that now, once this assertion had been made publicly, 

peacefully and unambiguously, some form of political recognition would 

Carrying nothing but ßowers.
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follow. In fact, several Estonian parties did propose a comprehensive round 

table on the issue. Ansip responded by reiterating his intention to relocate 

the monument, adding that he had neither time nor desire to talk to the 

marginals. And although by ÒmarginalsÓ he clearly meant both Russian 

activists and Estonian nationalists, such equalisation of the two sides in 

what was perceived by Russians themselves as an asymmetrical conßict was 

taken as adding insult to injury. From that moment on, their understanding 

of the conßict was steadily sliding towards confrontation with the state; a 

confrontation that resulted in two nights of violent rioting in which stones 

and RussiaÕs national ßags took the place of ßowers, and no Estonian symbol, 

be it TammsaareÕs monument[6] or the cult-pub Woodstock[7], was spared. 

All this is not meant to justify violence in practice or to explain it 

away theoretically by tracing back its alleged cause to a single ministerial 

remark. !e point rather is to indicate that the remark in question was 

not an isolated one, but represented a tendency, clearly audible on 

di#erent levels of Estonian discourse, and characterised by the denial of 

any social or political signiÞcance in the actions of local Russians and 

thus local Russians themselves. Its apparent impartiality, grounded in the 

belief that any impartiality requires a reduction of social life to the lowest 

common denominator of mere biological existence, and the corresponding 

understanding of the Òprotection of basic human rightsÓ as, Þrst and 

foremost, the protection of such biological existence, revealed itself as 

nothing but a set of extremely partial policies.

!is, however, is a preliminary point. My main point concerns the exact 

character of this extreme partiality. We tend to identify it with nationalism, 

not least because we also tend to believe that extreme forms of nationalism 

6  A monument in the centre of Tallinn, erected in 1978 and dedicated to one of the most 
highly regarded Estonian pre-war writers A.H. Tammsaare. During the riots in Tallinn it was 
vandalized.

7  A popular bar in central Tallinn Ð the place that was perhaps one of the most damaged 
locations in the centre of the city after the riots.
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are a thing of the past, at least here in Europe. !is gives us some conÞdence 

in the various tools Ð ÒpragmatismÓ, Òcivic nationalismÓ, ÒmulticulturalismÓ 

and so on Ð with the help of which nationalism was made a thing of the 

past. Yet things may begin to look di#erent if, following Hannah Arendt, 

we understand nationalism as a reaction not to the threats posed by other 

nations, but the much more severe threat of being collectively reduced 

to mere biological existence, and thus, to the realm of necessity in which 

there is no place for either freedom or politics and therefore for genuine 

humanity. Man is and ought to remain 

a political animal unless he is prepared 

to become an animal pure and simple. 

We may then see the waving of Russian 

ßags during riots in Tallinn not as an 

expression of solidarity with RussiaÕs 

painful reaction to the successes of 

liberal democracy in Estonia, nor as 

a mockery of the Estonian state, but 

rather as the peculiar insistence by 

local Russians of their nationality, as 

Òthe last sign of their former citizenship, 

as their only remaining and recognised 

tie with humanity. !eir distrust 

of natural and their preference for 

national rights comes precisely from 

their realisation that natural rights are 

granted even to savagesÓ[8]. 

We may then gather factual support for the contention that AnsipÕs 

ßirtations with nationalists, as well as his later presentation of the choice 

he and the whole of Estonian society had to make as that between a return 

8  H. Arendt, !e Origins of Totalitarianism. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1973, p. 
300.

Waving of Russian ßags
during riots.
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to the Soviet past and the continuation of democracy, constituted neither 

less nor more than strategic manÏuvring.[9] His deeper concern was not 

with the possibility of an alternative order, whether its alterity was to be 

deÞned ethnically or ideologically, but with the fundamentals of sovereign 

order as such. So that in responding to a question about the price society 

was about to pay for the ongoing police operation around the monument, 

he said that Òorder is expensiveÓ (kord on ka kallis), and the state will not 

allow Òsome self-founded bunchÓ (isehakanute seltskond) to control a bit 

of its territory.[10] 

One problem with this argument though is that it is based on ArendtÕs 

sharp separation of public and private, oikos and polis, necessity and 

freedom; a separation which does full justice neither to the world as we Þnd 

it today nor to the ancient one.[11] One peculiar development in Athenian 

art and politics illustrates this point, while getting us closer to the issue of 

the relation between politics and art. A sudden explosion of the images 

of Amazons at the time of the Peloponnesian war has recently prompted 

Andrew Stewart to revisit the following question: ÒWhy did the Greeks 

need Amazons? What could the Amazons say about otherness that Trojans, 

Giants, and the rest could not?Ó[12]

While tracing the development of the Amazonomachy in Homeric 

and Archaic Greece, as well as throughout the Persian and Peloponnesian 

wars, Stewart examines the generally held view which, one way or another, 

locates the Amazons not Òin the midstÓ of Greek citizenry, the dwelling 

place of politics proper, but Òat the margins: geographically and socially 

9  A. Ansip, CCCP Ð forever v›i ei iialgi? Ð Postimees 16. VII 2007.

10  See: Stenographic record of the press conference of Government of Estonia 22. VI 2006. 
http://www.valitsus.ee/brf/index.php?id=34966&op=print

11  See, for more detail: J. Ranci•re, Hatred of Democracy. London: Verso, 2006.

12  A. Stewart, Imag(in)ing the Other: Amazons and Ethnicity in Fifth-Century Athens. Ð Po-
etics Today 1995, No. 16 (4), p. 572.
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a liminal place, the inverse of the polisÓ, and reÞnes it by highlighting one 

persistent characteristic of the Amazons often overlooked in discussions 

Òobsessed with structuralist polarities, ancient matriarchies, psychoanalytic 

diagnoses or feminist political agendasÓ: their status as parthenoi or unwed 

females unfamiliar with the proper Òworks of womenÓ.[13] During the 

Persian wars, this speciÞc characteristic of the Amazons, once mapped 

onto representations of the enemy, allowed the Greeks to emphasise 

their own masculine prowess without denigrating the Persians through 

straightforward association with docile femininity. Unlike mature Greek 

women, parthenoi, and by extension the Amazons, were presented as wild, 

reckless and aggressive, but manifestly lacking in one crucial female virtue: 

sophrosyne, self-knowledge leading to a measured self-control, acquired 

not, as was the case with Greek men, through rational knowledge of oneÕs 

limits, but through submission to male governance in marriage. Like Greek 

female adolescents, the Persians were seen as su#ering from a bad case of 

arrested development:

Ò!ey neither lived in proper cities nor were ready for the self-
discipline required by equality of rights or isonomia, the cornerstone 
of Athenian democracy. !ough personally brave, they often fought 
with the bow, from long range, not with the manly spear, and from 
horseback, like Greek aristocrats of old, not on foot. !ey knew 
nothing of the democracy of the phalanx, where all are equal and 
interdependent, and (because generals were elected and campaigns 

decided upon by free vote) decisions were Òin the midstÓ.Ó[14]

In this sense, Òthis thingÓ, the Amazon, Òwas not a soldierÓ indeed; the 

a"rmation of the virtues of the Greek way of life (democracy included) 

was here achieved not, as in the Estonian case, through the reduction to 

13  Ibid, p. 578.

14  Ibid, p. 585.
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biology (not a soldier, but Alyosha; not communists, but Russians; not an 

ideology, but the right balance between healthy and alien elements in a 

living body), but through a typically Greek way of transcending biology by 

way of a distinctly political self-understanding. And Greek art, in this case, 

was not merely ÒreßectingÓ or ÒrepresentingÓ a political agenda through 

Amazonomachy, but worked as an integral part of this self-understanding.

During the Peloponnesian wars though, an inverse development seems 

to be taking place. !e Periclean Citizenship Law of 451, marked with 

the substitution of astoi (Òpeople of the cityÓ) for the traditional politai  

(ÒcitizensÓ), was accompanied by a surge in the production of Amazon 

images. Only now, according to StewartÕs hypothesis, were these images 

part of the overall process of depoliticisation in which the peculiar status 

An Amazon.
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of the parthenoi gave new meaning both to the Greek understanding of 

alterity and to the texture of their polis.

If the rigid private/public divide corresponded to the Greek female 

experience, in which there was Òno prime, only a season of unripe virginity 

followed by a season of overripe maturity, with the moment of deßoration 

as the dividing lineÓ[15], the parthenoi made visible the in-between condition 

marked, above all, by its unruliness. Increasingly di"cult to be ruled within 

the conÞnes of the private realm of their birth, and not yet subject to the 

rule of their husbandÕs household, the parthenoi are presented now as a 

threat to the established order coming from inside this order itself and yet 

subject to measures usually reserved for outsiders. !us, already SolonÕs 

code Òmandated that a father or brother could sell into slavery a parthenos 

(daughter or sister) caught in bed with a man [---], the only occasion when 

a free Athenian could be so treated. For since transgressions of this kind 

struck at the very heart of society, overturning the normal order of things 

and insinuating bastards into the body politic, her guardian could literally 

treat her as a foreign bodyÓ[16]. 

Periclean Citizenship Law went further by deÞning any Òunion between 

Athenians and foreigners, both Greek and barbarian, as concubinage, and its 

o#spring as bastards. By so doing, it proclaimed that the citizenry of Athens 

was now one big, endogamous family. Henceforth, only pure Athenians 

would share in the beneÞts of citizenship and thus of empire; they would 

constitute an imperial eliteÓ.[17] !is change was, perhaps, caused by the 

massive immigration crisis triggered by the Persian wars. Now the aliens 

constituted almost one half of the population of Athens. !is, together with 

15   A. Carson, Putting Her in Her Place: Woman, Dirt, and Desire. Ð D. M. Halperin; J. J. 
Winckler; F. I. Zeitlin (eds.), Before Sexuality: !e Construction of Erotic Experience in the 
Ancient Greek World. Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1990, p.144.

16  A. Stewart, Imag(in)ing the Other: Amazons and Ethnicity in Fifth-Century Athens, p. 
579.

17  Ibid, pp. 587Ð588.
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huge losses of men in the Peloponnesian war, turned migrant parthenoi 

into a source of a very special security-concern:

ÒProbably less strictly closeted than their Athenian counterparts and 
encouraged by parents eager to improve their position, these metic 
girls surely posed a far more substantial threat than metic men to the 
local marriage market. For in a traditional agrarian society, sons tend 
to remain at the paternal farm or business whomever they marry, while 
daughters are usually traded in alliances that improve the familyÕs status; 
and in archaic and classical Athens, this meant marrying an Athenian. 
[---] In a city that prided itself on its autochthony, these alien parthenoi 
could justly be represented as draining the city of its remaining eligible 
bachelors, depriving its daughters of their birthright, and mongrelizing 
the community.Ó[18]

Consequently the Amazonomachy of that period bore witness to the 

transformation of Athenian polity along the lines reminiscent of the 

modern nation state, while the source of this transformation, located in 

a zone of indistinctness between public and private, political and non-

political experiences, could no longer be unambiguously classiÞed as being 

native or alien either. 

!is zone of indistinctness has recently come under sustained 

theoretical scrutiny, in large measure due to the work of the post-World 

War II movement which set for itself the task of breaking the tradition of 

thought predicated on the necessity to posit and to subsume an ÒoutsideÓ 

in the name of constructing a ÒtotalityÓ[19]. !is was also the objective 

of BenjaminÕs Òpoliticisation of artÓ: a reinscription of art into human 

experience that would make it impossible for the work of art to be put 

18  Ibid, pp. 588Ð589.

19  See: A. Negri, Giorgio Agamben: !e Discreet Taste of Dialectics. Ð M. Calarco and S. 
DeCaroli (eds.), Giorgio Agamben: Sovereignty and Life. Stanford, California: Stanford Uni-
versity Press, 2007.
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into the service of totalitarianism. But then, was not this also the declared 

task of the relocation of the monument in Tallinn? Perhaps, we should 

now reformulate this question by asking whether the relocation of the 

monument, the way it was understood, performed and justiÞed, really 

stood up to the task, as articulated by Benjamin and others.

Technocracy and lumpen-nationalism

If the story of Athenian Amazonomachy, by moving the metic parthenoi 

from the geographical limits of Greek political experience to the very 

centre of it, questions ArendtÕs conceptualisation of the ancient polis 

and of contemporary politics, it nevertheless conforms with Arendtian 

understanding of the relation between poiesis and politics. Arendt 

suggests that politai needed the polis so that their words and deeds, that 

is, their actions as the source of their personality, would be recorded 

and remembered even if there were no poets around at the moment of 

actual performance. !e possibility of political institutions performing 

the same role as poetic creations was grounded in the unity of the Greek 

understanding of poiesis as anything Òthat brings into existence something 

that was not there beforeÓ[20]. !is same unity ensures that the surge in 

the artistic production of Amazon images registered and interpreted by 

Stewart happens in the Þrst place and can be related to speciÞc political 

experiences. Also, the creators of Amazon images of the Periclean era, while 

introducing or emphasising speciÞc new features which Stewart relates in 

his analysis to the parthenoi, are still drawing unproblematically on a long-

standing tradition stemming from Homeric times; and so does Pericles in 

his oration, assuming, it seems, that at least this part of the overall Greek 

experience is shared not only by politai, but also by astoi. 

20  Plato, Collected Dialogues: Including !e Letters. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1961, p. 557.
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Within this tradition, poetry, understood as a form of techne (itself a 
species of poiesis), is not di#erent in kind from other skills practised in the 
polis. In a sense, even nature has the character of poiesis, although Aristotle 
distinguishes it from techne, as long as human creations, unlike natural 
ones, do not contain within themselves the original principle of their 
creation. Still, insofar as human artiÞce was viewed as sharing with nature 
its poetic character, the aforementioned capacity of Greek men to know 
their own limits was not that inconceivable, given that the speciÞc form of 
any creation, natural or human, was governed by its origin, be it the order 
of things natural or the order of tradition. Apart from anything else, that 
ensured the reproducibility of tradition generally and political institutions, 
as well as artistic creations, in particular. !is is why Arendt could plausibly 
relate Greek politics to poetry through reference to memory rather than 
innovation.[21]

Once this link can no longer be articulated, however, reproducibility 
stops being the function of the origin and becomes that of technique. !is 
a#ects not merely the work of art which, torn out of its speciÞc place 
in tradition, loses what Benjamin calls its ÒauraÓ; that is, authenticity or 
originality in the initial Greek understanding of the term as proximity 
to the origin. !e artist, now opposed to the manufacturer, attempts to 
hold on to the idea of originality, but the idea itself undergoes a disastrous 
transformation: ÒEverything that in some way constituted the common 
space in which the personalities of di#erent artists met in a living unity in 
order then to assume, within the strictures of this common mould, their 
unmistakable physiognomy became a commonplace in the pejorative 
sense, an unbearable encumbrance: the artist in whom the modern critical 
demon has insinuated itself must free himself from it or perishÓ. !is is why 
Hšlderlin, for example, contrary to the spirit of his age, was more concerned 

with the demise of reproducibility in art rather than with originality.[22]

21  H. Arendt, !e Human Condition. Chicago, London: University of Chicago Press, 1998, 
pp. 168Ð71.

22  G. Agamben, !e Man Without Content. Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 
1999, pp. 62Ð63.
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A similar development was under way in modern politics. Ever since the 

jurists of the Renaissance reasserted the primacy of republican practices 

over the body of imperial legal doctrine, republican city-states have been 

seeking new grounds for their own authority. Quite Þttingly, one of the 

directions explored at the time lay in the study of auctores, or classical 

authors, whose character, expressed in their individual rhetorical style, was 

meant to serve as a model and also an integral part of any sound advice to 

podest .̂ !ere was, however, signiÞcant opposition to this emphasis on the 

individual style, when the study of the various techniques of composition 

was conceived as Ònothing more elevated than a business courseÓ[23]. And 

although, viewed anachronistically, long stretches of European ÒpoliticsÓ 

seem to be dominated by ÒMachiavellianismÓ with its close proximity to 

the former approach, in fact, when the word ÒpoliticsÓ did reappear in 

European vocabulary in recognisable form, it was rather in the title of the 

prŽv™t de la police in France, for example, whose main concern was not 

with the personality of the stateÕs citizens or rulers, but with the e"cient 

administration of the market-places of Paris.[24]

!is opposition between originality and technical reproducibility 

is, perhaps, most clearly visible in European imperial practices, when 

administration or Òe#ective occupationÓ was clearly preferred to genuine 

political ruling[25]; but also in contemporary practices of Òpromoting 

democracyÓ grounded in the belief that Òstates and citizens can be socially-

23  Q. Skinner, !e Foundations of Modern Political !ought. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1978, p. 35.

24  J. G. A. Pocock, !e Political Limits to Premodern Economics. Ð J. Dunn (ed.), !e Eco-
nomic Limits to Modern Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990, p. 141.

25  See, for more detail: G. W. Rutherford. Spheres of Inßuence: An Aspect of Semi-Suzer-
ainty. Ð !e American Journal of International Law No. 20 (2), 1926, pp. 300Ð325; M. Lyons, 
From ÔDeath CampsÕ to Cordon Sanitaire: !e Development of Sleeping Sickness Policy in 
the Uele District of the Belgian Congo 1903-1914. Ð !e Journal of African History No. 26(1), 
1985; M. Koskenniemi, !e Gentle Civilizer of Nations: !e Rise and Fall of International Law 
1870-1960. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001.
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engineered by correct practices of external regulationÓ, while Òthe problems 

of politics can be resolved outside the realm of the political, in the realms 

of law, social policy and administrationÓ[26]. What is less clear is how this 

opposition can be understood in terms of the Òaestheticisation of politicsÓ.

Here we have to recall the meaning of ÒaestheticsÓ which, most likely, 

informed BenjaminÕs construction. Like the opposition between originality 

and reproducibility, it is grounded in the related experience of a radical 

split: this time between the artist and the spectator. A split in which 

the very withdrawal from the process of creation and thus the alleged 

disinterestedness and potential universality of the spectatorÕs judgement 

ensured his privileged position in the overall construction, as argued by 

Agamben. It is this construction, only applied to politics, that Carl Schmitt 

described as an aesthetic attitude characteristic of Òpolitical romanticismÓ 

that invariably prefers the state of eternal becoming and unrealisable 

possibilities to active participation in the creation of a concrete political 

world.[27] Benjamin, as was often the case in his engagements with Schmitt, 

subverts his critique of romantic depoliticisation. As long as the split 

itself Ð between the artist and the spectator, or between the ruler and the 

ruled, and ultimately, between individual and tradition Ð remains intact, 

the most decisive of ÒpoliticalÓ stances remains wedded to the idea of 

artistic self-gratiÞcation, while politics remains in the grip of aesthetics.[28] 

!e Òpoliticisation of artÓ, as a genuine response to the aestheticisation 

of politics, cannot possibly mean a simple reversal of the two poles, but 

should be aimed instead at that which constitutes the split itself, be it in 

modern aesthetics or in modern politics. As ÒpoliticisationÓ, in other words, 

26  D. Chandler, Back To !e Future? !e Limits of Neo-Wilsonian Ideals of Exporting De-
mocracy. Ð Review of International Studies No. 32 (3), 2006, p. 482.

27  C. Schmitt, Political Romanticism. Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1986, p. 66.

28  See, for more detail: W. Benjamin (ed. M. W. Jennings, et al), !e Work of Art in the Age of 
its Technological Reproducibility, and Other Writings on Media. Cambridge, Massachusetts 
and London: Belknap.
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it is opposed not to the aesthetic attitude of Òpolitical romanticismÕ, but to 

the technological reproducibility which alters the character of both politics 

and art.

But then, again, is it possible to perform such politicisation without 

asserting any returns to the mythical origin or any ÒovercomingÓ of currently 

existing divisions in the name of some all-inclusive totalities?

It is time to return to the Amazons, or rather to the parthenoi in whose 

image they were created. !eir radical marginalisation was not meant 

to deprive them of any privileges: both as metics and females they were 

already excluded from the polis. By radicalising this exclusion, the Periclean 

Citizenship Law, in fact, redeÞned boundaries within the Athenian empire, 

opposing ÒpureÓ Athenians to the rest of the Greeks. Put di#erently, that 

which was not part of the Greek system of political signiÞcation anyway 

served the purpose of readjusting that system. But that, as Ernesto Laclau 

has recently restated, is how any system of signiÞcation operates.[29] To use 

LaclauÕs examples, to construct a coherent story of Òworld historyÓ, Hegel 

had to Òput asideÓ, to exclude from historicity altogether, the Òpeoples 

without historyÓ. And later when Marx, retaining the Hegelian idea of world 

history but redeÞning it in terms of the antagonism between the proletariat 

and the capital, performs exactly the same operation by isolating from this 

struggle a separate entity, lumpenproletariat, which, at bottom, performs 

the constitutive function of setting the outer boundary of a system of 

meaning within which all other oppositions (such as the working class and 

the capital, the state and civil society, Athens and the rest or democracy 

and autocracy) can be articulated.   

!ere is little doubt that the space that EstoniaÕs initial post-Soviet 

politics inhabited was in large measure deÞned by the idea of ÒnationalismÓ. 

Yet, contrary to often repeated allegations, Estonian nationalism was never 

really directed at the local Russian community. Its target was located 

29  See: E. Laclau, On Populist Reason. London: Verso, 2005.
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beyond the state-borders, since ÒnationalismÓ here signiÞed the idea of 

a world organised by and into nations. Hence Ònot communists or Nazis, 

but Germans and RussiansÓ. But, as with any such system, the condition 

of its existence is some kind of Òlumpen-nationalismÓ, the existence of a 

group whose ethnicity can be ascertained but which, nevertheless, does 

not Þt into the existing ordering principle. Although to Þnd oneself on 

the receiving end of such an attitude is hardly any better than to be an 

object of xenophobia Ð such radical exclusion, according to Laclau, does 

not have to lead, as in ArendtÕs or AgambenÕs accounts, to extreme forms 

of depoliticisation. In fact, as careful analysis of Marx demonstrates, 

lumpenproletariat could not be unproblematically conÞned to the 

outskirts of Òthe anatomy of civil societyÓ, but instead it invaded, like Òthe 

alien elementsÓ indeed, the whole body of Marxian theory; just as, under 

the conditions of globalisation, Hegelian Òpeople without historyÓ have 

Òoccupied the centre stage to the point of shattering the very notion of 

teleological historicityÓ[30]. Insofar as such groups are amenable to political 

articulation, even if in the form of outright denial, as in Òthis thing is not a 

soldier!Ó, they are the very stu# of politics proper... 

Not in the curious case of Andrus Ansip though. Here we saw repeated 

attempts to escape politics or to conÞne it to the graveyard. On the 

continuously repeated assumption that there its meaning would no longer 

be ambiguous; and so the monument itself would no longer be divisive. !e 

dream of a perfectly neutralised, perfectly homogenised society come true. 

!e Saint-Simonian dream, that is, of transition Òfrom the government of 

men to the administration of thingsÓÉ

But now the monument has escaped. Not, hopefully, into the realm 

of art. Perhaps, now it is in a zone of indistinctness between art and 

politics. Where the objects of Òready-madeÓ and Pop Art Þnd themselves 

for the brief moments of transition from one mode of human experience 

to another. And although such moments do constitute brief instances 

30  Ibid, p. 148.
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of escape from the grip of technological reproducibility, they are neither 

more nor less than a reminder that the real work of politics proper under 

these conditions is still to be done.

Repeated attempts to escape politics or to conÞne it to the graveyard.


