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2012  IN A GLOBAL SOCIETY IDENTITY IS A DYING NOTION. Or at least, this is 
the message that the corporate world wants us to believe. WE ARE A FAMILY, they 
claim; but in reality, the CEOs of these organizations are using notions such as network 
and blind loyalty to manipulate the many at the bottom in favor of the few at the top. Like 
religious utopias, these corporations twist the meaning of important keywords, re-
contextualizing them in their own messianic discourse. In political campaigns, the 
cultural identity of an immigrant can be easily stereotyped or erased according to 
generalizations that help the political rhetoric. Profiling is a method of identifying a 
person or persons using general characteristics that can include eugenics, racial and 
ethnic discrimination, and statistics all at the same time. Even in some academic fields, 
the notion of identity has been superseded by other non-ideological ideologies. For 
example, in linguistics, difference can be equated with opposition. Gilles Deleuze states, 
“It is not difference which presupposes opposition but opposition which presupposes 
difference, and far from resolving difference by tracing it back to a foundation, 
opposition betrays and distorts it.”1 We can replace this idea to specific stereotypes of 
identity resorted to oppositions: male versus female, white versus black, hetero versus 
homo, in versus out, good versus evil, and so on. Race, ethnicity, religion, and even 
gender still are important fundamental determinations of inclusion or exclusion in a 
society. Even today, in a so-called global society, we are still dealing with excessive 
prejudice and discrimination in regard to certain identities. In the United States, it is 
routine for someone to have to choose to identify oneself by gender, race, ethnicity, 
nationality, and even by disability in a job application. One can also choose not to 
identify oneself, but that goes against jobs created to target these minorities. So, it can be 
a political move to identify yourself through these identity stereotypes. A more open 
choices in profile applications is the category OTHERS, which some people, including 
myself, feel more in tune with. In Hotel de Inmigrantes: Cosmopolitan Stranger at 
Hasselt (Belgium) in 2012, the second of the series, a group of 40 something artists were 
brought together to put some of these ideas to the test. The place was in Koen 
Vanmechelen’s studio, known as “Open University of Diversity” (OpUnDi), and it was a 
parallel project to the Manifesta 9 in Genk. Vanmechelen’s work, “Cosmopolitan 
Chicken Project,” is a multifaceted research and artwork based on the evolution and 
hybridization of worldwide breeds of chickens through photography, video, interactive 
Internet dialogues, lectures, and most important, live chickens that are kept in a nice size 
tropical paradise in his studio for their own delight and freedom of expression. Koen’s 
chickens are the topic of a passionate activism for the artist, while they live full long lives 
and are perceived as important contributors to our human knowledge and society. Like 
Koen’s chickens, these artists and curators lived, slept, ate, and did art or non-art together 
for one week, attempting to find a kind of synchronicity with themselves as cosmopolitan 
immigrants. One answer is clear: it is not easy to live amongst cosmopolitan strangers. 
The reason is that we don’t really know what identity means. Identity is nothing else than 
a fragment of culture, of many cultures, cultures that have continuously changed over 
thousands of years, morphed, been eradicated, simulated, even to the point of having 
become a simulacrum of whatever identity means. An identity is a piece of this pie, a pie 



that cannot be eaten without resulting in indigestion. Differences will always be 
conflicting; this is a fact. But yet, we continue to strive as multiplicities that dream about 
their own singularities, trying to distinguish themselves from the flock. Marlon Griffith’s 
video “Taking Shape...” depicts minimal gestures of the artist’s feet and hands interacting 
with brown sugar. The simplicity of these gestures unleashes references that assert to the 
very complexity of brown sugar as a commodity, its industrialization and trades, and the 
multitude of invisible workers behind its histories. Griffith’s footprints on the brown 
sugar disappear into continuous lines, creating drawings or tracings that resonate with the 
organic changing of community boundaries, revealing the ephemeral gesture of language, 
of work and unwork in the community. Despite its transitory condition, identity here 
seems to shout for its own necessity for visibility, and for a geographical and historical 
specificity. Arun Kumar’s “Cosmopolitan Stranger” is a series of large prints placed on a 
panoramic setting of strangers from two major cosmopolitan cities in India, Mumbai and 
Delhi. These strangers stand at major intersections of the city seeking day jobs. What 
becomes interesting here is that these images found a place onto the locked windows of 
Koen’s studio, giving an impression that these strangers are locked in cages. And it 
becomes even stranger when one observes that who looks at these images of strangers are 
in fact the very own cosmopolitan strangers residing in the premises. The piece evokes 
another local struggle: of the survival of rural communities and farmlands in India, with 
the cities becoming an attractive but hollow trap to the younger generations. Are we like 
the disoriented penguins of Herzog’s “Encounters at the End of the World,” heading 
resolute toward certain death? Mark Salvatus’s “Weakest Link” is an installation of key 
chains linked together forming what appears to be a map on the floor, which borderlines 
kept changing, as people would accidentally walk over it. The work addresses the organic 
notion of borders, especially when these borders are constantly deterritorialized by 
peripheral communities and new migrations, evoking the ingenuity and spontaneity of 
residents through various forms of human relations and community building. The 
drawing of borderlines can be perceived as scripts from various modes of language, 
where place is being continuously traced and retraced. This reminds us that the writing 
and work of a community, its culture, its patrimony, its knowledge, its history, is never 
done alone. As Jean-Luc Nancy has already stated in his The Inoperative Community, it 
is through the shared making of myth and writing (language) that a community happens 
for us in common. And that is an event. Also questioning the borders is JaeWook Lee’s 
Perfect Lovers, in which two people dressing in military uniform hold two identical 
clocks. The performance, informed by the work of Felix Gonzalez-Torres, comments on 
identity struggles and homosexual relationships under oppressive militarization and its 
overt masculinized rituals. The work also draws on the ambivalent alliance between the 
American and the South Korean militaries in South Korea, pointing to issues of local 
discrimination of Korean officers and the economic opportunities brought by the US 
military bases in South Korea. Making links and crossing borders is also part of Angela 
Freiberger’s performance, “Learning to swim,” which deals with learning skills, enabling 
not only to survive but to bridge distances, to cross oceans, accessing new lands. 
Freiberger’s performance, “Taping the Feet,” suggests an almost opposite reading, of that 
of the necessity of grounding oneself and others, and the obsession with claiming a fixed 
identity, which a fixed ground entails. The artist tapes her feet in various positions of 
their landing on the floor, and sometimes the tape becomes an extended shoe so each foot 



is temporarily stuck as it steps down. She also tapes other artists’ feet on the floor. This 
idea of a temporary ground also resonates with the experience of the migrant, a constant 
traveler, struggling against an unnatural need to be fixed or to be grounded. We humans 
are in fact nomads par excellence, but our society enforces the very basis of an opposing 
notion, of that of fixed borders. And even now as we believe to be a global society, a 
pseudo-open society, advertised as a fluid map where people can easily move around just 
for the sake of tourism, the enforcing of anti-immigrant laws are back in the political 
discourse, with a growing xenophobia due to the threat of terrorism, poverty, and new 
diseases. Our collective fears and phobias are fostered by our lack of real engagement 
with everyday situations and peoples, by our alienated exaggerations generated by media 
spectacle and by an increasingly bureaucratic, corrupt, and passive- aggressive organized 
culture. The same ignorance that limits us from understanding each other despite our 
differences is also what produces wars. Juliana Smith’s image and sound piece, called 
“(ge) MACHT,” derives from the relationship of two popular words in the German 
language: gemacht, which means the action of doing, and macht, which means power. 
Their difference in meanings also addresses the very problem of language and 
relationships. By using an image of a Native American, a very particular reference to 
peoples who have been erased from our political discourses, in juxtaposition with the 
German word, power, which is here perceived in its gestalt representation, the work 
critically reflects on our oppositional approach to thinking ideologies versus realities. 
Jean Luc-Nancy stresses that community did not take place “in the Hegelian ‘spirit of a 
people’ or in the Christian agape.” In fact, society is the “dissociating association of 
forces, needs, and signs... and that community, far from being what society has crushed 
or lost, is what happens to us—question, waiting, event, imperative—in the wake of a 
society.”2 The inoperative community is the very making of the community, always in a 
state of in- between-ness of time and place. Or in the words of Charlie Citron, one of the 
artists at Hasselt, community is "to see the seeing, to feel the feelings in all its diversity, 
its emotional, conceptual, social, political, artistic and personal, to connect and live, to 
understand and misunderstand each other’s stream of consciousness, to communicate 
together and to make the big and little jumps between the imaginary and the real." It is a 
pseudo-contingency that enables us to exist in a pseudo-free state of being. Charlie 
Citron’s “Mop till you drop” is composed of his old used socks turned into drying rags 
and suspended by black rubber bands from the ceiling. The artist states, “It refers to home 
handmade utilitarian objects made by migrant people, who face jobs as cleaners in 
Europe. Its low-tech assemblage is juxtaposed to the use of high tech mops and vacuums 
in western cleaning services, which conceal the conditions and position of migrant 
workers.” Another of his pieces is “Passport,” which can also be a tent. Inside it, the 
poem “New Citizens” is attached. The poem was read during the opening. It is this 
chaotic potential for community that creates the moments worth experiencing, since even 
contingency is absorbed by our systems of knowledge and control, creating a chaotic 
order, rather than a temporary organized chaos. The latter is the only possible form of 
community that can exist. Giorgio Agamben states, “The world is now and forever 
necessarily contingent or contingently necessary. Between the not being able to not-be 
that sanctions the decree of necessity and the being able to not-be that defines fluctuating 
contingency, the finite world suggests a contingency to the second power that does not 
found any freedom: It is capable of not not-being, it is capable of the irreparable.”3 If 



communities are irreparable and contingencies just manipulative necessities, then why do 
we care to be hospitable? Maybe, like love, hospitability can be perceived in Breton’s 
words, “the most despairing state of affairs imaginable.” There is something very 
mysterious in the desire to share, from antisocial to social, from cultural to transcultural, 
from singular to collective. Even more important than the idea of a community in the 
making, it is the notion of hospitality that welcomes the other into our premises. That is 
the seed to what made Tomasz Wendland, the curator of the project, and its host, Koen 
Vanmechelen, to embrace it full heartedly. The idea of hospitality is what makes us 
traverse lands, break boundaries, initiate contacts, swim oceans, even if that ends in 
disappointment. The potential for hospitality is what makes us climb the ladder, walk the 
plank, and jump on a trampoline into the void, just like Juan Ford’s “Vertigo,” an eight 
meter tall diving tower over a shallow puddle. Like Yves Klein’s “Leap into the Void,” 
Ford’s sculpture reminds us that all art, object, concept, or nothing at all, is always a leap 
of faith, a jump into the void between the real and the imaginary. The piece was made 
with found materials, mostly from an abandoned factory next to OpUnDi. As the artist 
states, “The idea was to both talk to the experience of being a migrant, and that of being 
an artist. The migrant faces daunting prospects, their world inverted, and suddenly 
vertiginous. In many ways the experience of being an artist is not dissimilar, but to 
compare the two is in some ways absurd. The migrant has no choice, whereas the artist 
perhaps does; one performs out of necessity and the other to some degree willingly. This 
discrepancy is highlighted in the choice of materials; using found materials to create such 
a structure self reflexively refers to working with what you have at hand, while imposing 
one’s will on it.” It is the sensibility of a truth in the perception of a group that makes a 
simple gesture art. Martin Zet can attest to that. Whatever that word or action means, we 
can agree that we know when it is. There is something about it that makes our minds 
meet in agreement, that makes us wonder even differently but together, that makes us all 
smile in unison. There is something about it that is unforgettable, and even if transitory, it 
is and it will ever stay so permanently in our psyches. It is that which we call art. 
Nietzsche says that the chorus is the ideal spectator. As agreeing beings we idealize the 
spectacle of ourselves, and together we rejoice in it. But that does not mean that art is 
consensual. On the contrary, in its very core, art is pure dissensus. And Redas Dirzys can 
confirm to that. Art is dissensus in the impossible relationship between the personal and 
the political. It cannot be personal and political at the same time. The personal realm is 
always guided by a desire to be hospitable, by the potential of agreements, by forming 
engagements and collaborations. The political is bounded by a radical pursuit of an ideal 
as ideal, never holding on to reality. Reality needs to conform to rules and practices of 
sociability. Politics can only be experienced in the desire of change. Differently from 
these two, art is the ability to redefine boundaries. The oldest art was tragedy. And much 
of fluxus art is a reformatting of the tragic, of the comic, of the absurd. It is cathartic and 
dissensual in its core. It is not about creating an epic or drama of our lives, which is a 
romantic influence of Christianity. The notion of migration is romantic; it is a stereotype 
of us as lesser communities; communities that can only exist as an extension of another 
society, of that of free citizens, with a natural entitlement to our planet. But they are not 
us, since we are migrants. At the same time that we are permanent migrants since we live 
in a world demarcated by power, we are also in constant opposition to that idea, since the 
notion of immigration in our own planet is nothing other than absurd, even tragic. Only 



art can redefine these boundaries and oppositions. Only art in its desperate plea of 
expression and unconditional love can accept conflict as a potentiality.  1 Gilles Deleuze, 
Difference and Repetition, p. 51. 2 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Inoperative Community, p. 
11. 3 Giorgio Agamben, The Coming Community, x. 


