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Introduction


This book is about the politics of subversion and how to do something to help enact change in an ostensibly unarable political landscape. It is also about a global crisis which is not so much on its way as already here, already lived through – to very varying degrees – by all of us. The book, which attempts to develop a global approach to our political problems today, comes out of a Europe whose streets are increasingly lined with army and police presence, whose treatment of its enemies and imagined enemies is increasingly hardline and whose political choices are increasingly responsible for homelessness, war and destruction, not only of beliefs and ideas but of lives and communities. The book therefore sets out with a huge task to complete, and can only hope to be the beginning of more conversations that could assist us in the disastrous situation we find ourselves in today.


Writing its introduction represents a particular kind of personal challenge for me. I came to the work of Srećko Horvat via his books and his articles for publications such as The Guardian, Al Jazeera, Eutopia and OpenDemocracy among other left-wing and mainstream-left publications. In a world of increasingly prevalent “radical” opinions both on the Left and the Right, most of what I encounter on my newsfeeds and Internet searches (themselves governed and organized by political and corporate hegemonies) strikes me as far less innovative and nuanced than each of us believe ourselves to be. Polemical articles put out by the Left are often underpinned by the same humanism and values that they appear to oppose, often rendering them innocuous at best and at worst, feeding the very structures that they attempt to oppose. Other more highly philosophical approaches might be more “theoretically sound” but lack the praxis to apply on the ground and have real positive effects. Against this backdrop I read the articles and arguments put forward by Srećko Horvat, and found, for once, that almost every idea presented was not only new but potentially useful. All I can really say by way of introduction was that it was my task to bring together some of these ideas, extend them, and spread them to as wide an audience as I could. I hope that the reader will find among these pages, as I did in all of Srećko's work, ideas that they can use, implement and build upon themselves.


Since at least 2012, Srećko has been responding to what he has called “Europe's current deadlock.”1 This deadlock, despite the appearance of a more radical and open political spectrum in Europe, is still very much with us. The challenge he sets forward, for himself and for the rest of us, is to overcome a variety of impasses that we face as members of the Left today. To do this we need politics, we need direct action, and we need philosophy. Using a useful and necessary blend of philosophy and praxis, which, he shows, ought never to be separated, he sets out a number of ways in which we might be able to change things. This book brings together these ideas across three interviews that were recorded over a great many hours of conversation and discussion. Ostensibly, these interviews fell into three categories – politics, love and technology – but as the book shows, these categories are preliminary and ultimately to be dissolved.


At the time of going to print, Srećko is 33 years old and has already been politically active, and even prominent, for nearly a decade. His career is nothing short of remarkable, and he has published over a dozen books in Croatian, French, German and English. By 2007 he was considered a prominent figure in the post-Yugoslavian Left and has always worked internationally to collaborate between nations. He has continued work related to the Balkan states and in 2013 he hosted a TV show that attempted to create a new pan-Balkan identity by overcoming nationalist divides, something he has written about many times since.2 The attempt ended in controversy and the Bosnian writer Miljenko Jergović wrote of the show's cancellation:




The TV show wouldn't be removed if there hadn't been for the Guardian piece. If he had written it in 1942 he would end up in Jasenovac concentration camp. If he had written it in 1972 he would end up in Lepoglava prison. But in 2014 he only lost his TV show because he wrote the truth about Croatia.3





This shows several things. First, that Srećko has always written and said what others refrain from saying. Second, it demonstrates his internationalism, another consistent throughout his career. In 2008 he had risen to further prominence and become a central organizer of the Subversive Festival, which is not without controversies of its own, explored in the interviews below. His work to unite nations in new ways has continued and is at its peak today, when Srećko is working closely with Julian Assange's WikiLeaks and with Yanis Varoufakis as a central member of the DiEM25 movement, the most significant European attempt to enact a political move towards real and direct democracy across Europe in place of the false democracies that govern politics at the moment. DiEM25 consistently offers fresh approaches to rising nationalisms, technological control and corporate governance, all of which are explored in this text. Penning this in the days after the UK Brexit vote in which 52% of UK citizens opted to leave the European Union, its work seems more important than ever. The EU is not doing its job, but only the Right have risen to provide viable alternatives that the people are choosing, and Srećko's work urges us to create left-wing responses to the situation.


Another important and unique element of Srećko's work, to my mind, is his work in providing and building platforms for collaboration with a wide range of people. Whilst a philosopher of his credence and reputation could sit back and wait for occasional invitations to share his theoretical insights, Srećko does the opposite. He consistently works to create new platforms, bringing new people into conversation with one another and endlessly working to spread and disseminate useful discussions as far and wide as possible. Every time I spoke to Srećko in the six months it took us to put this manuscript together, he was organizing a new event, project or collaboration. As well as the Subversive Festival and the World Social Forum, he has hosted and shared debates and conversations with almost all of the prominent intellectual figures across the world, from Slavoj Žižek and Noam Chomsky to Francis Fukuyama, Oliver Stone and Julian Assange. Only in June 2016 he was the main coordinator of the “First They Came for Assange” event which took place simultaneously in 14 cities, a central figure in putting together the Show and a key part of a new Al Jazeera documentary on the European Crisis. This work, for me, is as invaluable as any personal philosophical writing and, in a climate which increasingly seeks to divide us, can potentially bring us back together to organize change.


The title of Srećko's event “First They Came for Assange” comes from a poem from the 1940s by German pastor Martin Niemöller, which Srećko read out at the event. The poem, written from a concentration camp by a man who had previous supported the Nazis, reads like this:




First they came for the Socialists, and I did not speak out—


Because I was not a Socialist.


Then they came for the Trade Unionists, and I did not speak out—


Because I was not a Trade Unionist.


Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out—


Because I was not a Jew.


Then they came for me—and there was no one left to speak out for me.





Explaining the choice of title, Srećko paraphrased the poem and re-framed it as a historical lesson for today:




First they came for Julian Assange, and we did not speak out—


Then they came for Chelsea Manning, and we did not speak out—


Then they came for Edward Snowden, and we did not speak out—


Then they came for us—and there was no one left to speak out for us.





This shows that whilst Srećko's work is about philosophy, politics and theory, it is also – and more simply – about helping people out of political crisis. His recent project is not only about Assange or Snowden, but about speaking out for all and everyone and for justice and truth everywhere. Srećko's aim in his writing and in his creation of platforms for others is to help us speak out against everything that oppresses and controls us, before it really is too late.


These are my only introductory comments which explain how I came to Srećko's work and why I chose to approach him to propose this project. I get the impression that he never turns down an opportunity to do something that could be politically useful and I can only hope that our book can do justice to this ambition. Working on it has been one of the most difficult things I have done and has involved changing my mind about a great many things and thinking again about much of what I thought I knew. In many ways it has been a greater challenge than writing any of my own books, and indeed I hope it can be more useful. What follows are the three interviews and my final reflections on the project.


– Alfie Bown, Hong Kong, June 2016





Interview One: Politics


Alfie Bown: In your book co-written with Slavoj Žižek, What Does Europe Want? (Columbia University Press, 2014), you describe a global situation today in which there is no unity left, only decay that inevitably leads to disaster.4 Can I open with a general question and one that is a bit trendy at the moment: is it inevitable that capitalism is leading to disaster? Is this a crisis or disaster for capitalism, or the disaster that is capitalism, or both? How does this relate to your idea of “permanent civil war”? How bleak is our political situation today?


Srećko Horvat: Although What Does Europe Want? was published in 2014, it seems that only a year later all its darkest fears and warnings were, unfortunately, coming true. All that Slavoj and I did, is that we had been closely reading symptoms of Europe's disintegration and concluded that, if there isn't a radical change, Europe would soon diminish. And then came 2015, a year which was even more characterized by what Antonio Gramsci, in his Prison Notebooks, called “morbid symptoms.”5 There he says that the old world is dying and that the new world cannot be born yet, and it is at this moment that a series of “morbid symptoms” appear. We live precisely in such an “Interregnum” today. One of the morbid symptoms was the case of Greece which started with huge enthusiasm because of Syriza's victory in January 2015 and ended up, after the historical OXI referendum in July 2015, in a new defeat of the Left which accepted and now implements even worse austerity measures then previous Greek governments. So this was just one of the morbid symptoms of capitalism, where even a democratically elected government had to go against its own political principles and against the will of its own people. Another of the symptoms of disintegration is the still ongoing war in Syria. Another is the refugee crisis which won't end so soon, with more than five million displaced Syrians of which more than one million entered the EU only in the last months of 2015. Not to mention all the refugees from Iraq, Afghanistan, Sudan, Somalia and other war-torn countries which are rarely mentioned anymore. And then, of course, another symptom of this permanent crisis is terrorism, from Paris to Brussels, cities which after the attacks in 2015 look like war zones, with armies on the streets and frequent “terrorist alarms” during the week. At the same time you have the rise of the far-right parties and even governments – Hungary, Poland, Croatia, just to name a few – across Europe. And then in 2016 came Brexit as a final nail in the coffin of Europe as we knew it. We can see new borders, walls, fences, terrorism, displacement of whole populations. So, yes, all these symptoms point in the direction that we really live in a permanent state of civil war or, we could even go so far as to say, permanent war. It is the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben who recently proposed the theory of stasis.6 He says that we live in a new phase where civil war is a paradigm for our current situation. And I think today's Europe – but also other parts of the world – perfectly fits into this definition.


AB: So you are saying, via Agamben, that the concept of civil war need no longer refer to a concrete example of a nation fighting within itself but to the condition of Europe as a whole? Is it rather that civil war describes the structural condition of Europe today?


SH: Yes, I am afraid that's correct. So, Agamben calls this stasis, which is actually a term from Ancient Greece. In the 4th and 5th century BC, there was a struggle inside the Ancient Greek society between the oligarchic and democratic factions, so it was the city's struggle against internal revolt. What I think we have today is a general experience of this situation on a global level. In what sense? Well, in the sense, firstly, that we have a lot of wars going on in the world at the moment. If you take the case of the war in Syria: it has more than 20 different players involved. These range from the US to Russia, from China to the EU, from Saudi Arabia to Qatar to Israel and so on. All of these players are involved on a geo-political level in the bloody game in Syria. So you can expect that this war also has at least some affects in all of these countries, and you can expect consequences in all these regions, because we live in a globalized and hyper-connected world.


How did the war in Syria start in the first place? It started already with Libya. How did that war start? It started, as was revealed by Hilary Clinton's emails recently made public by WikiLeaks, because the US and France had interest in natural resources and because Western oil companies were heavily indebted to Gaddafi. At one point Gaddafi even proposed to them – what the Troika never proposed to Greece – that they could re-negotiate the debt and even offered to get rid of the debt, but they did not want to do that, so the civil war started. So after the civil war in Libya, part of the arms and so-called “freedom fighters” went to Mali where again France had an interest in natural resources, some went to Niger where wars started as well, and some went to Syria. And why Syria? For at least two reasons. The first is that in Syria, before the so-called “Arab Spring,” new natural resources were found, and the second is that Syria was the only country in the Middle East that was not indebted to any international monetary institution. That was a big problem, because you need indebted countries to keep the system running. Then there are Russian interests, Turkish interests, US interests, Israeli interests, etc. This is close to Agamben's definition of stasis but it is still not stasis: you could still say that these are just “normal” geo-political conditions and that they have occurred many times throughout history, where there have always been wars between countries for land and resources. But when you come to the refugee crisis or terrorism, as two consequences of these wars, then these conditions develop into stasis. Why? Because the war, as a boomerang, returns home – precisely where it started.
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