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Emancipation and art in the 

era of anti-Liberal revolution  
The exhibition of the audiovisual artist Arthur Jafa in Galerie 

Rudolfinum marks the end of the era of liberal dreams and opens 

the way to new emancipation. 

Barack Obama's victory in the 2008 presidential election symbolized the 

pinnacle of African American emancipation in the US. The Afro-American 

director Spike Lee said that Obama's presidency would mean an epochal turning 

point: as we divide history into those before and after Christ, we will divide it 

into times before and after Obama. But the new myth began to collapse at the 

end of Obama's presidency. Out of outrage spurred by a series of unpunished 

out-of-court police executions of black Americans, the Black Lives Matter 

movement was born. The exhibition of cinematographer and artist Arthur Jafa in 

Galerie Rudolfinum not only shows the end of the hope of a full integration of 

African Americans in the society, but can also be understood as the death knell 

of other hopes of the past epoch, which were the hallmark ideals of liberal 

emancipation. 
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Had this exhibition taken place in Prague four or five years ago, it could hardly 

be read as a symptom of a historical reversal. At that time, partial symptoms of 

the crisis of the past era began to emerge, which for some time would seem like 

random exceptions to the rule. But there were more and more of them, and 

suddenly it became clear that there were too many to be considered mere 

anomalies. We gradually reconciled ourselves to being something we have to get 

used to as a new norm. This breaking point could be different for people from 

different regions of the world, but also for different people from the same region 

or country. For example, in the Czech Republic, the death of Václav Havel in 

2011 was considered the symbolic last milestone which marked the end of the 

previous epoch. On a global scale, however, the year 2011 was the year when 

liberal hopes were resurrected in the civil revolutions of the Arab Spring, to play 

their role again on Cairo's Tahrir Square and the squares of other Arab 

metropolises that year. 

Civil and political revolutions 

We can understand the specific nature of these civil revolutions when compared 

to the political revolutions that defined the time that preceded the past era. 

Political revolutions had a highly collectivist character - they promised 

emancipation or liberation of large groups, classes or nations. Their aim was to 

build socialism or gain national sovereignty. These two programs defined the 

"short" 20th century emancipation agenda: from the Bolshevik Revolution in 

Russia through the National Socialist Revolution in Germany to the anti-colonial 

revolutions of the 1950s and 1960s. From the turn of the 1960s and 1970s, the 

spirit that drove these revolutions began to fade. In the 1970s and 1980s, utopias 

of a liberated class, nation, or race were replaced by the liberal utopia. At the 

heart of it is the human rights of individuals and the rule of law, which will 

ensure fundamental equality for every citizen, including women and those who 

are different in skin, ethnicity or sexual orientation than members of the cultural 

mainstream. 



We are supposed to return to the inequality 

between man and woman, heterosexual and 

homosexual, members of majority and ethnic 

minorities. Where liberalism has emphasized 

shared humanity, now we should be building 

walls between us and those who are foreign to 

us.  

The demand for equality of persons from the minorities, i.e. their integration, 

implied taking into account their diversity: the approach that began to be called 

multiculturalism. Despite the collectivist aspect of this approach (which 

emphasizes the individual's affiliation with one or the other discriminated 

category), the utopia of a liberal-multicultural order is essentially individualistic: 

it is not aimed at a strong society-wide project (building socialism or developing 

a nation) but at establishing a society that ensures equal dignity to all their 

members, whether they belong to any minority group or to pursue any project or 

value in their lives. The center of liberal utopia is not an all-powerful state or a 

political party, but a society of autonomous citizens. So, it should not be a 

political but a civil revolution - like the Velvet Revolution of 1989, or a 

revolution taking place on Cairo's Tahrir Square in 2011 or Majdan in Kiev in 

2013-14. 

Revocation of the promise of equal dignity 

The Velvet Revolution has become one of the symbols of an era of liberal 

emancipation. Although the Egyptian and Ukrainian revolutions seemed to be a 

new incarnation of the Velvet Revolutions’ hopes at first, they seem to be her 

swan song. The establishment of a military dictatorship by Marshal al-Sisi in 

Egypt in 2013 and the renewal of the oligarchic regime in Ukraine in the 

following year (not to mention the annexation of Crimea by Russia) were among 



the events of the past years that we could still consider as steps back on the 

onward way forward. But when the refugee crisis in the European Union and the 

wave of aggressive anti-Muslim xenophobia in Central Europe in 2015, the 

victory of the Brexit vote in the UK and Donald Trump in the presidential 

election of 2016, the inclusion of xenophobic populists in the Austrian 

government in 2017 and their arrival in power in Italy in 2018, came into the 

picture, it became clear that we are experiencing an anti-liberal turn, and – with 

it - the end of the past era. 

While Spike Lee can strongly call for the overthrow of Donald Trump (as at the 

Oscars in February 2019), he cannot shout loud enough as to drown out the fact 

that his 2008 forecast was wrong: rather than the beginning of a new age to fully 

deliver liberal emancipation promises, Obama's presidency today seems like an 

interval - as a bridge to the epoch whose protagonists (Trump, Zeman, Orban, 

Kaczyński, Salvini) recall these promises and drive people back into their 

national or religious-civilization enclosures and identities from the universal 

space of equal citizenship and solidarity. We are to learn to live without hope of 

human equality, to abandon the dreams of civil and human solidarity, to defend 

our supposedly primordial community (nation or race) and to accept the 

traditional patriarchal values underpinned by its reproduction. We are to return 

to the inequality between man and woman, heterosexual and homosexual, 

national majority and ethnic minority. Where liberalism has emphasized shared 

humanity, we should be building insurmountable walls between us and those 

who are foreign to us, Europeans and non-Europeans. 

Left in the West and integration of minorities 

Jafa's exhibition makes the failure of liberal promises visible from the 

perspective of American blacks. Obama's presidency was not the golden era of 

these promises – it was that of Clinton (1993-2000). Clinton, not Obama, was 

sometimes referred to as the president of Blacks in hyperbole. It was also in the 



1990s that the replacement of "black" (as politically incorrect) with "African 

American" was also promoted. The latter was to symbolize the overcoming of 

"race" and to confirm the full integration of blacks into the American 

mainstream. The Clinton administration also promoted moderate, liberal 

multiculturalism as a way to such integration. Obama's accession after eight 

years of W. W. Bush was meant to mark the victory of Clinton's ideal of liberal 

emancipation. 

But what the movement Black Lives Matter and Jafa’s art illustrate is not 

integration, but the two-track character: on the one hand, some Blacks have 

penetrated into mainstream institutions and the American upper middle class - 

from this point of view, there is a truly radical difference between the 1950s 

segregated America and America today. On the other hand, the experience of 

racial segregation and unequal dignity persists in those African Americans who 

have remained at the bottom of the social ladder. Liberal equality of rights and 

affirmative action (supporting black students' chances of gaining university 

education) has integrated some Blacks, but most of them still face discrimination 

in access to employment or are de facto denied the right to equal treatment by 

the police or the courts. 

The limitations of liberalism in the past era 

took the form of uncritical acceptance of 

capitalism as a natural economic backdrop for 

the development of a multicultural society of 

equal citizens. 

This failure is all the more tragic because the Democratic Party has paid the 

price for its active pro-minority policy with the alienation of a part of the lower 

middle class of Caucasians who have moved to the Republicans and with whose 

support Trump has taken the White House in 2016. In response to this - and also 



to the similar wave of recent failures of the social democratic parties in Europe - 

the question has emerged and placed itself firmly in the center of the discourse 

of today’s leftwing parties in the West: whether it were not the left-wing parties 

in the 1990s that prepared the ground for the emergence of populism, when - 

instead of championing the interests of the working poor of the national 

majority, they began to advocate the interests of stigmatized and excluded 

minorities. Feeling abandoned by the left, whites of lower education, after the 

global crisis of 2008-9, began to vigorously vote extreme - nationalist, 

xenophobic, racist, and sometimes misogynic and homophobic - right. 

The social issue 

This is the price paid by the center-left parties in Western countries for having 

exchanged the interests of the manual-working white and heterosexual majority 

men (which had been their focus from the mid-19th century to the 1970s) for the 

interests of women, sexual, ethnic and racial minorities. Perhaps redirecting the 

center-left policy from socio-economic redistribution to multicultural integration 

could be justified if it were to actually improve the situation of minorities. And 

in terms of the position of women and gays in Western countries, one can 

actually talk about relative success. This is evidenced, for example, by the speed 

with which #MeToo has become a hit on Western mainstream media over the 

past two years, or by enforcing legal gay and lesbian bundles in some countries. 

But from the point of view of America’s Blacks, the opposite is true. The causes 

are certainly complex. However, one aspect is obvious at first sight. As Martin 

Luther King realized at the end of his life, the exclusion of blacks in America is 

not only a result of racism, but it has an important socio-economic aspect. And 

the one-sided turn of center-left policy from the social issue to anti-

discrimination and multicultural integration has also been negatively reflected in 

the narrowing of the black issue to the question of overcoming racism - and 

neglecting its socio-economic aspect. 



In general, the shift away from criticizing and curbing of capitalism, which the 

left has focused on in the first thirty years after World War II, to the defense of 

cultural minorities has given way to the full updating of the socially and 

ecologically destructive potential of capitalism, which now threatens the liberal-

democratic institutions themselves. The limitations of liberalism in the past era 

took the form of uncritical acceptance of capitalism as a natural economic 

backdrop for the development of a multicultural society of equal citizens. The 

current crisis reveals the naivety (in the worst case of hypocrisy) of this 

assumption. Capitalism undermines the social foundations of democracy: civil 

equality cannot exist without (at least minimal) social equality. The Left has to 

return to criticism of capitalism and the defense of the lower middle classes, 

which – in the past thirty years or more – it has left to fall prey to demagogues 

of the ilk of Trump or Marine Le Pen. However, if it wants to remain liberal in 

terms of defending civil equality, social requirements must be linked to the ideal 

of equal dignity for minorities and for universal solidarity. 

Emancipation and art 

But the boundaries of liberalism of the past epoch did not rest only in blindness 

to the destructive potential of unbridled capitalism, but also in the very concept 

of emancipation. Liberalism tends to reduce it to the question of the individual's 

formal status within a given social entity. As if emancipation consisted in 

securing the rights of individuals who are conceived as their bearers and 

claimants. However, as Karl Marx and John Stuart Mill knew, emancipation in a 

deeper sense does not only consist in rectifying the formally-legal status of an 

individual but in realizing his freedom. And no political or legal institution can 

do that. It must be achieved by the people themselves through actively fighting 

against their reduction to passive objects of circumstances or the will of others. 

This is where the importance and significance of art lies: good art as an 

expression of creativity and freedom of the artist should also stimulate the 



recipient's creativity and freedom. One of the first to define the criterion of 

artistic value was Friedrich Nietzsche in his criticism of Richard Wagner. In the 

polemic The Case of Wagner (1888), Nietzsche depicts Wagner’s operas as a 

narcotic that inebriates the listener and lets him float and swim in a stream of 

excited feelings. But, according to Nietzsche, good music is not supposed to put 

a man to sleep and to buoy his soul, but to wake up and drive to move and 

dance. According to Nietzsche, Wagner's music fits into the age of the masses 

who want to be captivated. Nietzsche opposes it to the idea of art, whose 

addressees would not be the masses longing for passivity and intoxication, but 

individuals ready to transcend themselves and thus confirm their freedom. So, 

he dreams of art that would turn people into individuals capable of creation - art 

for the artist. 

The saxophone was invented by a white man, 

but the black man gave him his unmistakable 

jazz use. Jafa creates a new work of art by 

extracting the old ones from their original 

contexts, assembling them together in a 

specific way and letting them interact and 

creating new effects. 

It seems to me that the distinctive features of Black art, especially music, fulfill 

this definition and at the same time overcome the gap in which Nietzsche fell in 

this formulation: the gap between the elite of the creators (artists and recipients) 

and the mass of those who do not want to be awakened but carry on sleeping. As 

the black intellectuals – starting with W.E.B. Du Bois, continuing with Cornel 

West and Paul Gilroy - have noticed, improvisation and dialogue are a key 

element in black music - from spirituals to jazz to hip hop. Perhaps the most 

obvious is jazz. Improvisation is embedded its very core. In jazz production, the 



teammates provoke responses, argue or agree. The work they create is open to 

the future, it originates before the very eyes and ears of the listeners, who can 

also intervene in it and thus contribute to its success with their shouting, 

applause, stomping or dancing. 

Also, in the case of art such as Jafa’s, the artifact works as an open work. Its 

meanings are not bindingly fixed in advance by the author and deciphered by the 

audience: they are, on the contrary, called upon to actively create or transform it, 

even if only in their head. Blacks, but also other dispersed minorities, work with 

the material and spiritual goods of the western civilization in which they live in 

a similar fashion. Their creativity is not manifested by creating their own culture 

and way of life on the greenfield, but by giving new meanings and new uses to 

what they find around and used by the majority cultures among which they are 

dispersed. Thus, they do not form free space, but they do the construction site 

again from the space already built. 

In an interview for the Czech Radio, which he gave on the occasion of the 

opening of his Prague exhibition, Jafa sees in this ability the core of black 

creativity. The saxophone was invented by a white man, but the black man gave 

him his unmistakable jazz use. Also, much of Jafa's work consists in composing 

and re-affixing images found elsewhere. He creates a new work of art by 

extracting the old ones from their original contexts, assembling them together in 

a specific way and letting them interact and creating new effects. The interview 

also suggests that Jafa assumes the same and expects from the recipient of his 

art. The viewer is supposed to work with his work in the same way as he worked 

with parts or products of others. Their sequences and images are supposed to 

link with other images and sequences and endow them with meanings that Jafa 

did not have and could not have in mind when he created them. So Jafa could 

say with Nietzsche that he creates for the artist - after all, every viewer has a 

small artist whose works they activate. He could also sign the well-known 

Foucault's statement, "I don't write for readers, but for users." 



Black but open art 

Jafa, however, also emphasizes that his work expresses a specific Black 

experience and that it is part of black self-emancipation. With this rhetoric, 

however, his art enters a field where the value of the work is no longer measured 

by the impulses it can impart to its recipients, but a measure of authenticity. On 

the one hand, a certain experience is assumed that only a black man can have 

and express. On the other hand, even the skin color does not have to guarantee 

authenticity, as the creator can betray his true identity when trying to win the 

favor of his white oppressors. For example, Jimi Hendrix has been accused by 

some Black Power supporters of gaining fame by denying his authentic 

blackness, that he has become a "white nigger" when playing in Britain for a 

predominantly white audience and with white bandmates (with Jimi Hendrix 

Experience) and developed a style that did not correspond to the canon binding 

for the expression of black experience. The fact that Hendrix then put together a 

black band exclusively can testify that he was not immune to this criticism. 

However, he embedded in this implicit repentance the sting of irony when he 

called it the Band of Gypsys. Twenty years later, Miles Davis faced a very 

similar problem, but unlike Hendrix, he explicitly objected. He mounted a 

counterattack on another black trumpeter Wynton Marsalis, who criticized him 

for his hybridization of jazz with rock and other genres: he described the 

expression of pure Blackness as dusting antiques and sticking to the past.  

Jafa already seems to be part of a generation of artists who have left these 

quarrels behind: they can claim to be Black people like Marsalis and at the same 

time produce open art that walks in the footsteps of Hendrix and Davis. His 

work arises from dialogue and communication with Blacks and Whites (he 

emphasizes, for example, the inspiration of director Kubrick and Tarkovsky). He 

does not consider the importance of his work to be pre-fixed, and thus he cannot 

be accused of betrayal of what he is supposed to express. All the more so 

because the center of gravity of “Blackness” which he mentions in his 



conversations is not primarily in the passivity of a victim of oppression, but in a 

creative and resourceful response to it. And it manifests itself on the plane of 

meanings as re-signification the world to provoke further re-significations, 

whether from blacks or whites. 

The author teaches political and social theory at the Faculty of Arts, Charles 

University in Prague. 

 

 


