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ABSTRACT
TO UNDERSTAND THE INTRICATE INTERCONNECTION BETWEEN POLITICS AND 
AFFECTS, I EXAMINE A PERFORMANCE OF THE BERLIN-BASED ARTIST COLLECTIVE 
ZENTRUM FÜR POLITISCHE SCHÖNHEIT (CENTER FOR POLITICAL BEAUTY, ZPS), IN 
WHICH ARTIST ACTIVISTS STAGED A HORSEBACK RIDE TO FASTEN A MANIFESTO OF 
TEN THESES OF POLITICAL BEAUTY ON THE FAÇADE OF THE GERMAN BUNDESTAG. 
INTERCONNECTING THEORIES OF POLITICAL DIFFERENCE (MARCHART 2010), 
WHICH DIFFERENTIATE BETWEEN THE ONTOLOGICAL REALM OF ‘THE POLITICAL’ 
AND ONTIC REALIZATIONS OF ‘POLITICS’, AND POLITICAL THEORIES OF AFFECT, I 
APPROACH THE AFFECTIVE DIMENSIONS OF POLITICAL DIFFERENCE AS AFFECTIVE 
POLITICS. BUILDING ON BARGETZ’S (2014) “POLITICAL GRAMMAR OF FEELINGS”, 
I SITUATE THE PERFORMANCE’S TEMPORARY INSTITUTIONS AND INTERRUPTIONS 
OF ‘POLITICS’ AND ‘THE POLITICAL’, AS WELL AS ‘FEELING POLITICS’ AND ‘POLITICS 
OF FEELING’ RESPECTIVELY, AS AFFECTIVE ENCOUNTERS TO EXPERIENCE OR ENACT 
POLITICAL BEAUTY. POLITICAL BEAUTY, IN AN ANTAGONISTIC FRAMEWORK THAT 
FOREGROUNDS CONTINGENCY, CONFLICT AND ABSENCE, MOBILIZES AFFECTS AS 
INHERENTLY AMBIVALENT AND CONTENTIOUS. AS A CHALLENGE TO THE DIAGNOSIS 
OF AN INEVITABLE POST-POLITICAL CONDITION, I DISCUSS THE POTENTIAL OF 
POLITICAL BEAUTY AS AFFECTIVE POLITICS TO POTENTIALLY RE-POLITICIZE POLITICS. 
BORROWING FROM DERRIDA (1994), I CONDUCT A SPECTRAL READING OF ZPS’ TEN 
THESES AND CARVE OUT THREE ANALYTICAL VIGNETTES –  BEAUTY, VITALITY AND 
LONGING – TO CONCEPTUALIZE POLITICAL BEAUTY AS OSCILLATING BETWEEN THE 
DESIRE AND HOPE FOR POLITICAL CHANGE, WHICH CAN NEVER BE FULLY SATISFIED, 
AND A DISMISSAL OF (POLITICAL) UGLINESS AND DEATH. IN THE END, POLITICAL 
BEAUTY ESCAPES A DEFINITION BECAUSE IT IS, AFTER ALL, NOTHING BUT AN 
IMPOSSIBLE PROJECT FOR POLITICS AND AFFECTS OF AN UNKNOWN FUTURE.  
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Introduction: Politicizing (Post-)Politics
Have you heard politics is dead? Did you know we live in an age after politics? Recent debates in political and cultural theory 
as well as critical urban studies have captured tendencies of growing political disenchantment, indifference, lack of engage-
ment and crumbling trust in political parties under the umbrella term ‘post-politics’ or post- democracy (Crouch 2014; Mouffe 
2005; Swyngedouw 2009, 2011, 2016; Swyngedouw and Wilson 2014; Rancière 2010; Žižek 2009a; 2009b). Seemingly 
ever-expanding, and slowly becoming intangible, the post-political is diagnosed as manifesting itself in the increasing bureauc-
ratization, technocratization and rationalization of politics. The lack of political alternatives, similar to Margaret Thatcher’s TINA 
paradigm, ‘There is no alternative’, is often proclaimed. Simultaneously, consensus is posited as an intractable value, while 
conflict is presented as a problem for or hindrance to political life. Post-politicization might well be empirically observable in 
entrepreneurial modes of urban governance. For example, transnational crises of migration, spatial displacement and populism 
are tamed with management tactics or economic incentives rather than considered humanitarian crises which need responses 
of solidarity and collectivity. In brief, the diagnosis of post-politics is not unproblematic itself. 

Highlighting this political dimension which is inherent in the announcement of post-politics, scholars have criticized the 
seeming omnipresence and irrefutability of the post-political (Beveridge 2017; Davidson and Iveson 2014). Beveridge and 
Koch (2016, 37) warn against the ‘post-political trap’ which fortifies the discursive dominance of the post-political condition. 
Similarly, Larner (2015, 192) argues that Swyngedouw is to be turned “against himself, to argue that the post-political and 
post-democratic configuration accepted at face value (…) [it] must itself be re-politicised as a ‘matter of concern’, not presup-
posed as a ‘matter of fact’.” This Latour-inspired appeal to attend to the post-political as ‘matter of concern’ rather than an 
objectivized ‘matter of facts’ interrelates with my objective to challenge the seemingly uncontestable status of the post-political. 
What does it mean then to consider post-politics as a matter of concern? What kind of concern or what kind of feelings might 
the post-political elicit? To further our understanding of post-politics as a matter of concern, I turn to the concept of political 
beauty as a potential means to express and ignite a concern for (post-)politics.

My approach to addressing this is two-fold: First, I explore the notion of political beauty, most prominently put forward by 
the Berlin-based artist-activist collective Zentrum für Politische Schönheit (ZPS; Center for Political Beauty). I will carve out how 
ZPS understands and advocates for political beauty via a close reading of their founding document, the ten theses of political 
beauty. After contouring the definitional features of political beauty, in a second step, I will discuss the potential of political 
beauty as a means to contest post-politics. In this speculative endeavour, I focus particularly on the affective dimension of polit-
ical beauty. By this I mean the emotional or sensory implications of talking about, and more importantly, doing politics as a way 
to push back against the supposed default status of the supposed post-political. The artist collective ZPS serves as a case study 
to illuminate the aspirations and hopes of what political beauty could, should or could not do in relation to the (post-)political. 

Depending on the nature and degree of publicity of their performance – be it in public space, hosted in different locations 
or online – ZPS is a collective made up of a fluctuating number of artists, intellectuals, scholars or ‘accomplices’, as they call 
themselves. Spearheaded by philosopher Dr. Philipp Ruch, ZPS has attracted controversial reactions in national and interna-
tional newspapers. Their activities have been interpreted as a new form of action art, performance art or artistic activism, char-
acterized as “aggressive humanism” (Bayrischer Rundfunk 2014). Taking this aggressive humanism as a literal way to radically 
contest political disenchantment, ZPS stages actions such as ‘Säule der Schande’ (Column of Shame; 2010), in which they 
piled up 16,744 shoes, representing 8,372 victims of the genocide in Srebrenica, Bosnia, in front of the Brandenburg gate.1 
Another action was called ‘Die Toten kommen’ (The Dead are Coming; 2015), in which the group removed white crosses, which 
commemorate casualties who died at the former German-German border, to bring them to Europe’s southern frontier to evoke 
a sense of scandal about the recent reconstruction of borders in Europe (see Landau 2019b). Besides drawing attention to 
the political passivity of European leaders, the group is subject to ongoing legal processes disputing whether ZPS’ actions fall 
under the expression of artistic freedom or whether they are to be considered a criminal organization (MDR Thüringen 2019). 
Beyond the group’s concrete actions, in this article, I engage with the group’s first and so-far only written expression of a polit-
ical stance of their mission of spreading political beauty. 

Ruch (2012b, 95), the most publicly visible and articulate speaker of the group, considers the necessity of beauty and 
Sehnsucht (i.e., longing or desire) as political ideals, resources and ‘commodities’ to design and change society. Against the 
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Thatcherite TINA slogan, and via their unconventional, controversial and disputedly legal actions, ZPS shows that there are, 
in fact, alternatives for present and future political actions, choices and imaginaries. The activists of ZPS understand the future 
as the ‘breeding ground’ for creating the highest form of art, which Ruch (2012b) considered to be politics. I proceed by scru-
tinizing the links between politics, or post-politics, and beauty in the conceptual trope of political beauty. To understand the 
potential of political beauty in the context of the post-political, or as a means to re-politicize politics, I introduce the framework 
of political difference. By differentiating between politics and the political, I aim to open an analytical space for discussing and 
experiencing articulations of the political beyond narrowly defined categories of what politics is. Moreover, the sensitivity of 
a difference-oriented understanding of politics aims to mobilize a space to consider the emotional and affective dimensions 
of politics.  

Political Difference – Making Space for Antagonism 
Theories of political difference (Marchart 2010; Mouffe 2005) distinguish between the political and politics. While the political 
underlines the irreducibly antagonistic dimension inherent in more-than-human relations, manifestations of politics describe 
routinized, repetitive and regimented practices and procedures to enact decisions for social and institutional systems. Hence, 
politics encapsulate sedimented and normalized rules and behaviors. The political, in contrast, appeals to the ineradicable and 
constitutive dimension of antagonism or conflict in politics. This antagonism is radical and necessary; it can only temporarily 
be transformed into tamed forms of antagonism, which have been conceptualized as agonism (Mouffe 2013). The framework 
of political difference and antagonism is developed in post-foundational political thought (Laclau and Mouffe 2001; Landau 
2019a; Marchart 2010). Post-foundationalism assumes that there ‘is’ no foundation, ultimate reason or necessity to politics or 
society. Instead, political and social meanings and institutions are results of temporary and precarious articulations. In other 
words, all forms of politics  emerge from the political, which is situated in a radical negativity or absence of last grounds (again, 
there ‘is’ no a priori reason or meaning to political positions or identities). It follows that contingency and antagonism, which 
captures the constitutive conflictuality of political life, are necessary components of a theory of antagonism. In the face of this 
radical absence, the political (temporarily) emerges and aims to occupy the generally “empty place of power” (Lefort 1988). 
Because power can never be grasped fully, or definitively, all attempts at making new meaning, or suggesting new ways of 
politics remain fragmented. It is in this context that I discuss the potentials of political beauty to form new ways of expressing the 
political, or politics. The desire or longing implicated in and evoked by the call for political beauty brings up the question of what 
makes us consider politics to be beautiful (or not). As aesthetic experience of beauty (whatever that is; we still do not know for 
now) are not objective or purely intellectual or cognitive, but rather bodily, sensory and emotional, the discussion of the political 
rigor of political beauty needs to be addressed with regards to its affective dimensions.  

Towards an Antagonistic Understanding of Affect
The affective turn in social and cultural theory (Gregg and Seigworth 2011; Angerer et al. 2015) has foregrounded the role 
of individual feelings, emotions, passions as well as trans-individual expressions of affect.2 To better understand the effects and 
capacities of political beauty as a bulwark against post-politics, or a trigger for politicization, I examine the connections between 
affects, or affective politics, and antagonism. By delineating an exploratory conceptualization of antagonistic affective politics, 
I enter unchartered territory in post-foundational thought (Marchart 2010, 438). Even though Chantal Mouffe (2006) has 
pointed to the importance of passions in politics, the concrete or empirical interactions between passions, emotions or affects on 
the one hand, and political claims, positions or actions on the other hand, have remained little studied. Borrowing from Spinoza 
(2009), I set out to understand how states of affecting and being affected condition possibilities to assume power, and how 
affective power might activate underlying antagonisms. When antagonisms become visible or sensible (again), Protevi (2009) 
argues that these political affects might contribute to articulating new forms of political belonging, agency and community. I 
triangulate existing political theories of affect (Anderson 2014, 2016; Ahmed 2015) and elaborations on the politics of affect 
(Massumi 2015) to tentatively sketch a theory of affective politics which captures the political difference of affective politics, or 
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the ontologically ‘negative’, antagonistic dimensions of affect. So, if affects are political, and potentially antagonistic, we gain 
a sense of politics as similarly affective. In other words, if politics are necessarily antagonistic and affective, conflicts are also 
affective experiences – struggles upset us, relieve us, make our hearts pound, make us cry, give us new hope. Vice versa, affects 
or emotional and bodily impressions are principally contested – somebody’s touch might feel exciting to some, while  fright-
ening to others; spatial proximity might cause anxiety in one and give a feeling of home and safety to others. Most generally, 
affects (and emotions) are never unilaterally good or bad. Negative feelings such as displeasing states of distress, including 
anxiety, depression, aggression, sadness, shame, fear or guilt (Watson et al. 1988) are not necessarily the same for everybody. 
Also, feelings or affects not per se bad, wrong or generally problematic (Cvetkovich 2012). Instead of pathologizing or vilifying 
negative feelings, my understanding of negative feelings, or negative affect, stems from the negative ontology or antagonism 
described above. Just as negative feelings or emotions are not per se bad, being affected by or feeling something is not per se 
good or politically emancipatory either. Amidst the uncontrollability of which kinds of affects generate which kinds of politics, 
new possibilities for populist, xenophobic or homophobic politics arise via the mobilization of ‘negative’ emotions such as fear 
and anger. On the other end of the spectrum of affective politics, new trans-local networks and associations can emerge from 
overaching communities carried by feelings of solidarity and compassion (see Bargetz/Freudenschuss 2012). While more 
awareness about emotions might be politically progressive and divisive, the toning down of feelings, suppression or foreclosure 
of emotions in politics can spur increasing support for movements and parties that do ‘play’ on emotions. In addition to the dangers 
of populist affective politics (whether left or right), queer-feminist scholars have criticized the potential instrumentalization of politics 
of emotion or empathy to foster neoliberalization, which justifies individualization, de-solidarization and passivization (Pedwell 
2012; Berlant 2011). Aware of possible downsides of affective politics, and the incalculable consequences of unleashing af-
fects in politics, I turn to the trope of political beauty, which is nested precisely in these both possibly dangerous and invigorating 
politics and emotions. 

Grinding Grammars of Political Difference and Emotion
To illuminate the antagonistic framework of affect further, first, I trace the tensions between the political and politics that might be 
constitutive of the concept of political beauty. Second, I discuss political beauty as inscribed and externalized via a “political 
grammar of feelings”, which hovers between enactments of “feeling politics” and “politics of feelings” (Bargetz 2014a, 2014b). 
These two conceptual tenets of political difference, and the political grammar of feelings relate to larger discussions about 

(post)politics and affects (see Bargetz 2018), and feed into the attempt to conceptualize affective politics with an antago-
nistic lens. With regard to the mobilization and emergence of feelings that might result in the politicization of politics and the 
political, or the emergence and experience of beauty, I will examine the role of antagonism in the politics of affect, or affective 
politics. 

Bargetz’s (2014b) understanding of a “political grammar of feelings” differentiates between, yet interconnects ‘feeling politics’ 
(i.e., the emotional, sensory and perceptual dimensions of feeling as practice) and a ‘politic of feelings’ (i.e., the power-related 
dimensions of feelings as construct of collective affects). Feeling politics mobilize modes of “translating relations of power and 
exploitation into embodied ordinary practices” (Bargetz 2014b, 129). Put differently, feeling politics underscore the experi-
ence of affects as bodily inscriptions in everyday experiences and appropriations of both politics in the narrow sense and 
the political at large. Conceptually, the political grammar of feeling is situated in a framework (or maybe also a grammar of) 
political difference in that it goes beyond a binary understanding of rationality and emotions. The former becomes sedimented 
in politics, while the latter might possibly be activated in the realm of the political. More explicitly, the politics of feeling act as 
“motor and instrument of the political” (Bargetz 2014b, 119). Building on Bargetz’ own investment in theorizing the political, 
I triangulate the tropes of politics/the political and feeling politics/politics of feeling to tease out their shared difference- and 
ambivalence-oriented, non-binary accounts of the political. To investigate “what affect does politically” (Bargetz 2014a, 301), 
the post-foundational approach to affect refrains from making any essentializing assumptions about what affect is. Viewing 
affect as neither unequivocally stimulating political emancipation nor disenfranchisement, affect, after all, remains paradoxical 
(Cvetkovich 2012; Hemmings 2005). 

Taking the example of the ZPS manifesto of the ten theses of political beauty, Table 1 below shows how political and emotional 
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differences variously permeate the individual theses. Since both the grammars of political difference and emotion draw on the con-
stitutive parameters of conflictuality and contingency in political and emotional life, I consider them as complementary analytical 
approaches to contour both politics and affects as antagonistic. This triangulation ultimately flows into a provisional conceptu-
alization of antagonistic affective politics. Before diving into the analysis of the theses, Table 1 unpacks which notions of politics 
and emotions prevail in the activities and proclamations of politicizing (post-)politics. 

Table 1 Tenets of Antagonistic Affective Politics 

Political Grammar of Feelings Political Difference

Operationalization  
of Grammar

Feeling politics Politics of Feeling Politics The Political

Grammatical Status Feeling as verb, 
doing, practice

Feeling as noun, 
institution, tool of 
power

Politics as noun, 
institution, tool of 
power

Politics as verb, 
doing, practice

Ontological Status Ontic Ontological Ontic Ontological

Heuristic Description Affect as bodily and 
sensory experience

Affect as governed 
through state/
politics, but also as 
motor for ‘emanci-
patory’ politics

Politics as regu-
larized, routi-
nized practices of 
decision-making 
and governing

The Political as 
constitutive dimen-
sion of antago-
nism in political 
relations

Manifestation in theses 
of political beauty

#3; #4; #5; #6; #8; 
#9; #10

#1; #2; #3; #7 #3; #5; #6; #9; 
#10

#1; #2; #4; #9

A Spectral Reading: 
Approximating Antagonisms in Affective Politics
I encountered a double bind methodological impasse in the face of both access to and analysis of the ten theses of political 
beauty. Since this first public intervention of ZPS, called Re-Formation of History, staged on May 8, 2009, has remained little 
documented in comparison to other, later performances mentioned above, it is difficult to detect the concretely felt or sensed 
affective responses to and experiences of the performance. Moreover, I did  not attend the performance at the time, but only 
encountered the text many years later, when I first become interested in artistic activism. To avoid equivocation, here, I focus on 
the textual component of the performance, which crucially excludes other components of the larger affective assemblage of the 
overall performance (Reestdorff 2015). This assemblage beyond the text was co-constituted by over 130 accidental spectators, 
who were later sworn in as future heroes in a post-heroic Germany, to suggest a time and nation beyond the heroization of po-
litical leaders. In addition, the assemblage mobilizes the potential of the performance to affect, including via significant assem-
blage components such as the time (i.e., official date of the end of World War II) and place (i.e., in front of the Bundestag, seat 
of parliamentary power of the German people) of the performance. Despite this possibly constricting reduction to the text or 
textuality of political beauty, I turn to the written residue of the performance. The ten theses serve as a fragmentary remainder, 
yet a crucial source to trace what political beauty could mean and/or do with regards to the crisis of (post-)politics outlined 
above. Understanding the grammars of political difference and emotion as tools to dissect, operationalize and finally navigate 
through the intricate interpenetrations between politics and emotions, which have always-already been interrelated, I further 
approximate a notion of antagonistic affective politics. I wonder whether and how ZPS’ proclamation of political beauty could 
be an example of antagonistic affective politics, or whether their own understanding of political beauty thwarts my conceptual 
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ambition to think about affective politics in a post-foundational and antagonistic framework? What are the political potentials 
and dangers of the value and goal of political beauty? How could such beautiful politics manifest affectively and spatially? 

With a topological notion of space as generally unsettled (Landau/Roskamm 2018) and a notion of temporality as disrupted 
and disjointed by pasts of colonial settlerism and genocide (Gordon 2008; Sharpe 216), I approach confluences of past, present 
and future as haunted temporalities (Derrida 1994). Conjunctions of pasts and futures shape political and affective acts in the 
present, creating what Homi Bhaba (1994, 254) calls a “time lag” between past and future that “keeps alive the meaning of 
the past.” The performance and proclamation of political beauty conjures ghosts which irritate and fuse understandings and 
crises of past, present and future. Accordingly, my reading of the ten theses is a spectral one, aiming to decipher the ghostly 
dimensions of texts about politics, affects, places and times (O Riley 2007; Pile 2005; Wylie 2007). While spectral reading is 
not a certified methodology of social sciences, what I mean to do with this haunted reading of a text full of affects and politics 
is to detect and make room for unleashing the conflicts, contradictions, or ghosts of antagonism that are latently or manifestly 
present in political beauty. Moreover, it might help to temporarily disentangle affective qualities of time and space. Couching 
the spectral reading into emerging discussions about affective methodologies (Knudsen and Stage 2015; Blanco and Peeren 
2013; Barad 2003), I consider the theses as affective data to tackle the (im)possibilities of how to make political beauty visible or 
experiential via text (i.e., data). Data might leave behind traces, which might reveal afterlives of their own (Blackman 2015). In 
short, by being sensitive and explicit about tracing conflicting notions of time, history, political power and agency, I trace how 
the theses of political beauty affect ‘us’, and how ‘we’ might affect (i.e., transform, embody, appropriate, challenge, question, 
reject etc.) these proclamations via political actions, feelings and change. 

Time, place and affect can not be neatly separated into bodily experiences of affects on the one hand, and responses to 
affect on the other hand. History and personal experience are similarly indistinct from each other. Conjurations of a historical 
past, embellished in political beauty, might attend to the silenced, forgotten or suppressed places, hopes, desires and voices of 
the political. ZPS (2009a, 27) describes one of their goals as excavating “buried” ideals, suppressed wishes and “lost” hopes 
about politics as crucial resources for future-oriented political action. While the foundational rhetoric of ‘excavation’ might 
irritate the post-foundational reader (since the content to be excavated is not essential or unequivocal itself), the invocation of 
contested pasts functions more as a general impetus to be affected rather than a concrete instruction of what to do or excavate. 
Hopes and attempts for other possible futures remain insatiable, haunted, ambivalent, entrenched in haunted pasts, presents 
and politics. In the concrete context of ZPS’ performance, the group appeals to the German legacy of genocide and identifies 
the Holocaust as their “reason to exist” (ZPS, personal conversation, February 27, 2019). In a framework of haunted tempo-
rality, historical present is open and malleable, affecting and carrying traces of past and memory (Cvetkovich 2007; Bargetz 
2013; Berlant 2010). To sum up these methodological underpinnings of a spectral reading, affecting or affective politics are 
always imbricated in pasts which might burden texts, or textures of the present (see Slaby 2017a). In a quest for understanding 
the potential of antagonistic affective politics to enact and affect antagonisms, the ten theses problematize precisely the political 
backbones of pasts, presents and futures by invoking political beauty.  

Tracing Antagonistic Affective Politics in Political Beauty
After engaging with notions of politics, the political and the post-political, I finally turn to the spectral reading of the theses of politi-
cal beauty. For this haunted endeavour, both the grammars of political difference and feelings provide vocabularies for  navigating 
the reading to detect, underline and spell out where and how the antagonistic potential of political beauty emerges. Guided by 
the tenets of political difference and the political grammar of feelings, I explore where and how negative (i.e., radically antag-
onistic) affects conjure political beauty. Elisabeth Roberts (2013, 393) localizes the ghostly in “’liminal’ states, transgressing or 
oscillating between thresholds, clear-cut categories and binary oppositions.” Within this liminality, I scrutinize the theses for 
their invocations of feeling politics, politics of feelings, expressions and acts of politics and the political. This textual mining is 
complemented by other texts authored by ZPS members and affect scholars. Note that this reading is itself necessarily haunted, 
a “speculative interpretation that transforms its own object of investigation” (Derrida 1994, 63). 

To wade through the quest to understand and sense what political beauty does or can do, I have abstracted three analytical 
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vignettes to systematize and analytically sort the ways in which ZPS appeals to and invokes political beauty. The see-sawing 
dimensions of VITALITY, BEAUTY and LONGING have been deduced from a systematic review and coding of the frequency 
of mentions in the text. These analytical topoi serve as a guide through the thicket of the text, and by no means are intended to 
delineate clear-cut categories or meanings of affect. Undeniably, ghosts linger in texts and readings of texts. By this, I mean 
that every reader’s reading of a text happens and feels differently. 

First, references to life, birth, death, vitality and sickness, as well as references to what it ‘is’, what means to ‘be’ or feel human 
or alive or ‘have’ a soul are subsumed under the vignette VITALITY.3 This is the most prevalent category describing political beauty 
(10 references) and appears in six out of ten theses. Second, references to beauty, and ugliness as its analytical counterpoint, 
including appeals to poetry and aesthetics, which are subsumed as manifestations of beauty, are captured in the vignette 
BEAUTY (9 references). Seven out of ten theses underscore the importance and necessity of experiencing (political) beauty. 
Third, LONGING, (i.e., Sehnsucht) bundles the emotional complex of desire, longing, greatness, perfection and hope (7 refer-
ences). This longing is mentioned in five out of ten theses. While four theses engage with both BEAUTY and VITALITY (theses #4, 
#6, #9, #10), theses #2 and #3 engage with BEAUTY and LONGING respectively. Thesis #5 interconnects all three vignettes. 

Table 2 Dismantling Political Beauty = BEAUTY + LONGING + VITALITY

Source: translated by author, based on ZPS 2009a, 26.

Thesis Vignette

1 In every human being, there is a profound desire for the beautiful. BEAUTY;

LONGING

2 Everything great is born from desire. LONGING

3 People are not only moved by causes, but also by goals. Beauty, greatness 
and perfection are goals. 

BEAUTY; 
LONGING

4 Beauty and ugliness are both poles between which life fundamentally takes 
place. 

BEAUTY;  
VITALITY

5 ‘Everyone warms their heart in a different way.’ From this, the moderns have drawn 
the conclusion to not warm their hearts at all. Without the experience of beauty, 
human experiences are incomplete.

VITALITY;  
BEAUTY;   
LONGING

6 ‘He [sic] treats beauty as entomologists treat butterflies. He catches the poor 
animal, he pins it down, and as its exquisite colors drop off, there it lies, a lifeless 
corpse under the pin. And what is what they call aesthetics.’ (Goethe) 

BEAUTY;  
VITALITY

7 Hopes are not there to be abandoned. LONGING

8 What we know depends on what we feel. VITALITY

9 A soul that has not experienced beauty, commits emotional suicide. BEAUTY;  
VITALITY

10 Souls without poetry are an undiscovered form of mental illness. BEAUTY;  
VITALITY

Thesis #1 grandly proclaims political beauty as a desire, a “profound”, seemingly unavoidable desire. Situating political 
beauty as innate to humankind, but without specifying what that beauty entails, political beauty remains an abstract category. 
While the setting of political beauty as an inherent human capacity and affect could seem deterministic or foundationalist in 
the sense of assuming an essence of political beauty, the concept remains somewhat void of meaning. With regards to the 
post-foundational framework tested in this paper, the first thesis does not propose a clear mandate or scope of what political 



CONJUNCTIONS, VOL. 6, NO. 1, 2019, ISSN 2246-3755 |   PAGE 9

FRIEDERIKE LANDAU:EXPLORING THE AFFECTIVE POLITICS OF POLITICAL BEAUTY

beauty ‘is’. Thesis #2 situates the origin of greatness as “born from desire.” Desire appears as the (only) source or location from 
whence greatness, and thus potentially political beauty, emerges. As the spatial connotation of desire as origin or foundation 
of greatness might again sound foundational or totalizing, desire could be understood as a sedimentation (i.e., a reified and 
normalized construction of meaning and power). However, the transcendental-sounding, grand category of ‘greatness’ sus-
pends any determinate content of both desire and greatness, leaving the reader again clueless about what greatness ‘is’. While 
Ruch (2012a, 230) claims political beauty as desire or “appetite or thirst” which “must be satisfied,” the complete satisfaction 
or attainment of this desire remains barred. Arguably, this utterly totalizing claim that everything great emerges from desire 
exceeds its own claim, making the emergence from desire necessary, but also ultimately unattainable. Thesis #3 challenges 
the dialectics of cause and effect/goals by stating that people “are not only moved by causes, but also by goals.” However, 
these goals remain unspecified; political beauty is charged with the affective or even causal capacity “to literally move people” 
(Ruch 2012a, 216). This inversion of cause and effect not only leads to the dismantling of rationality as a hindrance to political 
beauty, but also subtly uncovers a post-positivist understanding of political beauty as a value beyond rationality. The values of 
“beauty, greatness and perfection” appear as placeholders for an affective struggle for political beauty (yes, it is still unclear 
what any of these terms really mean). However, via the concurrent function and activity of beauty, greatness and perfection 
as both cause and affect/effect/goal, LONGING gains traction as a powerful component to leverage not only BEAUTY, 
but political beauty. Note that Thesis #8 also engages with a proposition about causality, explicating that “what we know 
depends on what we feel.” This reference showcases the affective epistemology of political beauty, which makes knowledge 
possible only when we feel it. While neuro-psychology and social and cultural theoretical interpretations have problematically 
separated cognition and feelings (Leys 2011), ZPS’ manifesto claims that knowledge is inseparable from feeling and/or affect. 
In extrapolation, there ‘is’ no knowledge without affecting or being affected, we cannot know without feeling. Via being affect-
ed, and affecting, humankind comes to know or learn. In line with the feminist refusal to divorce ontology and epistemology 
(Hemmings 2005; Barad 2003), Thesis #8 liquefies the problematic “dispositive of separation” between emotion and ration-
ality or politics (Bargetz 2014b), and instead suggests something like a ‘dispositive of ambiguity’ between politics and affects 
as simultaneous causes and goals. Moreover, this dispositive of ambiguity rejects the assumption that affects and/or emotions 
are autonomous or a-signifying psychological reactions. Ruch (2012a, 221) problematizes political science’s neglect of the 
category of beauty, and its omission in relation to its engagement with moral ugliness, decay or nihilism. Regardless of Ruch’s 
awkward dismissal of psychoanalytical or otherwise ‘negative’ theories to understand human behavior, it becomes clear that 
desire and longing are unavoidable to know political beauty. 

Thesis #4 positions beauty and ugliness as the poles between which life takes place. While the thesis seemingly reproduces 
a binary opposition, and an irritably conservative one, BEAUTY and VITALITY are reintroduced as affective approaches and 
dimensions of life that are to culminate in politically beautiful life. Without being spatially fixed or filled with any concrete con-
tent, life as a sub-category of VITALITY hovers between beauty and its counterpart of non-beauty or ugliness. In other words, 
political beauty seems to depend on life and death, and is a matter of both. The reference to the fundamental, or ‘foundational’ 
location life between beauty and ugliness evokes the question of normative direction, location or effect of either of the two. 
However, life seems to be made not only of beauty alone (or ugliness for that matter, either). Rather, political life and beauty 
are permeated by lack, as annotated by LONGING in the previous thesis. As Paul Harrison (2015, 5) states, “life is always 
already involved with loss, just as fire requires fuel”. Acknowledging the inevitable presence of death in life, Harrison (2015, 
28) goes on to argue that the “more one thinks about life outside death, the more the ghosts multiply”. This notion mobilizes 
political beauty as a haunted concept which  projects life and death, beauty and ugliness, inseparably married to each other. 
To conclude, Thesis #4 marks the spaces between beauty and non-beauty, which remain affectively, temporally and spatially 
indeterminate, yet positions ‘life’ in the largest sense of the term as a crucial component of political beauty.4  

In Thesis #5, the advocacy for life and living (i.e., VITALITY) is developed by drastically stating that life without beauty 
means lack, or incompletion. While it stresses the manifold ways to affect and be affected – “everyone warms their heart in a 
different way” – it positions beauty as a necessary category for “human experience.” Inversely, life without beauty would not 
be possible. While beauty might remain incomplete, it cannot be foreclosed from political life. In light of the objective to under-
stand antagonistic affective politics, both the necessity and contingency of political beauty shine through. While the reference 
to experiential, affective knowledge in Thesis #5 remains implicit (see Thesis #8 above for the explicit connection between 
knowledge and affect), Thesis #5 strongly appeals against political and emotional indifference. The practice of heart-warming 
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seems a necessary affective practice or experience to access political beauty. Notably, this thesis constitutes the unique nexus 
of all three analytical vignettes, showing that LONGING remains unsatisfied and VITALITY or life remain incomplete without 
political BEAUTY. The possibility to satisfy desire, and to live life depend on political beauty, but the shape and meaning of their 
confluent accomplishment remains radically ambivalent and antagonistic. 

Thesis #6 intensifies the bond between VITALITY and BEAUTY, referring to the importance of affective liveliness to be 
activated from the striving for political beauty, or in this case, aesthetics. The metaphor of “nailing down” beauty, or reifying it, 
which results in having to take responsibility for creating a “lifeless corpse” of deceased beauty uncovers the irreducible bond 
between the never-ending quest for political beauty and ‘being’, or ‘becoming’ alive. Political beauty is only intact if it stays 
alive, in motion, dislocated, indeterminate. In contrast, the attempt to hunt down beauty kills off the very object of desire. In brief, 
political beauty needs to exist in a state of being unsettled, to remain contingent, ambivalent and not dead. This thesis again 
marks the hauntological dimension of political beauty as imbricated in both LONGING for life, but beyond a mere obsession 
with VITALITY, also entangled with different states of death, present and past.

Thesis #7 introduces hope as a crucial facet of desire or LONGING, stating that “hopes are not there to be abandoned.” 
Like political beauty, hope needs to ‘live on’ and remain open so that political beauty remains possible. Without desire or hope, 
there is no chance of political beauty. At the same time, this thesis does not mention the request or appeal to hope to be fully 
translated or attainable. Just like the butterfly mentioned in Thesis #6, hope cannot be nailed down. Put differently, LONGING 
elicits both the possibility and impossibility or unattainability of political beauty. Political beauty remains desired and desirable 
despite and because of ongoing unstilled desire. Understanding desire as revolutionary and pre-individual, as well as exces-
sive, Claire Colebrooke (2014, 116) describes longing as the “force from which social relations emerge; even if all social forms 
emerge from desire, desire also exceeds the systems that it has generated itself.” Hence, besides the relation-building or social 
aspect of desire, there is something uncontrollable, radical, intangible, antagonistic about LONGING. While hopes are not 
there to be abandoned, they are also not there to ‘be’ fully achieved. With regards to the disrupted temporalities of political 
beauty, Thesis #7 activates hope for both the future and the present, situating hope as a crucial, yet malleable cornerstone for 
political beauty and action. While the call for hope might come across as naïve or simplistic, the invocation of hope stems from 
a disrupted or disruptive temporality of interwoven pasts, presents and futures. ZPS advocates for a “future II” (i.e., one that 
‘will have been’) to point to the political potential of the future. On the one hand, future is marked by radical openness and 
an absence of any determinate course of action or politics. On the other hand, the politics of the future are nested in legacies 
of forgotten political and aesthetic hopes as well as histories of political beauty and ugliness. As political beauty is bound up 
with the present and past, with those who will benefit from it in the future and those who could have benefitted from it, political 
beauty in a scenario of future II stitches together future and present in the desire or LONGING for political change that ‘will 
have happened.’ This kind of future operates, as Avery Gordon (2011, 2) states, as if “it has already been needed or wanted 
before, perhaps forever, certainly for a long time, and we cannot wait for it any longer”. At last, Thesis #7 creates a sense of 
urgency and critique of having ‘forgotten’ both individuals’ awareness of their own beliefs and former visions, but also extends 
criticism to the general political apparatus, accused of having neglected the origins of political visions, motives and objectives. 
In this claim, ZPS explicitly works against political disenchantment, and against the alleged end of history or politics. Drawing 
on Laclau, the (re)activation of insatiable desire or LONGING as a source for political engagement and change might led to 
dislocate the sedimented origins of politics (i.e., emblematized in the built environment of the German Bundestag where the 
performance took place). Intervening in this assumedly smooth space of politics, the request for political beauty disturbs the 
hegemonic rule of politics in favor of unleashing a sense of the political at large. 

Vitalist undertones of political beauty are further explicated in Thesis #9, which proclaims that life without beauty leads to 
death. The dramatic metaphor of “emotional suicide” vividly describes political beauty as a self-induced and agential affect 
and, at the same time, pathologizes the non-experience or rejection of political beauty. The glorification of VITALITY seems to 
oppose the engagement with ethical concerns about negativity, or an ethics after affirmation (Harrison 2015). This one-sided, 
non-ambivalent celebration of beauty might be hard to bear in a post-foundational framework. The outlined antagonistic ap-
proach to affective politics would systematically refrain from equating beauty with goodness, desirability, or even liveliness. 
Similarly, the spectral framework sits uncomfortably with the obsession to enjoy political beauty because it is vital. While the 
value of political beauty might remain void of concrete or instructional content, it does explicitly pathologize negative feelings such 
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as the death drive or, more implicitly, depression (Cvetkovich 2012). The problematic connotation of the politically beautiful 
“soul” reveals not only its promissory drive, but also uncovers the costs of this “cruel optimism” (Berlant 2011), which prolongs 
a state of happiness and political beauty into the future. This seemingly humanistic belief might complicate political beauty in 
the now, and might run the risk of depoliticizing action in the political present, because it projects the attainment of political 
beauty into the un-timed and unknown future. In contrast to most of the earlier theses, Thesis #9 takes a side, and claims that the 
personified organic “soul”, which has not experienced political beauty, is “lost”. In this notion, loss becomes explicitly negative 
in the sense that loss is bad, and no loss is good. This resignation, and normative tilting towards a non-ambivalent dismissal of 
loss, which might have still lingered in thesis #4, morphs the concept of political beauty into a foundational, reified desire to not 
lose the “poetry” of the “soul”. 

Finally, Thesis #10 builds on the urge for a vitalist understanding of political beauty by introducing the notion of “mental 
illness” and toxicity, which is proclaimed to occur in the case of no poetry, no soul, or the general absence of political beauty. 
Thesis #10 even more explicitly condemns political ugliness and the lack of political beauty as sickness. Inversely, a soul with 
poetry or with political beauty would not be sick, but sane and healthy. Sickness must be avoided at any cost; political beauty 
is indirectly presented as partial cure towards a fullness, which technically continues to persist as lack. This highly problematic, 
and utterly foundationalist development of the final theses drags the notion of political beauty into a space which is less ambiv-
alent, less interested in the endurance of antagonism, let alone the encouragement thereof. In brief, the last note of the theses 
leaves a bitter taste in the conceptualization of a conflict-attuned notion of politics that move ‘us’.  

While the two last theses describe political beauty most explicitly as an absolute or totalizing force against political death 
and sickness, political beauty is nowhere defined by what it ‘is.’ Borrowing from Laclau (1990, 44), political beauty might be 
better understood not by asking “what it is, but what prevents it from being”. In that sense, the ZPS manifesto evokes causes 
that prevent the emergence of political beauty (e.g., loss or absence of a ‘soul’ or killing of literal or metaphorical butterflies). 
Political beauty continues to ‘be’ nothing but a mobilization of idea(l)s and hopes. While there are considerable signs of foun-
dationalist thinking, which is in its own way pathetically romanticist, humanist and vitalist, the theses also appeal to the systemic 
impossibility and lack of definitive content or location of political beauty. Going beyond the specific theses, the affectivity of po-
litical beauty is revealed and invoked as placeless, timeless, caught in constant desire, but also trapped within the impossibility 
of its own satisfaction. LONGING and lack are co-constitutive of political beauty. Ultimately, political beauty cannot overcome 
its own ongoing, radical lack. Because lack and absence are constitutive and irreducible to political beauty, all institutions and 
experiences of such beauty are temporary, precarious, contested, antagonistic. While ZPS’ terminology partially essentializes 
the human or the soul, and is wholly uncritical of the history of science and politics of (mental) illness, relentlessly taking the 
risk of sounding conservative and absolutist, through my reading of the ten theses, I have attempted to provide a narrative and 
framework of political beauty that leaves the latter as an irreducibly ambivalent affective imperative against political apathy 
or general delusion.  

Synthesis: Towards a Grammar of Political Beauty? 
To synthesize the offerings of the two grammars of political difference and feeling, the analytical vectors of feeling politics, 
politics of feeling, politics and the political open both analytical and affective spaces to understand the potential of political 
beauty. Political beauty itself ‘is’ nothing – it ‘is’ empty in the sense of a negative ontology of radical antagonism remaining 
‘fundamentally’ devoid of any distinct meaning, normative value or content. Accordingly, attempts to articulate meanings of 
political beauty or political affect depend on individual and collective attempts at making meaning, which are always tempo-
rary, always precarious and always controversial in their ways of making politics and the political beautiful (or not).

As part of my objective to conceptualize antagonistic affective politics, I have established political beauty as situated within 
an ontology of negativity and antagonism. This antagonistic approach to politics brings the political back into the grammar of 
political difference to name, create and transform institutions of politics, but also to imagine forms and actors of the political be-
yond routinized, sedimented forms of political agency and power. Derived from the political grammar of feelings, feeling poli-
tics transmit affective capacities in a variety of ways, provoking emotional responses or sensory imaginaries of feeling healthy, 
dying, alive or none of the above. Feeling politics function as a modus operandi in the ontic, everyday realm of experiencing 
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the socially sedimented weight of the politics of feelings, which embody the rigid, passive, routinized institutions of politics. Like 
the dislocatory effects of the political, feeling politics dislocate the politics of feelings to make politics experiential, affective 
(again), and to make feeling more political (again). Ultimately, the political and emotional grammars of difference shed light on 
the value of political beauty as actualized by affective experiences of the feeling politics and feeling the political. Both enlarge 
and antagonize, and thus politicize the scope of the political without eliminating or denying the existence of politics. In this un-
settling, affective approach to politics, ZPS provides a unique response to contest a supposedly post-political space and time. 

This spectral, speculative reading of an affecting text has been a “work in the impasse” (Secor/Linz 2017). Following Ann 
Cvetkovich (2012, 21), my reading in this affective impasse has felt like a “state of both stuckness and potential, maintaining a 
hopefulness about the possibility that slowing down or not moving forward might not be a sign of failure and might instead be 
worth exploring”. I have attempted to conceptualize political beauty as a temporal, spatial, affective and political category: 
with regard to the spatiality of antagonistic affective politics, political beauty has been revealed as a concept, practice and 
affect without beginning, end or location. Political beauty dislocates normalcies and hegemonies, remaining ever unsettling. 
With regards to the temporality of antagonistic affective politics, political beauty has been shown as nested in temporalities 
of historically charged pasts, presents and futures, leaping towards futures II, which are full of alternatives, yet burdened by 
haunted pasts. Political beauty re-configures not only political presents and futures that are not there (yet), but also re-shuffles 
pasts via the conjuration of new interpretations of what political beauty did or could have done. With regards to the affectivity 
of antagonistic affective politics, political beauty acts in the face of a lack of foundation, an ongoing lack, surplus, unstoppable 
desire. Ruch (2012a, 229) intensifies the excessive function of political beauty by stating that “we might be done with beauty, 
but beauty is not done with us at all”. In other words, the urge, and urgency in political beauty will persist. LONGING for politi-
cal beauty will remain both necessary and unattainable, endlessly entangled in attempts to fill or still Sehnsucht. The continuous 
desire for political beauty leads to attempts to enact political beauty. At the same time, political beauty remains indeterminate, 
indeterminable, insatiable and thus irrevocably impossible. As possibility and impossibility, as fullness and absence, political 
beauty presents both a promise and risk to create affective relations of proximity and distance (see Kemmer 2019). 

In sum, the ten theses of political beauty were publicly staged to elicit affective responses to trigger opposition against the 
assumed neutrality, rationality or non-affective nature of the Bundestag as seat of politics. With this contestation, the narrow 
and sedimented conception of politics, spatially represented by the Bundestag, has literally and textually been challenged by 
the appeals to political beauty, oscillating between realms of politics and the political. The performance and text aspire to af-
fectively [un]settle and momentarily displace a meaning of politics, which is portrayed in its post-political diagnosis as apathetic 
and lacking political imagination. To open both present and future to more political debate and controversy, the performance 
around the theses aims to actualize antagonism, and to disagree with the diagnosis of post-politics. The spectral reading of 
the ten theses might uncover a “new topology of the possible” (Rancière 2010, 23) with political and emotional contours. The 
foregrounding of possibilities, alternatives for political beauty reminds of a “conflictual aesthetics” (Marchart 2017), which 
might make allow us to enact, re-enact and possibly also feel antagonisms. Projecting political beauty as conflictual politics, or 
politics of antagonism, conflictual aesthetics, or feeling politics of antagonism, qualifies antagonistic affective politics as politics 
of dissensus to uncover affective traces of power (Bargetz 2014b, 131). 

With regards to the negativity of political beauty, my antagonistic conceptualization insists on the damaging inclinations of 
wanting to classify affects as positive, good, bad or negative. The radical negativity of antagonistic affective politics captures 
the constitutive contingency, emptiness and antagonism of the category of political beauty, and does not lapse into a val-
ue-driven statement about the kind, quality or direction of affects mobilized via antagonism. With its persistent ambivalence, 
political beauty appears as a porous concept that both denies and challenges its own impossibility to sustain its own unstoppa-
ble potential. Borrowing from Audre Lorde’s understanding of “sweaty concepts” as a “battle cry as well as a speaking wound 
of social misery” (in Slaby 2016, 11), political beauty leaves no clear instructions or programmatic advice about what to do 
next. It remains inherently non-affirmative as a dislocation of the present, past and future. Breeding the future with a haunted 
past and present, and attempting the impossible project of political beauty, ZPS invests in (re)opening the future towards am-
bivalent futures II that will maybe have been politically beautiful.
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Endnotes
1    https://politicalbeauty.de/pillar.html

2    I consider the differentiation between affect and emotion/feeling important, yet, difficult to disentangle analytically with re-
gards to their (pre)cognitive and (trans)individual scope (see Ahmed 2014; Hemmings 2005; Leys 2011). Generally, affects 
can ignite politicizing and depoliticizing, emancipatory and reactionary, conservative and liberal political attitudes and 
actions (see Berlant 2011). While emotions and affects are not synonymous, they are also not completely independent from 
each other. For example, Hemmings (2005) points out, it is precisely the limitation or situatedness of affect’s autonomy that 
makes it not autonomous from bodily experience or emotion. These ambivalent lines between affect and emotions guide my 
conceptualization of affective politics.

3    Deleuze’s (2003) notion of vitality and passive vitalism could be engaged in conceptualizing this vignette. Due to the nega-
tive ontology of antagonism employed in this paper, which might result in assuming Deleuze’s vitalism as a kind of intensive 
foundationalism, I do not explore his notion further. 

4    The life or liveliness argument reminds of another controversially interpreted Deleuzo-Guattarian concept, the ‘inorganic life’ 
(see Dema 2007), which shall not be discussed further in this specifically post-foundational analysis. A Deleuzian reading 
of the theses or the ‘value’ of political beauty would however be intriguing.  

https://politicalbeauty.de/pillar.html
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