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In the first part I will focus on the relation between the so-called current renewed Prometheism, 

aesthetics and art through the notion of the labour of the inhuman – Reza Negarestani’s concept 

which, as he himself explains, cannot be understood as an anti-humanist project but more as an 

augmented humanism, an “extended practical elaboration of humanism (Negarestani 2014, 

427)” claiming “[R]evising and constructing the human is the very definition of committing to 

humanity (2014, 438),” whereby the human itself works as a “constructible hypothesis, a space 

of navigation and intervention (2014, 427).” What I am particularly interested in in this regard 

is the position of aesthetics, aesthetic experience, or the sentience as well as the function of 

language, since all combined could tell us something about the function of art in the framework 

of renewed Prometheism.  

At the first glance, Negarestani’s treatment of aesthetics is similar to the early modern 

normative one where the fact human being is embodied represent a threat to his – in the pre-

modern case especially moral – abilities; the labour of the inhuman is namely conceptualized 

as a full elaboration of abilities of functionally converting sentience to sapience by reason. 

(2014, 445) However, it is possible to differentiate its specifics if comparing it with fully 

developed modern aesthetics marked with the move from substantiation of nature as a source 

of value as well as an objective anchor of knowledge towards the human, human resources, and 

human work as a source of value, ethics, and knowledge. The modern aesthetics therefore 

acknowledges the productive role of sentience for human productivity, yet productivity in a 

desirable way, namely according to the ethical, political, social etc. norm. In this framework art 

is often conceptualized as a starting point for thinking and imagining ways of coordination 

between the reason and aesthetic experience/sentience – to subdue humans’ 

activity/productivity to the norm, for instance of fully integrated and operating society (we 

could call this social engineering or biopolitics).  

In comparison to modern aesthetics neorationalist Prometheism is therefore not specific in sense 

it advocates practice without the norm, but in what the norm is. Namely in this case the norm 

tries not to be anchored in the socially given, but in the norm of the reason itself, understood as 

a sort of self-determining autopoietic generator. While modern aesthetic education functions as 

form of self-cultivation through coordination in order to contribute to the historically given 

social ideal, neorationalist Prometheist self-cultivation tries to functionally converse 

aesthetics/sentience to sapience by reason in order to liberate or de-constrain it from the given, 

the objective world and by that same process achieve its autonomy, that is: the autonomy of 

reasons revisionary program over which, according to Negarestani, human has no hold of (2014, 

445). In this case the aim is to autonomize reason, to “liberate” it from the nature (at least the 

nature other than itself) and from the social/historical with which it is determined, and the 

process of achieving this functional autonomy is driven with the reason’s autonomous 

irreducible needs, its constitutive self-determination, its ability it can be assessed only by itself 



(2014, 454) – this very process of sort of enabling naturalized reason leads through the media 

of discursive practice and by it inevitably aesthetic experience as well.  

This is therefore where the role of language or, wider, discursive practices come in – under 

condition the language is understood beyond the so-called natural language that subordinates it 

to the interests of the experiencing subject and communicative role. Like with reason, 

Negarestani namely tries to grasp the function of “language in itself”, the functional nature of 

language, the possibility of autopoietic potential of language, in other words: “syntactic-

semantic expressivity of language (2018, 379)” by explication and mobilization of its formal 

dimension which is at the same time connected with the ability to augment its world-structuring 

abilities. To put it in other words: through the discursive practice or the symbolic practice rooted 

in language- and tool-use, human can avoid passive susceptibility to the aesthetics and 

associated feelings, affects etc. In this case discursive practice is understood as a basic ability 

to “(1) deploy a vocabulary, (2) use a vocabulary to specify a set of abilities or practices, (3) 

elaborate one set of abilities-practices in terms of another set of abilities-or-practices, and (4) 

use one vocabulary to characterize another (2014, 433).” This very constructive part of the 

discursive practice, “the feedback loop, between the two fields of claims and actions [namely 

saying and doing] defines sapience as differentiated from sentience (2014, 435).” Sentience is 

therefore understood as a passive susceptibility, as a rough material of sort that must be 

cultivated with reason as a generative force that have the active ability to transition between the 

two – this is a relatively known hylomorphic model based on the distinction between the 

matter/substance and the form whereby reason’s potential is basically formalization, understood 

as a practice of substituting or replacing directly experienced with thought and signs for 

thoughts.  

Formalization is based on the fundamental activity of decomposing and assembling which 

transforms the initial matter/substance of any kind as well as transforms the one that performs 

this very activity – similarly as technics transforms the nature or parts of biological organism it 

initially imitates or simulates (for instance processed stone that imitates a tooth, a tool that 

imitates a hand) as well as the culture of which it is a part of (for instance photographic technics 

that initially simulates humans perception and later transforms this very perception). Namely a 

tool-usage is not only a direct way of liberating from the existing, but also enables the basic 

perception of the difference between the one who uses it and its environment, the subject and 

the object; for instance written language enables accumulation and transmission of the memory, 

“a storage of the ideas that enables human to liberate itself from the mere phenomenality 

(Flusser 2000, 17),” and by it a formation of historical consciousness which is also a 

prerequisite of self-cultivating practice as a more indirect way of liberating from the existing 

(here it’s for instance quite evident that the meaning is an artificial product of the “technics of 

language” as well as the result of human’s alienation).  

Based on the distinction between the natural language and the language as a sort of media or 

the area of productivity of the reason we can further differentiate two aspects of the language 

or of symbolic practice: on the one hand the ability to communicate meaning, form and mediate 

a message, and on the other hand the ability to form a code, a new symbolic system. (Flusser 

2000, 19–20). Since I already mentioned the example of whiten language before; it is evidently 



a linear code that had transformed all aspects of the social by its associated logic of temporality. 

When exposing world-building aspect of discursive practice Negarestani otherwise relies 

especially on Nelson Goodman’s irrealist-semiotic understanding of symbols that “do not 

declare, describe or represent anything, literally or metaphorically, or even purport to denote 

anything,” but “may present worlds by exemplification (Goodman 1978, 133).” In this regard, 

the transformative potential of the “practice of exemplification” can be thought of homologous 

to the transformative potential of the tool-usage mentioned earlier: it can change the way we 

percept and by it think about things, so basically it can transform aesthetic experience which 

could later be reflected, analysed, conceptualized, and this very activity eventually triggers a 

new wave of transformations or self-cultivation.  

Based on that we can further focus on the types of codes and their logic of temporality: 

mentioned linear code immanent to the written language is, for instance, based on the symbols 

combined into words and written on/deployed over the spatial surface – this technics have not 

only shaped all aspects of western society from mnemonic navigation (either spatial or through 

the narrative), power mechanisms and so on, but also image-making where the image’s 

immanent simultaneous temporal logic is linearized, for instance as in the case of modern 

western painting where the signs are being written over the surface of the canvas and then 

decoded by the reading of some sort. What is therefore a specific of contemporary 

formalization, coding, and would-building? We already said imitation and later simulation of 

the empirically given is general basis of technics (or art for that matter), whereby technics (or 

art) can be understood as something third – not merely natural and not merely cultural (meaning 

historically given) but its supplement, and to some extent even its surplus – at least in the aspect 

of their transformative potential. However, it the case of current technics (and by it also art) we 

don’t have to be restricted to the empirical anymore but can start from something Vilem Flusser 

called synthetic images that are not based on the empirically or dimensionally given but are 

already the result of formalization and are “projections, a proposal for something that not yet 

exist, but could exist (Flusser 2000, 81),” as he himself puts it. As already mentioned, the image 

itself have a specific temporal logic – it can juxtapose different spaces and times on the same 

surface; decoding of the image therefore follows diachronization of the synchronized, while the 

linear code implies the opposite, transformation of the scene into a sequence and consequently 

a narrative (Flusser 2000, 12). The logic of synthetic image that Flusser understands as a 

prevailing cultural code of the nowadays and one of the reasons for current post-historical 

experience, therefore, not only forces the logic of simultaneity on all social levels, but also 

formalization that is – beyond the fact if codifies things into numbers not letters anymore – 

based on the informational (not dimensional/substantial) aspects of things. By this double 

distance from the given/empirical/substantial, it supposed to essentially enable type of coding 

and technics that is not a simulation of the given anymore, but more a production of projections 

whereby technics and art could potentially become synonyms as in antiquity. 

So now to the contemporary art’s predominantly conservative humanism that is probably most 

explicitly manifested in the so-called memory-studies historiography by which I will also try to 

offer some basic contextualization of the 34th Biennale’s curatorial approach with the local art 

discourse. According to Negarestani, conservative humanism, next to antihumanism, represents 



“two pathologies of history that frequently appear under the rubrics of conservation and 

progression: one an account of a present that must preserve the traits of the past, the other an 

account of a present that must approach the future while remaining anchored in the past. 

(Negarestani 2014, 449)” Unlike that, in Slovenia the most explicit articulation of contemporary 

art since the second half of the 90s onwards runed in parallel with the process of defining the 

regional specifics covered in the term ‘eastern (European) art’, by which the art from the region 

was unified based on the socialist political past and heritage while the latter have been largely 

transformed into a cultural category and heritage. This process was undoubtedly fictioning of 

some sort (as its protagonists also reflected) since it was a retroactive construction after the 

disintegration of the real-socialist regimes, also it was based on the memories as sort of 

“pictures” transformed into a narrative. For sure this fictioning had close relations with the 

economics of globalized art world after 1989 which took place in relations between the (former) 

centres and (former) peripheries based on the (re)construction and (re)invention of local 

knowledge/heritage, but it was also fictioning in service of retroactive navigation and self-

understanding (similar to postcolonial and feminist autobiographical approaches where 

fictioning produces identity that can be later on used to intervene into hegemonic identities). 

This type of fictioning was therefore rooted in the past and personal memories – categories that 

had become almost interchangeable since the 80s onwards when memory studies had developed 

as a sub-discipline, but it has nevertheless been, at least to some extent, oriented towards the 

future as well: for instance in sense of trying to transform existing relations of power within the 

globalized art world through the fiction of ‘eastern art’. This process of historicizing that is 

basically anchored in the past and in political sense in the 90’s politics of recognition, can also 

be interpreted as a historiography following the synchronic temporal logic of the image that 

enforces thinking of the progress not anymore in linear sense but as multiplication of 

perspectives (Flusser 2000, 164), a potentially infinitive accumulations of micro-histories that 

also corresponds to the digital form of memory storage. 

In my opinion more explicitly future oriented fictioning – which is also in the core of Biennale’s 

curatorial aim – is possible based on this previous fictioning labour. In analysing Biennale, I 

think it’s otherwise important to differentiate its curatorial foundation from rather heterogenous 

positions of the presented artworks – here I will limit myself only to the first. While the main 

reference point of some other eastern European ethno-futuristic movements are especially 

anachronistic nationalistic narratives, in case of Slovenian art world that supposed to be 

predominantly leftist-liberal, the genealogy of speculative-futuristic Xenoslavia Biennale tries 

to evoke is somehow specific. Among others, it is based on the previous work of Neue 

Slowenische Kunst and its strategy of returning to the traumatic past – such as assimilation of 

the 20th century artistic avant-gardes into totalitarian regimes – to liberate the present and by it 

inevitably the future from the entrapment by the past (this is otherwise also the basis of the 

notion of ‘eastern art’). However, this previous labour is also anchored in memory-studies 

oriented art historiography and associated logic of temporality, it is therefore a form of mnemo-

history whose subject is precisely the actuality of the past in the present, or even haunting of 

the present with the ghosts of the past. While modern historiography started with the 

irreversibility of the past, contemporary memory studies-oriented historiography marked with 

the “deficit of the imagining the future” starts with the omnipresence of the past (which is quite 



evident in the current political situation in Slovenia) as well as the future not being a projection 

surface of hope anymore (as in modernity), but a threat and something that will not follow for 

granted. Memory studies historiography had therefore established a presentist form of 

historicity that followed elimination of teleological and linear-developmental model of 

historiography in the framework of postmodernist 80s, and by largely understanding the present 

or contemporaneity as an intergenerational so-existence of different times it established above 

all the anthropological or phenomenological notion and experience of temporality. Unlike that, 

speculative-futurist Xenoslavia Biennale tries to evoke, places itself into the past, establishes 

this very past (that otherwise trapes the future) into the material that is being transformed, and 

at the same time tries to intervene into this anthropological or phenomenological 

notion/experience of temporality as well as reduction of the past to the memory. 


