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écrasez l’infâme

  I
Though it is very important for man as an individual that his religion should be true, that is not the case for society. Society has nothing to fear or hope from another life; what is most important for it is not that all citizens profess the true religion but that they should profess religion.
Alexis de Tocqueville

Witnessing a young democracy is what I have in common with Alexis de Tocqueville. One hundred and seventy four years after de Tocqueville traveled to America, I made my way into Kosovo. De Tocqueville was impressed with my country in its early goings. And when he wrote: "I have seen Americans make great and real sacrifices to the public welfare; and have noticed a hundred instances in which they hardly ever failed to lend faithful support to one another", he summarized my first impression of Kosovo. Without being too fanciful, life in Prishtina reminded me of what it might have been like in the American colonies as democratic governance formed. Listening to the ambitions of the emerging leaders in Prishtina voiced over afternoon coffee conjured in the imagination having tea with Benjamin Franklin or Thomas Jefferson. Bold ideas and know-how providing for a secure future (It is worth to note; while in the United States de Tocqueville met with Charles Carroll of Carrollton, Maryland - the last surviving signer of the Declaration of Independence). Beholding an emerging democracy in the wake of unspeakable barbarism, political strife, social turmoil and the suffocation of religious freedoms is a privilege as rare as it is valuable.

All those who seek to destroy the liberties of a democratic nation ought to know that war is the surest and shortest means to accomplish it.
Alexis de Tocqueville

II

The Security Council resolution 1244, which established the United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) and defined its purpose, never mentions art, culture or design. It does call for the UNMIK to “perform basic civilian administrative functions; promote the establishment of substantial autonomy and self- government in Kosovo; coordinate humanitarian and disaster relief of all international agencies; support the reconstruction of key infrastructure; maintain civil law and order; promote human rights; and assure the safe and unimpeded return of all refugees and displaced persons to their homes in Kosovo.” While UNMIK lends traction to these objectives, creating measurable progress, on the face of resolution 1244, teaching art and design in Prishtina might seem at best paradoxical or worse effete window dressing pretending a return to normal life. But in fact life is far from routine, and the purposes of arts education in Kosovo are hardly ironic. In a region where ethnically-inspired murder remains commonplace, extensive mine fields restrict travel, riots between ethnic groups are always possible, and electricity and running water cannot be taken for granted, it is of utmost importance that art and design be re-assigned away from their customary identity as the less essential disciplines. Not because art and design will ever pacify an eight-hundred year old ethnic rivalry in a region where the very idea of reconciliation remains a complex and sensitive question, but because it is realistic, and meaningful to see art and design as relevant instruments of “soft power” in Kosovo. 

Soft Power - the term coined a decade ago by Joseph Nye, Dean of the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard – is a matter of persuading others to adopt certain values and ideals without resorting to “hard power,” or the projection of military force or economic strength. This requires educating students to be creatively and artistically entrepreneurial and innovative, rather than solve problems. Problem-solving works inside a given paradigm creating new solutions to known problems, while artistic innovation manages risk to discover opportunities for the expression of soft power which could not have been predicted in advance. Innovation works by a different, more entrepreneurial logic where, through creative and critical thinking, rigorous analysis, and risking failure, opportunities are discovered that can be exploited and transformed into soft power. Innovation works incrementally, building on what is known, but is also capable of stimulating swelling effects – artistic, social, and political – that over time can create even more significant change. As a result of the courses conducted by ACADEMY REMIX a team of students from Germany and Kosovo will build a garden overlooking Prishtina. As an expression of soft power, the garden will redefine how essential art and design can be, inevitably creating an allegory for what Kosovo will become when things are no longer interim but renewed and everlasting. 

The best laws cannot make a constitution work in spite of morals; morals can turn the worst laws to advantage. That is a commonplace truth, but one to which my studies are always bringing me back. It is the central point in my conception. I see it at the end of all my reflections.

Alexis de Tocqueville

Text by Ronald Jones
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