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Seventy years ago, a citizen of a Latin American country decided to write a friendly letter to 
Franklin D. Roosevelt: 
 
My good friend Roosevelt,   
 
I don't know very English, but I know as much as write to you. I like to hear the radio, and I am very happy, because 
I heard in it that you will be President for a new (periodo). I am twelve years old. I am a boy but I think very much 
but I do not think that I am writing to the President of the United States. If you like, give me a ten dollars bill green 
american, in the letter, because never, I have not seen a ten dollars bill green american and I would like to have one 
of them (...) I don't know very English but I know very much Spanish and I suppose you don't know very Spanish but 
you know very English because you are American but I am not American.(...) If you want iron to make your ships I 
will show to you the bigest (minar) of iron of the land. They are in Mayarì. Oriente. Cuba.1

 
 

Having a modest knowledge of English, this Cuban boy approached the president of the United 
States of America in a most direct, personal way, with a simple request: to send him a single 
ten-dollar banknote. In reverse, the precious piece of information (of economic nature, but no 
less of an implicit military connotation) was promised to be given, in exchange. The form of 
communication – a Letter - allowed a direct, non-mediated exchange between the message 
sender and its recipient. It was November 1940. The boy's name was Fidel Castro. The letter is 
now the property of the US government held in US Archives. I got to know its contents through 
a biography of this Cuban politician, in the North of Italy, in summer 2008.  
 
In one of his seminal works about the concept of democracy, French philosopher Jacques 
Derrida approaches the issue of friendship in its analogy with politics.2

 

 Being aware of the 
difference between the (apparently marginal) status of friendship in the hierarchy of 
fundamental political concepts (such as government, sovereignty, or citizenship), Derrida draws 
back to Montaigne and Aristotle in order to introduce - in a proper way - the figure of Friend 
onto the contemporary intellectual stage: for him, friendship plays 'an organizing role in the 
definition of justice, of the political experience, of democracy even.' This is why, in his 
addressing of political questions, the concept of friendship has been granted a privilege. 

Instead of having a clear reference to the project at hand (The Culture Lobby), I would prefer to 
highlight another one that shares, up to a certain extent, the similar attitude towards the 
cultural practice of inclusion through arts. I am relating to the third part of a long-term project 
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The Good Life, conceived and developed by Carlos Motta, a Columbian artist based in New 
York. His comprehensive web-archive/search-engine (at http://www.la-buena-vida.info/) 
presents an entire set of interviews that he filmed in the five year period across Latin America. 
The Good Life (La Buena Vida) makes visible the variety of perceptions on "democratic" ways of 
government by the citizens of that continent, as experienced under the constant interventionist 
pressures by the United States. According to Motta, the project has been built upon a 
relationship to artistic conceptualism as it has manifested itself outside the art centers 
(Western Europe and the US), and more specifically – in relationship to the use of conceptualist 
strategies as political action, activist motivation and demand for social change.3

 
 

Why do I insist on making a link between The Good Life and The Culture Lobby in such an 
abrupt, almost incomprehensive manner? The traumatic heritage of the twentieth-century and 
the changing conditions taking place nowadays in the former European East - the very space 
that is being increasingly relinquished to the logic of a global economic system – give me a 
possible orientation to be followed in relation with the current Latin American transformation. 
This is also the point where I could possibly anchor my comprehension of Motta's project, and 
bring it into a direct relation with projects such as The Culture Lobby, for example. Furthermore, 
in her essay “Brokering Identities: Art Curators and the Politics of Cultural Representation”4 
Mari Carmen Ramírez analyzes how the dynamics of identity politics, at both the transnational 
(global) and the local (multicultural) levels, have impacted on curatorial practice.5 For her, the 
case of Latin American art in the United States presents an ideal starting point from which to 
chart this significant transformation of curatorial agency. She points out that “since the mid-
eighties, we have seen a steady rise in the number of exhibitions setting forth particular notions 
of identity for Latin American art, as well as a proliferation of exhibition catalogues and critical 
articles both validating and contesting the various discourses in which these identities have 
been inscribed.” Alongside the issue of the representation of Latin American art (meaning the 
arts of Mexico, South and Central America, and the Caribbean) as the core issue in the United 
States at the epoch, what is even more significant is the fact that the debates encompassing 
these exhibitions marked the transformation of the curator of contemporary art from behind-
the-scenes aesthetic arbiter to central player in the broader stage of global cultural politics.6

 
 

This is what I find equally relevant for the issue of the representation of European art in the era 
of EU-integration processes after 1989, especially in relation to those zones of interest that 
have been recognized as "Eastern European", "Western Balkan", etc. According to another essay, 
written in 2004 by Slovenian philosopher Marina Gržinić, current exhibition making practices are 
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parallel to the phenomenon of global culture and art.7

 

 The most important aspect of these exhibitions is 
that they have brought into focus and made visible the art and cultural productions of other worlds, 
most notably the Third World (Africa, Central and South Asia, Muslim-Asian Countries, Latin America) 
and the Second World (the former Eastern European countries). All these worlds are currently, with 
some future projects scheduled, becoming (through a specific selection) visible in (Western) Europe and 
the North American continent, where for decades they were / and still are / out of focus. It is also the 
question of re-contextualisation that is at stake here, i.e., making accessible and reachable within the 
Empire of the capitalist First World what was until now perhaps just imagined, or occasionally, although 
very rarely, written about.  

Beside the fact that Motta's project-title refers to Aristotle's conception of the Good Life within 
the concept of ancient Greek agora, The Good Life is theoretically situated into the heritage of 
Hannah Arendt's thought: Motta has been constantly repeating how much her ideas (of council 
democracy, participatory democracy and other key elements written in her seminal text The 
Human Condition) have been constitutive for his work. However, I would intentionally avoid 
shedding more light on the subjects of “democracy, leadership, governance, and foreign policy” 
- and not without a reason. Derrida, again, would have been the one who could have tried to 
explain the reasons for such a decision: for him democracy is a promise. It is exactly this idea of 
promise that makes me think of Derrida in relation to The Good Life. It is a 'democracy to come': 
the promise of an authentic democracy which is never embodied in what we call democracy, a 
way of going on criticizing what is everywhere given today under the name of democracy in our 
societies.8 Similarly enough, another European intellectual would probably keep his own 
reasoning in a way that accentuates the idea of potentiality: “What is essential is that 
potentiality is not simply non-Being, simple privation, but rather the existence of non-Being, the 
presence of an absence; this is what we call “faculty” or “power.” “To have a faculty” means to 
have a privation. And potentiality is not a logical hypostasis but the mode of existence of this 
privation.”9

 
 

Following this logic as a possible orientation-tool, we could try and focus our attention onto the 
theoretical concepts of Potentiality, Friendship, and (the Language of) Love, in order to re-think 
both projects. Thus we could at least succeed in addressing the event of language in a way that 
approaches you (and a multitude of anonymous readers of this publication) in the most 
straightforward way – in an elementary "epistolary" form where responding to a single 
question ("What is democracy for you?", "What do you expect from your country once it joins 
the EU?"), writing a message, sharing it and communicating it directly, results in our 
expectation of having a personal answer, a direct feed-back in reverse. If it is all about such a 
relation among a multitude of voices taking part in the sharing of public opinion on pressing 
issues of our times, then it all goes in the direction of a great expectation, the expectation of 
another, more proper and more profound (democratic) political format to be born, in the 
future. Our future. And in a constant expectation of a better society, a society to come... 
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That is the reason why we must re-politicize our proper position, based upon our individual 
experience as well as our historical situation. Such articulation of voices equals Motta's 
intention to establish a direct dialogue with the citizens in The Good Life, not as a speculative 
gesture, but rather as a concrete and personal commitment (by an artist, a citizen,  an artist as 
citizen), a performative commitment being part of what I'm writing, as Derrida would have said. 
I see the Writing Itself as a way to outline the margins of our relationship (while avoiding 
indirect, mediated action), and to pose questions about the nature of such a relationship at the 
very moment of writing, of asking, of producing (texts, images, sounds, meanings, an archive of 
cultural memory, even).  
 
It is Motta's specific re-designing and digital re-construction of a contemporary Latin American 
'landscape' that makes a logical reference to such a meta-historical mapping impulse, a method 
which turns to contemporary meaning the notions such as freedom and governance. This is 
where he actually deals with the problem of what a picture is (in Latin America but also in the 
US), just as much as we are dealing with questions: what is the Image (of Western Balkans) 
today? Furthermore, what is “the Image of Western Balkans” in the spectre of transformation 
processes taking place nowadays? What is Democracy to us, to YOU, if not a promise, if not 
something that has 'to come' as a promise, as a duty, even: 
 
We don't have to wait for future democracy to happen, to appear, we have to do right here and now what has to 
be done for it. That's an injunction, an immediate injunction, no delay. Which doesn't mean that it will take the 
form of a regime; but if we dissociate democracy from the name of a regime we can then give this name 
'democracy' to any kind of experience in which there is equality, justice, equity, respect for the singularity of the 
Other at work, so to speak - then it's democracy here and now; but of course this implies that we do not confine 
democracy to the political in the classical sense, or to the nation- state, or to citizenship.10

 
 

This text, being intentionally of a fragmented, unfinished, and "weak" nature, is the model I 
have used in order to understand not only the primary drives behind the two projects in 
question, but first and foremost - the image of freedom we all try to imagine and, hopefully, 
construct for the benefit of the future. Our future...  
 
And in order to understand the layers behind which the promiscuous image of democracy has 
been hiding itself in the shadow of the previous decade. 
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