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Exercised Subordination:
Desire and Art(world)
Text by Sakari Tervo

I have this reoccurring desire to exercise more. It 
may be because of body image pressures, but it is 
also related to health concerns. As I am over 30 and 
my aging body has begun its eventual degrade, it 
seems sensible to slow down the process and not 
spend days in front of a good / bad screen. But 
when an urge to go running or swimming arises, 
I rarely go or follow it. It is usually the case of not 
having enough time, money, energy—or some 
combination of these. It seems impossible to find 
a moment where any of these three aren’t on their 
way. Typically, I undergo few days of anxiety before 
forgetting my unease, and then I float back onto the 
river Denial.

Desire was something that I thought about when I 
read Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery” (1948). Jackson’s 
text reminds me of Ursula Le Guin’s short story 
“The Ones Who Walk Away From Omelas” (1973) 
in that both share the theme of scapegoating and 
exposing its signification to social structures. In Le 
Guin’s text, the narrator depicts a summer festival in 
the utopian city of Omelas, whose art and prosperity 
depend upon the misery of a single child kept inside 
a broom room in perpetual filth and darkness. The 
citizens of Omelas are aware of the child and most, 
initially shocked, ultimately accept this injustice to 
secure the happiness of the rest of the city. Desire, 
in both stories, functions as motivation for the 
community to accept injustice for their own benefit 
(e.g., wealth and joy). Desire should not be seen 
as something airy or fuzzy, but as something that 
manifests ideology and morality in human social 
interactions. Desire keeps communities together as 
it defines what needs to be excluded, for the sake of 
their desire (e.g., a plentiful harvest, wealth and joy). 
That is to say, desire enables the crime.

The Lottery Project is an 
interdisciplinary online archive founded by 
Jacquelyn Davis. Inspired by Shirley Jackson’s 
short story in which the project was eponymously 
named after, the experimental platform attempts 
to question, mend or reform the current art world 
via incorporating ranging formats, approaches and 
styles; it will expand to include emergent modes 
of articulation and transmission. Approximately a 
dozen creatives from Scandinavia, the Baltics, Russia 
and the US were invited to contribute to its launch.

http://www.lotteryproject.lt
http://www.instrumentandoccupation.se


political contexts). At the same time, exclusion 
also reinforces and intensifies shared beliefs in the 
valuation of the dominant ideal of art (world), since 
the instances that have gained authority over the 
desirable (visibility, resources, authority) have made 
it even more scarce. In this logic, the two-way act 
of exclusion and inclusion occurs as there is still 
the need for the excluded to desire that which is 
denied from them. In a way, their (useless) desire is 
still something that validates dominance for others, 
as they continue to participate in maintaining the 
dominant ideal of art (world).

Desire is addressed in the cultural critic Rey Chow’s 
text “Sacrifice, Mimesis, and the Theorizing of 
Victimhood.” Here she speculates on the conceptual 
relation between mimesis and sacrifice, and how 
desire is interlinked between these two. Chow 
defines the relation between mimesis and sacrifice 
as “… a double epistemic passage underlying all 
acts of signification, a passage that tends to become 
acute in context of dominance and subordination, 
in which loss and gain are existentially palpable 
phenomena impinging on individual and group 
identity formation.” She then brings forth the 
idea of mimesis as a coping mechanism (Luce 
Irigaray’s concept of femininity as ‘masquerade,’ 
whereupon women must imitate or reproduce 
norms of femininity which have been prescribed 
in advance by patriarchal mores) and as a survival 
tactic (Homi Bhabha’s notion of black subjectivity 
and the need to imitate those who victimize: white 
subjectivity). She then writes about René Girard’s 
mimetic theory in relation to the above but also 
how mimesis, in Girard’s theory, acts as an original 
force in generating desire. For Girard, desire is 
something which can be learned, borrowed and 
transferred. Desire, that is to say, is an outcome of 
human social interaction, and mimesis is something 
that activates the act of desiring; it is what gives 
desire its direction and trajectory as well as its 
objects. This mimetic nature of desire also generates 
competition that can accelerate into reciprocal 
violence. To restrain the rivalry, there is a need 
for what Girard calls the scapegoat mechanism. 
Therefore, the scapegoat is a structural and social 
necessity for a community to stop the endless circle 
of violence through an act of exclusion. Usually, the 
randomly chosen victim is sacrificed not because 
of his qualities (e.g., weak, strong), but because he 
resembles the community and its endless ability to 
retaliate: because he is just like us.

There are other similarities in these two texts by 
Jackson and Le Guin; both are set in an archetypal 
utopian setting, a stand-alone or remote village 
(city), and both focus on summer festivities (in 
Jackson’s case, the word ‘festivity’ includes the 
ritual of murder). However, Le Guin’s text feels 
more optimistic and a more fitting allegory for the 
art world with its act of exclusion (isolation of the 
child) when compared to quick expulsion (stoning 
to death).

What I find intriguing in Le Guin’s story is the 
two-way act of exclusion and inclusion—keeping 
something out but at the same time within 
(anthropologist Elizabeth A. Povinelli wrote 
about Le Guin’s story in her book Economies of 
Abandonment (2011), where she exposes this 
logic in relation to Aboriginal Australians and 
late liberalism). The child in the broom room is 
kept alive, and its existence is necessary for the 
community. The child is not something outside 
of it but strongly positioned at its center—that is 
to say, the disgusted yet desired member of the 
community. Everything revolves around the child, 
as the community needs the child’s existence for 
the sake of their wealth and prosperity (compared 
to Jackson’s story, where the annually selected 
sacrificial victim serves a more transitory role 
between farming cycles).

I find this two-way act of exclusion and inclusion 
to be fitting logic for the art world. To me, the 
art world appears as an immense flow of artists, 
curators, critics, ad infinitum who both desire 
and compete for similar or exact components 
(e.g., visibility, resources, authority). This rivalry 
of desires can be understood as a ‘game’ which 
revolves around who is able to be visible (included) 
and who is forced to disappear (excluded) 
from the art world’s transitory stages (visibility 
understood as self-explanatory, but also what it 
constitutes together with resources and authority). 
Inevitably, one needs to perform in this ‘game,’ 
albeit the rules, interactions and causalities can, 
at times, be hard to comprehend (at least this is 
how I feel). In this ‘game,’ exclusion functions as a 
way for the dominant instances to uphold a fixed 
language, content and structures of production and 
representation concerning art (needless to say, the 
dominant also uphold a set of limits based on class, 
gender and ethnicity within cultural, geographic and



Girard’s mimetic theory is a useful tool for 
examining the art world’s structures and its 
‘game’: we desire certain kinds of ideals about art 
(world)—because others desire them too (mimesis 
being the original force generating desire). And 
as the valuation of art is based on mimetic desire 
(rather than in anything actual), the value (desire) 
is something which is always negotiated in the 
competition (‘game’) between those who participate 
in it. It is important to pay attention to who is and 
is not able to take part in this competition—for 
their own reasons (refusal) or because they are 
not allowed take part—since the ‘game’ is where 
the most visible desire originates. Exclusion and 
inclusion are the actions which create domination, 
as it functions as a legitimization passage between 
desire and the undesirable, reinforcing and 
intensifying shared belief in the valuation of the 
dominant ideal of art (world). That is to say: “to 
make art (world) like us, not like them” (and this 
implies everything that constitutes ‘us’ … from 
class, gender, ethnicity onward). But as I pointed 
out earlier, there is still the two-way need for the 
excluded to desire what is denied from them. To 
believe that the dominant ideal of art (world) is a 
thing towards they need to strive on, even it might 
actually be the thing that subordinates them. This 
kind of dynamic is addressed in Lauren Berlant’s 
book Cruel Optimism (2011); she writes about 
‘cruel optimism’ where something that you desire 
is actually an obstacle to your flourishing. In her 
book, she addresses the fantasies of the good life 
that the welfare state model promised but what late 
liberal-capitalist societies can no longer provide for: 
that your life and work “add up to something.” In 
this way, desire can also be a mental state where the 
unfulfilled but ever-looming promise can imprison 
the desirer into an endless (useless) longing for 
fulfillment—rather than questioning desire itself.

So, the question is how to break away from an 
oppressive relationship with one’s desires—if abuse 
is simultaneously denied but sustained (and by 
desire, I refer to it as something that manifests 
ideology and morality, as well as that which 
intensifies a belief in the valuation of a certain 
language, content, structures of production and 
representation concerning art [world]). How 
does one begin questioning one’s desires, so as 
to ‘unlearn’ or ‘relearn’ them? And what are the 
individual’s possibilities (and responsibilities), 

So, if the art world can be seen as an immense flow 
of shared desires in constant competition, and 
scapegoating is a structural part of this mimetic 
desiring, as Girard argued, then how should 
one imagine the art world without its sacrificial 
victims? Or: if scapegoating is structurally part of 
the art world, could there still be a way to use the 
mimetic nature of desire against potentially corrupt 
structures within it? In other words, to use it against 
itself?

A hint of optimism is revealed in the ending of 
Le Guin’s story when the narrator tells of citizens 
leaving Omelas: “The place they go towards is a 
place even less imaginable to most of us than the city 
of happiness. I cannot describe it at all. It is possible 
it does not exist. But they seem to know where they 
are going, the ones who walk away from Omelas.” 
For me, this ending signifies the capacity to start 
desiring something else. The ‘wealth and joy’ of 
Omelas may become undesirable, and if so, then 
the unjust action (the child in the broom room) 
would lose its significance. Here lies the possibility 
to break a corrupt social structure by refusing to 
participate in maintaining it (for me, walking away 
is a metaphorical act … not actual). That is to say, 
to realize that the city of Omelas is a place where 
people are captivated (not the broom room), and 
this understanding is something to which those who 
“walk away” are reacting to by leaving. Le Guin’s 
ending has a redundant individualistic aura (the 
narrator repeats “each one goes alone”), but this 
reading possesses a different tone when observed 
through Girard’s mimetic theory. If desire is always 
learned, borrowed and transferred in human social 
interaction, it makes desiring a collective affair 
with collective accountability. Then those who 
“walk away” cannot do it solely from their own 
thoughts—but only in relation to others. They need 
others to start desiring in the first place, and for me, 
a collective desire is a more powerful implement 
than an individualized one. Yet again, desire in this 
case, is the shared understanding of an alternative, 
but it was also that which kept citizens attached to 
Omelas. The mimetic nature of desire is therefore 
the problem and solution: the snake’s blood and its 
venom.



act of exclusion and inclusion is crucial, as it can 
sustain the authority by keeping one out of reach … 
but on a leash. But it can also be a way to question 
the dominants—by not submitting to their ideals 
of what is accepted or not (to question exclusion 
altogether). The mimetic nature of desire is then at 
a crossroads; it has the capacity to sustain or shatter 
dominance.

On a day like any other, a gentle wind would carry a 
melody far off from the North where the mountains 
stood up. This melody, that must have been written 
hundreds of years ago, wasn’t well-known for the 
joyous citizens Omelas, they didn’t know whom, or 
what, was making the melody, since there was nobody 
living outside of the beautiful city gates. At first, they 
could only recognize the lighthearted melody, but as 
the gentle wind gradually built up, they could start 
recognizing those playful lyrics louder, and louder:

You said our love was sacred
But you left me alone to make it
You want to come back again someday
But darling here’s what I say

Ladidadida
Ladidadida
Ladidadida
Ladidadida

since desire only takes shape in relation to others (as 
there is no desire without the other)?

‘Cruel optimism’ is something that may be 
unfolding in my reoccurring, but unfulfilled, desire 
to exercise more. Albeit I am motivated by health 
concerns (and body image pressures), the reasons 
(lack of time, money, energy) are what constantly 
prevent me from carrying out my desire. That is 
to say, these things (or the absence of them) have 
a more dominating role in my everyday life rather 
than the ambivalence of future health problems (or 
death). Here I would like to emphasize that I am not 
speaking up for a ‘World of Fitness’; I am speaking 
on a personal level about my relationship to my 
body—body as the ultimate basis for valuation 
(since I have only one). If I cut corners, I can 
admittedly blame the constant lack of time, money 
and energy on my involvement with the art world 
and its precarious conditions. Thus, I feel something 
akin to ‘cruel optimism’ as I am still motivated to be 
with and around art—even after several years with 
little (or no) income; being stressed, ill, uncertain, 
embarrassed; working constantly (on multiple 
things), with no clear future plan on how to improve 
conditions, let alone keep myself healthy or fit. 
Occasionally, I do feel that “it doesn’t add up” and 
that I am left without (or excluded). Hence, if ‘cruel 
optimism’ is something that stays simultaneously 
denied but sustained, I am not always sure which 
side I am on.

As I write this text from inside this complexity 
(rather than outside of it), I cannot give solutions 
to these questions that I have addressed. It feels 
easier to write metaphorically through Le Guin’s 
text, rather than to pinpoint this to a set of clear 
thoughts. But what I am thinking, or trying to find 
out, is a way to make the excluded (the child in the 
broom room) stronger and more competent than 
at first it seems. To realize that it is the ideals of 
the dominants (citizens of Omelas) who create the 
assumption that the broom room is a shit hole—but 
that this understanding may be false. That it is just 
a way to downplay alternatives, to create illusions 
(or warnings) that there are right and wrong 
ways to exist. And by taking over the authority to 
exclude and include, the citizens of Omelas are just 
reinforcing their own ideals of life (or desires)—not 
necessarily others. One’s reaction to this two-way



Aino Autere
Muscular women are beautiful as fuck you are just cowards 
image transfer on pigmented plaster, rope, ceramic
2018
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Aino Autere
Belgian blue
fabric print, pillow
2018



Elina Vainio
KUU MAA
gouache paintings mounted on plant dyed linen
2018
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Essi Kuokkanen
Heartache
105 x 105 cm, oil on canvas
2018



Essi Kuokkanen
The Rebirth of Venus (Baby Don’t Hurt Me No More)
40 x 32 cm, acrylics and oil on canvas
2017
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Hermanni Saarinen
Ache / Vessel / Lympha
Mixed media
2018
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Inga Meldere
Divas nabas
UV print, acrylic and oil on canvas 58 × 43 cm
2017



Inga Meldere
Correlation
UV print and oil on canvas, 82 × 60 cm
2018
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Jani Ruscica
Fold in and Fall Flat
CGI animation and direct manipulation puppet
2018

(link)

https://vimeo.com/312679131
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Juha Vehmaanperä & Viktor Koolla
Balls of Yarn
Handmade outfit
2018
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Kim Modig
Beautiful Theories
TIFF image, 5472 × 3648
2018



Kim Modig
Sakari-Tells-Me-About-Their-Dad
TIFF image, 5472 × 3648
2018



Kim Modig
We_Talked_About_Our_Families
PNG image, 5472 × 3648
2018



Otto Byström
Do Rats Pee?
Sublimation prints on canvas, 200 x 125 cm
2018



Otto Byström
Do Rats Pee?
Sublimation prints on canvas, 100 x 75 cm
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Susan Kooi
Dogu
porcelain glow-in-the-dark sculptures
2017
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Aino Autere is a Helsinki based artist 
working with digital prints, often combining them 
with sculptural objects. Central themes include 
experiences of identity, gender, bodily fantasies 
and dysmorphia, as well as general existence in the 
digital era.

Otto Byström is a Helsinki-based 
multidisciplinary artist. Recent years Byström have 
been experimenting with digital techniques, video, 
sculpture, performance, sound and text which 
have been developed in a form of single works 
and larger installations. Since 2016 Byström’s key 
interest has been in how society and individuals are 
trying to cope with anxiety, control and addiction 
issues related to the internet and the use of new 
technology. Additionally Byström is co-running 
Sorbus, a non-profit artist-run space and being a 
member of an art collective under same name.

Susan Kooi is a multidisciplinary visual artist 
based in Amsterdam. In addition to her own 
artistic practice, she is part of the performance 
duo echo+seashell and a founding member of 
artist initiative Samet Yilmaz. Kooi has exhibited 
solo works such as Lonely Planet, Comet Vintage, 
Fossils, Pterodaustro, Australopithecus (Fertile Soil 
For Melancholy), Blue Earth and Lutra Lutra Lutra, 
along with collaborative works such as The Castle, 
Lucy 2012 and RW NW PRT M HRW.

Essi Kuokkanen is a painter living and 
working in Helsinki. She is getting her Master’s 
degree from the Academy of Fine Arts in 2019. 
In her paintings she combines the poetic and 
humorous, dark and innocent, imagined and real. 
Kuokkanen is interested in how colours and shapes 
and lines can influence and electrify each other. 
Her works explore the feelings of love, obsessions 
and loneliness, and the gap between the self and the 
other.

Inga Meldere describes her works as being 
about art practices and painting methods. Her 
paintings, installations and prints are the result 
of detailed work with source material, weaving 
together personal and collective memories and 
experiences, art historical quotes and everyday 
imagery. Interested in what she calls “the mood of a 
painting”, Meldere narrates these fragments into her 
works with care and precision, following their lead 
until they reach a focus.

Kim Modig is a sound designer by education 
and artist/unemployed/advisor by societal 
marking. Modig considers their most important art 
experiences to be the following: life lived with the 
production duo Biitsi, the long talks with my friends 
about truth and enemies, and all the beauty created 
and tears shed with Georges & Jennifer & Shawné.

Jani Ruscica currently lives and works 
in Helsinki. Ruscica probes the spaces that 
disconnect various art forms. As a result, one finds 
a multifaceted inquiry into these interim spaces 
and what they have in common. Using a variety of 
mediums - wood cut, sound, video, performance, 
photography and sculpture - his practice investigates 
the ties between interpretation and representation, 
collapsing boundaries of matter, language and 
meaning.

artist

https://www.instagram.com/autreai/
https://www.instagram.com/slowbystrom/?hl=fi
http://www.sorbus.fi
http://susankooi.com
http://echoseashell.com
http://www.jazzclub.cc/
https://www.showroommama.nl/en/projects/815/Lonely-Planet-Susan-Kooi
https://www.mondriaanfonds.nl/pcprofiel/susan-kooi/
http://www.apiceforartists.com/susan-kooi-2/
http://www.apiceforartists.com/susan-kooi-pterodaustro-january-2013-apiceforartists/
http://oldschool.rietveldacademie.nl/project/graduation-
http://oldschool.rietveldacademie.nl/project/graduation-
http://www.apiceforartists.com/susan-kooi-blue-earth-2012/
https://www.showroommama.nl/en/projects/738/Lutra-Lutra-Lutra-the-Renaissance-of-the-Italian-Otter/
http://w139.nl/nl/article/22201/the-castle/
http://w139.nl/nl/article/20900/lucy-2012/
http://www.fonswelters.nl/exhibitions/a_chapter_for_making_transformations_as_part_of_rw_nw_prt_m_hrw/images/galerie_fons_welters_lukas_hoffmann__susan_kooi_a_chapter_for_making_transformations_as_part_of_rw_prt_m_hrw_exhibition_overview_galerie_fons_welters_2015_3
http://essikuokkanen.com
http://meldere.com
https://hampaat.blogspot.com
https://www.are.na/biitsi-portfolio/index
http://janiruscica.com


Hermanni Saarinen utilizes heterogenous 
materials within his works, which can take a 
form of a sculpture or installation. Materials form 
associative networks and interact together creating 
stage like situations. Often a work comes from a 
certain bodily feeling or body posture, like staring 
from a window or resting. Saarinen is interested in 
actions and situations which are usually considered 
unproductive, slow and passive.

Elina Vainio’s works often draw attention to 
conditions that sustain or diminish prospects of 
beings and organisms in their indefinite forms. 
She is a keen amateur student of geology and an 
observer of rock strata, which as veins, bands, beds, 
dunes, and other deposits bear the weight of time 
and stretch our conceptions of it. Lately Vainio has 
also been paying attention to social interactions, 
the power of free association and unforeseen 
connections that arise in exchanges of acceptance 
and openness.

Juha Vehmaanperä is a Finnish knitwear 
designer focusing on handmade crochet pieces 
and industrial knits. His aesthetic is defined by 
bold colors, prints and textures. He is inspired by 
traditional techniques that are often overlooked 
in the mainstream fashion due to large amount of 
working hours involved in the making of garments.

Viktor Koolla is a fresh burst of color in the 
Helsinki drag scene, a real life cartoon character 
known for her energetic performances and vibrant 
visual aesthetic inspired by Bugs Bunny and her 
dead grandmother.

Photos taken between October and November 2018
in Käpylä sports park, Helsinki, Finland. Text and 
images courtesy of Sakari Tervo and the artist.

https://www.hermannisaarinen.com
http://www.elinavainio.com
https://www.instagram.com/juhavehmaanpera/?hl=fi
https://www.instagram.com/viktorkoolla/?hl=fi

