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3. Performing in a space-time allegory: The persona as public image 

 

Christoph Schlingensief | Bitte liebt Österreich. Erste europäische Koalitionswoche (2000) 

 

Christoph Schlingensief’s Bitte liebt Österreich. Erste europäische Koalitionswoche was an 

intermedial and multimedia event that for a week transformed an elegant square in the centre of 

Vienna into an urban stage for confrontation, exchange, and transposition. A number of participants’ 

presence played an integral part in the action’s mechanisms and narrative. In this chapter I will show 

that there is ground to consider them personae; will elaborate on their production of meaning, and 

discuss their possible modes of performance. I will compare a number of impersonal instances that 

play a notable semantic role in this critique of right wing populist anti-immigration sentiments in 

Austria. 

 

3.1 Politics and performance in a pariah state 

In February 2000, Austrian politics surprised the world. After gaining 26,9% of the national vote in 

the legislative election of 3 October 1999 (less than the 33,2% of the social-democratic SPÖ party), 

the conservative ÖVP (Austrian People’s Party) ventured into a coalition with the extreme-right FPÖ 

(Freedom Party Austria), which had also received 26,9% of the votes. FPÖ leader Jörg Haider was 

controversial. Aiming to bring a halt to immigration, for instance, he employed slogans and arguments 

that suggested a certain sympathy for Third Reich policies.
1
 It lead to international uproar, but also 

rendered the ÖVP Western Europe’s “most successful radical right party”.
2
 The coalition was formed 

against election promises made by Austria’s chancellor, ÖVP’s Wolfgang Schüssel, who was 

subsequently faced with mass demonstrations and sanctions by the 14 other member states of the 

European Union.
3
 Austria was soon referred to as Europe’s ‘pariah state’;

4
 Madeleine Albright, then 

US Secretary of State, expressed strong concerns. For a long time after the forming of the coalition, 

large protests were organized in Vienna every Thursday.
5
  

 Roughly at the same time, reality game show Big Brother was screened on the German 

channel RTL2, which is also available and watched widely in Austria. Big Brother was a hit: on 

German television, the show had a unique market share of 28%. Its website was viewed on average by 

3.5 million visitors a day, with peaks running up to 5 million, which made it Europe’s number one 

website.
6
 Its premise? Ten people are placed in a house and are carefully and constantly monitored by 

cameras. The winner of the cash prize is the ‘housemate’ who survives all of the weekly evictions, and 

                                                                 
1 Ruth Wodak and Anton Pelinka have pointed out that one of the FPÖ’s most frequently used anti-immigration slogans, 

‘Stop der Überfremdung’, was forged by Goebbels in 1933. Ruth Wodak and Anton Pelinka, The Haider Phenomenon in 

Austria, New Brunswick/London: Transaction Publishers, 2002, pp. vii–xxvii (xv). Cited in Tara Forrest, ‘Mobilizing the 
Public Sphere: Schlingensief’s Reality Theatre’, Contemporary Theatre Review, 2008, 18:1, pp. 80-113, Accessed through: 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10486800701741543, on 24 April 2014. Lutz Musner reminded of Haider’s forced resignment as 

governor of Carinthia after stating “The Waffen SS was a part of the Wehrmacht and hence it deserves all the honor and 

respect of the army in public life”, and characterizing SS veterans as “people of good character who also stick to their 

convictions, despite the greatest opposition and have remained true to their convictions until today”. Lutz Musner, ‘Memory 
and Globalization: Austria’s Recycling of the Nazi Past and its European Echoes’, New German Critique, 80 (Spring–

Summer 2000), 77–91 (p. 79), cited in: Forrest, ibid. 
2 Terri E. Givens, Voting Radical Right in Western Europe, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005, p. 2. 
3 Ann-Christin Focke, Unterwerfung und Widerstreit: Strukturen einer neuen politischen Theaterästhetik , Munich: Herbert 

Utz Verlag, 2011, p. 85. 
4 Denise Varney, ‘Please Love Austria! - Reforging the Interaction Between Art and Politics’ in: Forrest & Scheer (eds.), 

Christoph Schlingensief. Art without Borders, Bristol, Chicago: Intellect, 2010, p. 105. 
5 See for example Margarita Windisch, ‘Haider, Austria and resistance’, Green Left Weekly 417, accessed through 

https://www.greenleft.org.au/node/21631, on 20 April 2014.  
6 Liesbet van Zoonen, ‘Desire and Resistance: Big Brother in the Dutch Public Sphere’, in: Ernest Mathijs, Janet Jones (ed.) 
Big Brother International: Formats, Critics and Publics, London/New York: Wallflower Press, 2004, pp. 16–24 (p. 17), 

quoted in: Forrest, op. cit. (2008), p. 90, note 3.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10486800701741543
https://www.greenleft.org.au/node/21631
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is the last one left in the house. The popularity can be explained by the show’s groundbreaking degree 

of public interaction: it is the viewer sitting at home who decides who is voted out, and who can stay. 

Every week the viewer votes on his or her least favourite housemate by telephone or text message.  

 In response to these seemingly unrelated phenomena, Christoph Schlingensief developed Bitte 

liebt Österreich, an intricate action set from 11 to 17 June 2000, on the iconic Herbert von Karajan-

Platz next to the Staatsoper in the centre of Vienna. Schlingensief, a film, theatre and television 

director well-known in German-speaking countries for his innovative and controversial modes of 

breaking taboos, was invited by Luc Bondy, one of the directors of the Wiener Festwochen, a cultural 

festival referred to in English as the Vienna Festival. As Bondy explained at a press conference, the 

invitation should be seen as a political statement directed at the political situation.
7
  

 Bitte liebt Österreich is a performance in the sense that it has a basic dramaturgy, covert or 

overt characterization, a script consisting of a number of motifs on which can be improvised, and a 

stage of sorts. In its reception, it has been referred to as Aktion, German language specificity. This 

term positions it within the Austrian tradition of Wiener Aktionismus, where the notion of Aktion 

indicates happenings that challenge repressed ideologies with provocative events. Especially by the 

end of the 1960s the Actionists inserted their performances into everyday life, increasingly questioning 

the artistic or theatrical stage. Joseph Beuys is another important figure in the history of Aktion, and 

has certainly influenced Schlingensief in his employment of the aesthetical within its framework of the 

real.
8
 The intervention of Bitte liebt Österreich is an echo of this. As I will demonstrate, it created a 

stage for making repressed social issues explicit, and transposed the modes of performance and 

spectatorship.  

 Schlingensief elaborated on the premise of Bitte liebt Österreich as follows: “Wir sind 

jedenfalls keine Freunde von Haider und verweisen ausdrücklich und voller Freude auf die Freiheit der 

Kunst. Österreich sitzt im Container, und die Welt schaut zu [...] Der Unterschied zum wirklichen 

Leben ist, dass man im realen Leben nicht anrufen kann, wenn man z.B. Herrn Haider aus dem Land 

wählen will.”
9
 Even in this seemingly sincere quote, one can sense a cheeky tone that is illustrative of 

Schlingensief’s rather bitter sense of irony that permeates nearly all of his public outings, which, as I 

will argue, are more often than not part and parcel of his work.  

For the description of Bitte liebt Österreich, as well as the subsequent analysis, I base myself on Paul 

Poet’s ‘documentary’ film Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, Matthias Lilienthal’s and Claus 

Philipp’s ‘documentation’ Schlingensiefs Ausländer raus, and Denise Varney’s chapter on Bitte liebt 

Österreich in the first all-English edited academic book on Schlingensief.
10

 

 

3.2 Synopsis 

The basic dramaturgy can be described as follows; Schlingensief installed an enclosed compound 

made up of cargo containers, which was said to house twelve asylum seekers.
11

 Deprived of 

individuality but prominently meaningful within Bitte liebt Österreich, they constitute a peculiar set of 

                                                                 
7 Luc Bondy during press conference on Bitte liebt Österreich in Paul Poet, Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 

Austria 2001, Bonus Film GmbH, 90 Min. Documentary on the action. 9min30: “Es ist mich nicht wohl, in ein Land zu 
leben, wo eine konservative Partei als einziges Land in Europa das Tabu gebrochen hat, eine rechtsextremistische Partei in 

ihre Regierung rein zu lassen. Und ich finde, die Festwochen sind ein Podium zu politische Diskussion. Natürlich, wenn 

sölche Dinge passieren muss man Raum geben, über viele Dinge nach zu denken.”  
8 Schlingensief’s 1997 performance My Felt, My Fat, My Hare, at Documenta X, was an interesting direct reference to 

Beuys. Schlingensief and entourage locked themselves into a room barricaded by sandbags, which represented Chancellor 
Kohl as ‘Der Obersandsack’. The gallery text urged to imagine Germany as a large scale theatre performance, with Kohl as 

its obstructing director. After he wrote “Tötet Helmut Kohl” on the door, Schlingensief was arrested. It amounted to a 

scandal, with news media denunciating him as provocateur (not the first time, and certainly not the last).  
9 Christoph Schlingensief cited in: Matthias Lilienthal & Claus Philipp, Schlingensiefs Ausländer raus, Frankfurt am Main: 

Suhrkamp Verlag, 2000, p. 15 
10 Poet 2001; Lilienthal & Philipp, op. cit. (2000); Varney, op. cit. (2010). 
11 It remains unclear whether they were actual asylum seekers or actors. 
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characters. As I will argue later on, they can be considered a collective persona. The installation was 

adorned with references to the FPÖ (election posters, written quotes, and blue flags referring to the 

party’s colour and logo) and the Kronen Zeitung (Austria’s largest newspaper at the time, a right wing 

tabloid that was one of the most prominent public supporters of the FPÖ).
12

 It prominently featured a 

banner saying ‘Ausländer raus’ (fig. 3.1). Each day, two of the asylum seekers would be evicted, not 

only from the container and the ‘show’, but from the country altogether; they would be deported. Like 

in Big Brother, it were the viewers that decided who would stay and who would leave. Voting 

happened through an interactive (‘TED’) phone line and through the specially devised website, 

www.auslaender-raus.at. The website also featured around-the-clock images, shot by various cameras 

installed inside the compound (fig. 3.2). Bitte liebt Österreich could be seen as an online TV show as 

well. TV-screens installed outside of the compound showed the same images, enabling a kind of 

CCTV voyeur opportunity for passers-by. Lastly, there were slits in the otherwise shuttered fencing, 

through which you could see the people on the inside. Excerpts of Haider’s xenophobic speeches were 

broadcast over the square. At the end of each day a spectacular eviction was performed. Accompanied 

by much negative rhetoric, paparazzi, and confusion, two of the asylum seekers would be deported, 

escorted by ‘security staff’ to a Mercedes-Benz that drove them off. 

 Schlingensief himself appeared in public frequently. On-site, sometimes standing on top of the 

containers and sometimes in between the people, he provoked the audience with a curious mixture of 

pseudo right-wing rhetoric and accusations against that very attitude, projected onto the bystanders 

(fig. 3.3). Schlingensief made extensive use of the media as well, and his media appearances can be 

considered part of the extended performance of Bitte liebt Österreich. Moving in and out of various 

modes of performance, Schlingensief’s persona is, to say the least, complex. 

 As part of their daily routine, the compound’s ‘housemates’ could be seen practicing physical 

exercises on the roofs of the containers, enjoying German language classes, going on an accompanied 

excursion to the nearby boutiques, and being visited by prominent figures such as Austrian novelist 

and playwright Elfriede Jelinek. On Friday 16th, the next-to-last-day of the manifestation, a group of 

activists stormed the compound, took down the banner saying ‘Ausländer Raus’ and other 

controversial outings, and defaced the containers with graffiti, spraying mottos like ‘Widerstand’ and 

‘Kampf dem Rassismus’(fig. 3.4). These people who became involved with the performance also 

became part of its critique, maintaining their subjectivity.  

 The next day, the compound was cleaned, the sign was restored, and yet another was hung 

there: ‘Unsere Ehre heisst Treue’, an SS motto expressed earlier that year by FPÖ chairman Ernest 

Windholz.
13

 As yet another extension of Bitte liebt Österreich’s range of performance, Schlingensief 

appeared in ‘Tracht’, Austria’s national costume, inciting the bystanders to vote out “noch eine und 

noch eine und noch eine!”
14

 (fig. 3.5) With this appearance and caricature of nationalism, he 

underscored that the political outlook challenged by the event was not limited to explicit right-wing 

extremism, but concerned a much wider-spread attitude.  

 Thus, Bitte liebt Österreich’s is a nexus of societal themes and motives. It takes place within 

society; its stage is public life itself. Physically it manifested itself in the public sphere and news 

media, and it was simultaneously developed as a viral interactivity of reality TV including its 

‘democratic’ appeal of participation. Schlingensief’s media performance, as well as Paul Poet’s 

‘documentary’ film and Matthias Lilienthal’s and Claus Philipp’s publication (subtitled 

‘Dokumentation’), can be seen as part of the productive space of the work, too. Before discussing the 

                                                                 
12 David Art, The Politics of the Nazi Past in Germany and Austria, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006, pp. 188–

91. 
13 Forrest, op. cit. (2008), p. 94. 
14 Schlingensief in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 1h11m45. 
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various agents that the event revolves around, and situating their relationships in a more schematic 

model, I will elaborate on the most important critical mechanism at play. 

 

3.3 Critical mechanism 

Bitte liebt Österreich’s major semantic strategy is the exacerbated representation of known 

phenomena, expressions, facts, and attitudes, in order to force the public out of the belief that the 

policy of Austria’s coalition is benign. At a certain point in Poet’s film, an aggrieved man can be heard 

shouting that Austrians are the friendliest people in Europe. It is in reaction to this sentiment of naive 

patriotic oblivion that the action seems to have gained its title. The equally grim parodying text on 

Schlingensief’s website concludes with the fake battle cry-cum-campaign slogan “Tötet Europa! Bitte 

liebt Österreich!”  

 This mode of operation had been used before, and has become widely known since Slavoj 

Žižek theorized it as ‘over-identification’. In his discussion of Laibach, a political music group part of 

the Neue Slowenische Kunst collective, notorious for employing fascistic expressions in order to 

contest them, Žižek explains that Laibach “‘frustrates’ the system (the ruling ideology) precisely 

insofar as it is not its ironic imitation, but over-identification with it – by bringing to light the obscene 

superego underside of the system, over-identification suspends its efficiency.”
15

 For example, when 

Novi kolektivizem (‘New Collectivism’, Neue Slowenische Kunst’s design group) submitted a poster 

for Youth Day, a national celebratory day, the origin of the design was a Nazi propaganda design from 

1936.
16

 The jury was not aware of this, and praised the typical imagery as fitting the Yugoslavian 

youth. When the background of the winning submission was made public, controversy was raised and 

the embarrassed authorities cancelled Youth Day.  

 Ian Parker has defined over-identification as a strategy that “takes the system at its word and 

takes the bizarre contradictory demands of the authorities more seriously than the system takes itself, 

so seriously that [the system] cannot bear that knowing participation but cannot refuse it.”
17

 This 

‘taking the system at its word’ is precisely how Schlingensief has explained the operations of Bitte 

liebt Österreich in the ORF TV debate. “Wir produzieren Bilder, die Jörg Haider und seine Parolen 

einfach einmal beim Wort nehmen. Wir haben diese Parolen jetzt als sinnlos entlarvt. Letztendlich 

hätten sie ja nur einen Sinn, wenn sie auch verwirklicht werden. Jetzt werden sie verwirklicht; Europa 

sieht, was wäre wenn...”
18

 Without specifying it further, Schlingensief has referred to this strategy as 

‘Rekapitulation’.
19

 Of course, Haider’s catchphrases are not actually realized. They are merely 

dramatized, and the degree to which Europe could see in Bitte liebt Österreich what Austria would be 

like if Haider were allowed to act out his suppressed ideology, is limited. Schlingensief is aware of 

this when he mentions ‘Bilder’, but at the same time he seems to consider images highly powerful. He 

is proven to be right, as the ‘images’ Bitte liebt Österreich establishes do provoke much attention.  

 The action’s representations of the FPÖ, right-wing rhetoric, populist ways of typecasting 

minorities, or people’s desire to exclude other people, should be seen in this context. Repeating can be 

the most efficient form of ‘Kritik’, or, in the words of Burghart Schmidt, “dass man zu Kritik nicht 

kommentieren muss, sondern, dass reine Zitate ausreichen. Die müssen nur richtig an die richtigen 

Stelle gesetzt zu richtigen Zeit am richtigen Ort erfolgen, dann ist das reine Zitat dessen was man 

                                                                 
15 Slavoj Žižek, ‘Why are Laibach and NSK not Fascists?’. Originally published in M’ARS, Ljubljana: Moderna Galerija, vol. 

3/4, 1993, accessed through: http://archive.today/2us1O#selection-619.17-619.87, on 2 May 2014. 
16 Ian Parker, ‘The truth about over-identification’, in P. Bowman and R. Stamp (eds.), The Truth of Žižek, London: 

Continuum, 2007 pp. 144-160, accessed through: 

http://www.discourseunit.com/papers/parker_papers/2007%20B&S%20Book%20Overidentification.doc, on 2 May 2014. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Lilienthal & Philipp, op. cit. (2000), p. 99 
19 Schlingensief in Alexander Kluge, ‘Theater der Handgreiflichkeit/Christoph Schlingensiefs Wiener Container’, News and 

Stories, SAT 1, 22 October 2000, cited in: Forrest, op. cit. (2007), p. 94. 

http://archive.today/2us1O#selection-619.17-619.87
http://www.discourseunit.com/papers/parker_papers/2007%20B&S%20Book%20Overidentification.doc
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angreift kommentarlos selbstentblößend.”
20

 This revealing does not only apply to citations like 

“Unsere ehre heisst Treue”, it is what Schlingensief appears to attempt with the event in its totality. 

There is a big degree of exaggeration in Bitte liebt Österreich. The ways in which the asylum seekers 

are staged to produce meaning, for example, can hardly be seen as over-identifications in the sense of 

taking “the system at its word and [taking] the bizarre contradictory demands of the authorities more 

seriously than the system takes itself” (to repeat Parker’s words cited above). Although there is bitter 

irony at play rather than seriousness, the staging can be seen as clever, provocative and tendentious 

montages of different elements that are part of the system under critique.  

 Silvija Jestrovic uses neither the term ‘Rekapitulation’ nor ‘over-identification’, but has 

described precisely this. “In a way, the objectification of the asylum seekers in this project could be 

viewed as a deliberate representation of a representation—a mirroring of the way their personal and 

legal identities are embodied, represented, and instrumentalised in society. Seen in this light, it could 

be argued that Schlingensief repeated and exaggerated the pattern of instrumentalisation of asylum 

seekers as a means of social critique—a form of counter-instrumentalisation.”
21

 

 

 

3.4 Christoph Schlingensief 

Christoph Schlingensief is the Bitte liebt Österreich’s linchpin. It is unknown whether Luc Bondy, the 

Wiener Festwochen director, commissioned him in any specific terms. Nor is clear whether that was in 

the capacity of film or theatre director or as game show host, as Schlingensief had been operating 

under each of those titles. His fame transcended any of those specific notions, as the German public 

knew him as a media personality in general. In the context of Bitte liebt Österreich, he often appeared 

in the media embodying what can be regarded a ‘public persona’, and more specifically a provocative 

and politically engaged director. It is clear, however, that Schlingensief was invited individually, and 

on account of his political engagement.
22

 Schlingensief’s personality has an important role in Bitte 

liebt Österreich, as he is not only directing but very much present on the foreground as well. 

‘Performing’ may be the right word in this context, as his appearance is ambiguous. How does 

Schlingensief operate, and which mode of performance applies?  

 Holding either a microphone or a megaphone, Schlingensief directly addresses the crowd, 

standing at eye level or making speeches from the container tops. “Dann enthüllen wir bitte unser 

Transparent, das Motto für alle Touristen, für alle die jetzt hier vorbeikommen, machen sie Fotos 

Japaner, liebe Japaner, liebe Franzosen, liebe Belgier, liebe Amerikaner, machen sie Fotos, Fotos, 

Fotos von diesem Platz. Nehmen sie das mit nach Hause, und zeigen sie es in ihrem Heimatland, 

zeigen sie was hier los ist in Österreich, zeigen sie die Zukunft von Europa, und sagen sie, das ist die 

Wahrheit, das ist die FPÖ, das ist die Kronen Zeitung, das ist Österreich!”
23

 After the banner is 

revealed and the gathered people cheer, Schlingensief shifts to pretending to be a spokesperson for the 

right wing party at stake (and by extension, an embodiment of the xenophobe political outlook in 

general). He presents the project as “präsentiert von der FPÖ in Zusammenarbeit mit der Kronen 

Zeitung. Es ist eine Aktion der FPÖ, die sich hier einen neuen Prototyp einer Kläranlage für Österreich 

vorstellt”.
24

  

                                                                 
20 Burghart Schmidt in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 32min15. Schmidt explains this in relation to Bitte liebt 

Österreich, but referring to Walter Benjamin’s method.  
21 Silvija Jestrovic, ‘Performing Like an Asylum Seeker: Paradoxes of Hyper-Authenticity’, unpublished article, accessed 

through Warwick University, http://wrap.warwick.ac.uk/135/2/WRAP_Jestrovic_asylum_paper_kraca_verzija.pdf, on 1 May 

2014. 
22 Bondy in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container.  
23 Schlingensief in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 8min05.  
24 Schlingensief in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 14min. “Das ist das Neue meine Damen und Herren. Das ist 

‘Ausländer raus’, das ist Wien, das ist Nazi. Das bist du, das bin ich. Das sind S/sie. Meine Damen und Herrn, diese 

http://wrap.warwick.ac.uk/135/2/WRAP_Jestrovic_asylum_paper_kraca_verzija.pdf
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  In a televised broadcast in October 2000, Schlingensief clarified his mode of speaking as an 

enacted character with Haider as model. “Ich nehme Haider-Sätze und ich sage einfach mal: ‘Ich 

spiele Haider durch’. Das war die Grundidee von diesem Container.”
25

 On location, Schlingensief 

produces parallels to the public images his targets, FPÖ and Kronen Zeitung in particular, employ. 

“Sie können jetzt hier kostenlos herein gehen, kommen sie, meine Damen und Herrn, gehen sie jetzt 

hier rein, hinten in die Peep Show, und schauen Sie sich Ihren Asylbewerber an. Es ist absolut 

kostenlos.”
26

 Here, Schlingensief is simulating to consider the middle class citizen who needs to save 

money (‘kostenlos’). He addresses the same middle class citizen that election posters address when 

promising lower rents and lower costs for electricity, speaking to the same consumer that the Kronen 

Zeitung tries to seduce with photos of women in lingerie (‘Peep Show’), and connects it to the more 

radical idea that an individual could be someone’s property (‘Ihren Asylbewerber’) to look at and to 

decide over as an inferior object. This parodying enactment is provocative, notably in the context of 

the site’s scenography, with the ‘Ausländer raus’ sign and other right-wing incentives. This enacting 

mode implies Schlingensief’s presence is performance but not unambiguously.  

Schlingensief does not restrict himself to the role of provocateur, as he easily turns to a more natural 

mode, for example to actively enter into dialogue with the bystanders. Schlingensief’s mode of 

performance on location, in other words, shifts back and forth between enactment and a more natural 

attitude. This recalls Mauss’ ambiguous convergence of naturalness and character in his conception of 

persona.  

 In a particularly expressive act, this strategic pendulation between direct and affected 

articulations evokes one of Brecht’s chief operations of epic theatre: the simultaneous enactment and 

demonstration of a character.
27

 Schlingensief points at random people, accusing them in an enacted 

paranoid fashion of looking like Nazis, being Nazis, wondering whether they have “irgendwelche 

Strahlen in den Augen, sind da komische Haken?”,
28

 only to seamlessly continue his performance 

explaining the impersonation: “Das ist Film, meine Damen und Herrn, das ist die Zukunft der 

Produktion der Bilder die Österreich absolut nicht braucht.”
29

 Instead of explaining he is parodying a 

suspicious xenophobia, Schlingensief turns to film. Since the people on location are surrounded by 

cameras and other instances that stage the event, film is a logical trope in the situation. It allows for a 

reflection on the production and experience of a paranoid xenophobe culture of accusation.
30

 However, 

Schlingensief does not change his intonation, body language or mise-en-scène in any way during this 

shift in modes. On the one hand, this enhances the estranging nature of the situation, a case of 

Verfremdungseffekt that triggers the audience to question the staged accusations. On the other hand, 

Schlingensief is present here in character as well as himself, in order to demonstrate his enacted 

parody and let the spectators reflect on it. His performance can thus be situated in the tradition of the 

                                                                                                                                                                                                           
Produktion wird ihn präsentiert von der FPÖ in Zusammenarbeit mit der Kronen Zeitung. Es ist eine Aktion der FPÖ, die sich 

hier einen neuen Prototyp einer Kläranlage für Österreich vorstellt.”  
25 Schlingensief in Alexander Kluge, ‘Theater der Handgreiflichkeit/Christoph Schlingensiefs Wiener Container’, News and 

Stories, SAT 1, 22 October 2000, cited in: Forrest, op. cit. (2008), p. 94. 
26 Idem. 
27 Brecht, ‘Alienation Effects in Chinese Theatre’, op. cit. (1936), pp. 91-99.  
28 Schlingensief in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 19min. 
29 Ibid. 
30 This seems to be used here in various more and less ironic or metaphoric ways. Firstly, as something that is fictional, he 
seems to be reassuring the bystanders that it is only film what they are seeing and hearing, something fake (which is not 

entirely true, his irony implies). Secondly, he stresses the power of representation through images, staking Austria’s 

reputation. Related to that, he warns (referring to the future) for the problematical attention for symptoms (representations) 

when the actual problems (social injustice) are repressed. Thirdly, relating film to the production of images, Schlingensief 

points at the staged and scripted nature of images of reality, and therefore to the conditions that shape perception. 
Representation and production, not only of images but also, as Schlingensief appears to see them implied in one another, of 

ways of dealing with others. 
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Brechtian epic actor who demonstrated his enactments and prevailed his own persona over its 

characters. 

 

Schlingensief provokes not only through the development of a parody, but also through the use of 

radicalized rhetoric from his usual side of the ideological spectrum. On the second day of the action, 

he made the following statement on the subject of the the Ausländer raus-sign: “Ihre Koalition, die 

Koalition die Sie gewählt haben, lässt es zu dass so eine Parole mitten in Wien für zweienhalb Tage 

herumhängt. Für zweienhalb Tage lässt die ÖVP und die SPÖ zu dass so eine Parole da hängen bleibt. 

Wie bescheuert muss ihre Koalition sein, wenn sie so ein Schild hängen lässt? [...] Warum wird diese 

Koalition nicht tatsächlich ernst genommen von Ihnen? Sie muss weg! Sie muss absolut weg und zwar 

blitzschnell!”
31 Since the local government surely would not remove the sign out of the fear to be 

accused of censorship, Schlingensief uses the sacrosanct immunity of art to force (or provoke, in the 

case of this citation) the entire political spectrum to engage in a public debate.  

 A number of Schlingensief’s mediated public appearances, such as a press conference with 

Luc Bondy, and another one with Peter Sloterdijk, rendered Bitte liebt Österreich a ‘media event’. A 

particularly remarkable television debate was recorded and broadcasted during the Wiener Festwochen 

by the Austrian channel ORF, with Schlingensief and the spokespersons for culture of Vienna’s FPÖ, 

ÖVP, and Green Party: Heidemaire Unterrainer, Gerhard Salcher and Friedrun Huemer respectively. 

Schlingensief defended Bitte liebt Österreich throughout the discussion, never from the fragile 

position of someone in defence but constantly re-calibrating himself into the perspective of accuser. In 

an interesting example, he reverses the accusations of provocation: “Das, was wir machen, ist eine 

Selbstprovokation – eine leere Fläche, auf die projizieren Sie Ihr Bild drauf – Ihren Film –, und Sie 

haben pausenlos das Problem, dass sich die Bilder gegen Sie selbst kehren.” The event is all but an 

empty screen, and whoever is in front of it, is responsible for what he sees. In the context of the 

television debate this, however, also takes on an almost literal meaning, as the imagery reiterated by 

Bitte liebt Österreich is derived from the imagery of the political parties present at the table: the FPÖ 

and the Kronen Zeitung.  

 Schlingensief expressed often provocative opinions and arguments that sometimes not even 

correspond to one another, interrupted his interlocutors constantly, often lashing out at them in 

passing, and rarely answered a question. Thomas Mießgang observed that “Schlingensief führte den 

vielen TV-Talkern, die schon in die Haider-Falle gegangen sind, vor, wie man solche rhetorischen 

Marschflugkörper am besten entschärft: Gar nicht auf Kampfansagen eingehen, sondern so lange und 

so laut dazwischenquatschen, bis die ganze ‘Debattee’ in einem Karneval intelligiblen Geschreis 

implodiert.”
32

 

 

Schlingensief demonstrates that, as a media personality, he knows very well how to manipulate 

mediated events. Such a manipulative, calculated and cheeky mode implies a form of performance 

comparable to Auslander’s performance persona. His ‘character’ is not as easily named or titled, and 

less confined by profession than Unterrainers’ expectable act, but still it is a conscious counterpoint of 

his public persona. Schlingensief’s presence is also strikingly different when in dialogue at the 

containers, where he seems genuinely concerned.
33

 

 Richard Schmitz (ÖVP), Vienna’s former chairman of the city centre, characterizes 

Schlingensief’s media performance as follows: “Er ist ein ganz geschickter Selbstvermarkter. Und es 

gibt halt Medien die glauben das er irgendwas grossartiges erreichen wird. Es war hier so, es war auch 

                                                                 
31 Schlingensief in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 28min50. 
32 Thomas Mießgang, ‘Sprachloses volk’, Die Zeit, 15 Juni 2000, accessed on 2 May 2014, through: 
http://www.zeit.de/2000/25/200025.schlingensief.xml, n.p. 
33 Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, around minute 49, for example.  

http://www.zeit.de/2000/25/200025.schlingensief.xml
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am Wolfgangsee, wie er dort mit den Arbeitslosen aufgetaucht ist, es war hier nichts, und es war am 

Wolfgangsee nichts. Wirklich nichts. Ich hab dann sehr gestaunt wie ich die Medien gesehen hab, die 

Medienberichterstattung, es war sehr gut fotografiert.”
34

 There is nothing, really, he says, but the way 

it is staged and mediatised turns it into something expansive. Interestingly, Schmitz seems to speak 

about Schlingensief’s persona in the same breath as about his work. The action becomes an event 

through the ample use of mediation, but that does not render it a spectacle in the Situationist sense of a 

one-directional signification and passive reception. On the contrary, Schlingensief’s use of the media 

is successful because it effects response. His performance (be it natural or enacted) and that of his 

entourage, certainly make an active contribution to this. 

 Still, Schlingensief appears as a very natural and reasonable man as well. Outside of the 

performance’s original framework but within a significant carrier of meaning, Paul Poet’s film 

documenting Bitte liebt Österreich, Schlingensief offers commentary. He is seated in a domestic 

environment and comments on the events. Although this situation is very obviously a public one, 

Schlingensief seems more at ease while speaking out in an immediate unaffected fashion than during 

the project itself. For example, he explains that disproportion of economic circumstances can lead to 

xenophobia as an outlet. In Austria Jörg Haider affirmatively uses this mechanism. What seems to 

strike Schlingensief most is that he does so with very little intelligence.
35

 Or later, on the idea of 

having a real impact, he explains with the authority of someone who knows exactly where his 

potential lies. “Mich interessiert an diesen Ding wirklich verschiedene Systeme aufzufordern 

gemeinsam zu Tanzen. Und das ist dann das Bild. Und das Bild ist da, sechs Tage lang. Und es steht 

auch noch in zehn Jahren da und in hundert Jahren steht es da. Aber ob das die Welt verändert hat oder 

einzelne Menschen, das ist überhaupt nicht relevant. Weil nämlich die, die das vorwerfen letzendlich 

die Welt garantiert nicht veränderen. “
36

 

  Although he comes across as sincere and unaffected, he still speaks about the project in his 

role as a politically engaged theatre maker. It is probably safe to say Schlingensief is indeed sincere in 

these monologues, but that does not equal an immediate and objective view of someone – if that is 

even a possibility. The domestic environment, which triggers the viewer to provisionally suppose 

Schlingensief is seen at his own home, adds to the suggestion of genuineness of his performance (fig. 

3.6). The setting brings the attention to his private and professional life outside of the Bitte liebt 

Österreich project. In that respect, Schlingensief’s political engagement, cultivation, and his later 

professorship (in 2009, he was appointed as ‘Universitätsprofessor Kunst in Aktion’ at the Hochschule 

für Bildende Künste in Braunschweig) are part of the background from which he speaks here. Even if 

he and Poet might not be consciously manipulating anything, those elements of Schlingensief’s public 

image are successfully employed precisely because the spectator takes the casual mise-en-scène as 

genuine.  

 Schlingensief’s performance in Tracht, although caricatured, is not radically different from his 

behaviour on location. It shows the continuum of degrees of performance that can be perceived: from 

relatively ‘unmasked’ expressions like the domestic close-up monologues in Paul Poet’s documentary, 

to a statement like “Der Unterschied zum wirklichen Leben ist, dass man im realen Leben nicht 

anrufen kann, wenn man z.B. Herrn Haider aus dem Land wählen will” , which is illustrative of 

Schlingensief’s media performance, and at the far end of the spectrum, a highly constructed attitude 

that Schlingensief embodies during a major portion of his time on camera. The methods of over-

identification and ‘Rekapitulation’ that he uses, in Schlingensief’s case implies a Brechtian persona, 

used to present his subjectivity and demonstrate his enactment at the same time, as an ‘epic’ actor.  

                                                                 
34 Ibid., 29min30 
35 Schlingensief in ibid., 11min.  
36 Schlingensief in ibid., 1h15min30.  
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 The distinction between his enactments (however small and incorporated) and a more natural 

mode is often difficult to make, as his presence incorporates and embodies the dynamics completely. 

This reminds not only of the ambiguity Mauss has demonstrated to be essential to the understanding of 

persona, it is especially worthy of Auslander’s notion of the performance persona. A continuity 

maintains the performer recognisable, but different characters can be discerned. Also Auslander’s 

observation that a performance persona is a construct which is often difficult to discern from any ‘real 

person’ behind it rings true. In that respect, the impenetrability that Jung’s early Schopenhauer-

inspired persona represents is noteworthy here. It becomes visible in the apparent genuineness of his 

intimate interviews for Poet’s film, as his ostensible sincerity only makes one wonder more whether 

this may be a role, too. This is comparable to the theatrically conceptual idealistic persona that Beuys 

embodied, which Schlingensief recalls to a degree, but without the mythic rituals, and any self-

mystification located in a decidedly different mode of performance – apparently much more natural, 

that is. This is also connected to Jung’s later understanding that one may become his professional 

persona when embraced with enough ambition.  

 Speaking of Beuys, Schlingensief’s performance recalls Buchloh’s criticism of the former 

publically and spectacularly performing the role of the artist. In relation to the artist’s public persona, 

Buchloh specifically rejects the way Beuys publically enacted “travesties” of various roles in his 

capacity of artist.
37

 Schlingensief comparably integrates the roles of the game show host and that of 

the populist politician within his performance persona. Coincidentally, Buchloh is in the same lecture 

critical of another Beuys characteristic that relates to Bitte liebt Österreich as well: Beuys’ engaging in 

a public discourse of mourning, rendering mourning a collective act (a spectacle, perhaps) while it 

should be individually experienced. While Schlingensief most certainly engages in public discourse, 

and seemingly spectacularly so, he does create an actual debate, where indeed everyone is allowed 

(supposed even) to engage on his or her own behalf, to construct an individual experience, and help 

shape a collective experience, as the performance was open and open-ended.  

 Independently from any notion from the provisional demarcation of persona, it seems that 

Schlingensief’s enactments are to a degree constitutive of the public persona that gives them 

continuity. Public reactions, such as Schmitz’ comments on Schlingensief’s work, attest this 

mechanism, as well as the way his public persona has been shaped by provocative performances (see 

note 95 on My Felt, My Fat, My Hare, for example). 

 

3.5 Asylum seekers 

The asylum seekers form a major site of signification within Bitte liebt Österreich. Since the public is 

supposed to be able to decide over their fates, their subordination is the dramatized device for 

reflection on ways of treating asylum seekers in a national or cultural context. The asylum seekers are 

performing in the sense that they obey a choreography of procedures, and that they are recorded 24 

hours a day. How are they staged, how do they perform, and to what degree do they constitute a 

collective persona?  

 

The asylum seekers in Bitte liebt Österreich do not partake in any kind of public interaction, nor are 

they interviewed in Poet’s film. This silencing seems to be a reflection of the marginal existence of the 

general illegal alien, a figure who can only be there as a mute Other. Within the container compound 

the gaze of the general public is allowed to follow them, but they cannot see the intruder, nor speak up. 

                                                                 
37 “To what extent Beuys needed to publically perform the role of the artist as a travesty of the role of the redeemer or as a 

travesty of the Führer and the leader, the hero, the cult figure, the one that claims the legacy of the great figures of the past, 

becomes instantly evident if one compares other artists of his generation who disappear completely behind their work and 
whose work publically defies the transformation of the artist into the so-called public persona.” Buchloh, op. cit. (2001), pp. 

88-9. 
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When the asylum seekers undergo German language classes and PE, exposed on the roofs of the 

containers, this seems a reference to the enforced assimilation and naturalization of the Other in the 

contemporary Western world. When deported and led away by professionally looking security guards, 

the asylum seekers hold a copy of Kronen Zeitung – often showing women in lingerie – in front of 

their faces to divert the eagerly flashing cameras capturing their faces. In so doing, they refer to 

criminals who do the same thing to prevent from being recognized (fig. 3.7). This image constitutes an 

emblem of sorts that, so the embodied metaphor argues, would be applied to him: a xenophobic agent 

performatively projects an image of inferiority or evil upon the face of the unknown subject. A classic 

example of Brechtian Gestus, the act over-identifies and materializes racist attitudes, and renders him 

a personification of xenophobia rather than of the foreigner. The asylum seekers are not only muted, 

marginalized, objectified, subordinated, and criminalized (fig. 3.8).
38

 Wearing wigs and appearing 

trashy in various ways, they are ridiculed as well.
39

 Albeit in a heavily dramatized way, 

Schlingensief’s mode of staging the asylum seekers can be described as Parker’s ‘knowing 

participation’ to the mechanisms of the repressed ideology that is subject of the social critique.  

 The identities of the so-called asylum seekers are shrouded in mist. Their situation is so 

explicitly staged that one wonders whether they really are asylum seekers at all. The motif of eviction 

and deportation is obviously false. The authorities would never support or allow such an operation. 

Likewise, the asylum seekers may simply be actors. Yet, Poet’s film documents an apparently very 

candid discussion where the camera happens to be present, or so it seems. One of Schlingensief’s crew 

members explains to someone else how the asylum seekers will not all of a sudden be free when they 

are taken out of the containers by the activists who stormed the compound, that they do not even speak 

German, that they might have thought to get killed. “Was denkt ihr denn, die können gar kein 

Deutsch! Das Getrampel danachst, die haben doch gedacht die werden jetzt umgebracht hier?!”
40

 It 

looks like the figures are actual asylum seekers – be it staged and instructed in order to function within 

the dramaturgy. This is supported by a note in Lilienthal’s and Philipp’s ‘documentation’, stating that 

the identities of the asylum seekers should be protected and that fictitious biographies should be 

written.
41

  

 The true identity of the ‘asylum seekers’ does not make much difference in the operation of 

Bitte liebt Österreich. In the words of a journalist who states that they are actors but at the same time 

realizes that this is not the point: “Dass es sich bei den ‘Asylwerbern’ um Schauspieler handelt, mag 

die Hardcore-Fans von Schlingensief enttäuschen, dem Erfolg des Projektes tut es keinen Abbruch.”
42

 

Important is the fact that, either way, within the performance’s dramaturgy the ‘asylum seekers’ stage 

their roles in a mode of enactment. They need to be identifiable as asylum seekers for the dramaturgy 

to function. Moreover, their being ‘unknown’ is significant to the extent that as such, they are more 

explicitly positioned in a role as social outcasts. Thirdly, by actively maintaining the possibility that 

both of these interpretations is valid, Schlingensief generated as much public debate as possible, which 

was probably one of his main goals to begin with, and forces the public to reflect on the relation 

between the action and its ideological background.  

                                                                 
38 For an informative account of Brechtian Gestus, see: Peter Brooker, ‘Key words in Brecht’s theory and practice of theatre’, 

in: Peter Thomson, Glendyr Sacks (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Brecht, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 

219-222. 
39 Schlingensief has a preference for trashy aesthetics and weird sense of entertainment. Especially in his films from the 

1990s, he had a tendency to make his actors look funny. In that sense, dressing his ‘performers’ up like this can be considered 
reflexive self-mockery. 
40 Anonymous (Aino Laberenz?) in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 1h00min40 
41 Lilienthal & Philipp, op. cit. (2000), pp. 95-96, 102-103. The invented identities of the twelve asylum seekers are: Gong 

Xiaowei (China), Nerem Njawé (Cameroon), Teresa Beqiri (Kosovo), Wole Osifo (Nigeria), Leila El-Hashimi (Iraq), Eugen 

Major (Zimbabwe), Dumiso Mungoshi (Zimbabwe), Ramus Pivok (Albanese from Kosovo), Zhu Qiang (China), Ranil 
Shunta (Sri Lanka), Jahanshah Alvandi (Albania), Sema Kolat (Kurdistan). 
42 Mießgang, op. cit. (2000), n.p. 
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 Because of their ambivalence the ‘asylum seekers’ are a two-way target: not only the target of 

populist public sentiments but also a ‘counter-identified’ target to indirectly aim at those very 

sentiments. Varney argues that they “can be productively viewed as historical subjects rather than 

individuals.”
43

 Any reference to Foucault’s historical subject seems false, as the latter indicates a mode 

of perceiving selfhood as unstable historical phenomenon, changing itself and modified by things 

outside of itself – as opposed to Varney describing a quality that can be ascribed to an individual.
44

 

Varney’s understanding seems congruent with Daston and Sibum’s ‘universally recognised type’, in 

this case used not as a vehicle of transformativity for rendering selfhood, but as site of signification, 

performing within Schlingensief’s critique.  

 A similar mechanism of the indirect, counter-identified target is visible in Martijn 

Engelbregt’s Regoned Illegalenformulier (‘Illegal Alien Form’, 2003).
45

 A letter that bears enough 

traces of formality to pass for official was delivered at 200.608 Amsterdam households, asking to fill 

out information about any illegal aliens that the receiver should be acquainted with. The project 

appears to render implied subjects victims of an exclusion policy. Xenophobe sentiments are over-

identified through the signifiers of repressed collaboration and power (the “obscene superego 

underside of the system”, in Žižek’s words). The implied illegal aliens are the critical device on which 

the strategy depends.  

 Also in Bitte liebt Österreich, the asylum seekers are reduced to archetypes. As a collective of 

homogeneous ‘culturally recognised types’, they function as a site of signification, subordinate to the 

praxis of Schlingensief’s critique in which they perform. They have lost their individuality and agency 

so they can – possibly as an over-identified and heavily exaggerated model of reality – be considered a 

collective signifier for a group of individuals who have lost their subjectivity in a society that submits 

them to its power. Their ambiguity implies the necessity to consider them partly as natural asylum 

seekers while the obvious dramatization of commonplaces of xenophobia implies enactment. They 

exist in between identity and image, in between in between public and aesthetic conceptions of 

persona, which makes them perfect examples of the ambiguities of persona according to all discussed 

notions (except for Brecht’s demonstrative one). This is to say that within Bitte liebt Österreich (and 

possibly as over-identification of the targeted ideology), the ‘asylum seekers’ are a collective persona, 

a collective signifier, rather than sovereign subjects. The security crew embodies their natural and 

theatrical foil. Their mode of performance can equally be interpreted as simultaneously following the 

performance’s basic script and improvising on their role on basis of their own experience. 

 Since the word ‘persona’ etymologically corresponds with ‘mask’, an interesting case of over-

identification occurs in their gesture of holding a tabloid in front of their face when being led out of 

the compound. The asylum seeker persona enacts a coded gesture, one that associates him with 

criminality and subordination, perhaps guilt and embarrassment. The over-identification of the persona 

with what threatens her in her subjective integrity is doubled by the circumstance that the viewer does 

not know her nature. The re-enactment of stereotypes of asylum seekers is a performance, independent 

from the subjects’ nature. The circumstance that they are recognised as such could be described as a 

performance of embodiment. And the staged but establishing and recognisable signs of repression 

demonstrate the performative production of the asylum seeker as social figures or cultural types.  

 

3.6 Anonymous right-wing sentiment figures 

Another group of people whose degree of performance is difficult to establish are figures who seem to 

be actors around the containers re-enacting right-wing sentiments. They are clearly visible in Paul 

Poet’s collages, topsy-turvy montages like a culture-jammed tableau (fig. 3.9). As cover image of his 

                                                                 
43 Varney op. cit., p. 112 
44 See: Clare O’Farrell, Michel Foucault, London: Sage Publications, 2005, p. 111. 
45 http://www.egbg.nl/?id=1299595344.  

http://www.egbg.nl/?id=1299595344
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film they have become icons of the action. The cheap quality of this image can be seen as a metaphor 

for the artificial montage of different personae, characters and representations by Bitte liebt Österreich 

as a whole. 

  One of the most striking examples is a seemingly mentally handicapped man dressed up with 

his brown suit full of medals, a military looking cap and an Austrian flag, calling “Aus mit den 

Ausländern”, and while waving the flag and unintelligibly mumbling, gesticulating to cut someone’s 

throat (fig. 3.10).
46

 It is tempting to think of him as an actor, as he constitutes a character that – 

intentionally or not – fits within Schlingensief’s critique very well. He is walking around wearing a 

crutch sort of walking stick, which does not reassure any assumption that this is a natural act. He could 

function as a personification of militaristic nationalist nostalgia clad in mental derangement. If he is 

indeed an actor, it is an interesting case of ‘delegated performance’, as Claire Bishop has termed the 

strategy, because Schlingensief quite often works with mentally handicapped people.
47

 The 

involvement of mentally handicapped people in other events were acts of affirmative delegated 

performance. Here, however, the employment of a relatively innocent individual who cannot be held 

fully responsible for his actions would be an instrument to point out the influence of nationalist and 

neo-fascist ideas on the totality of the social fabric.  

 A similar figure is a woman in a tent dress of sorts making faces and shouting “Ausländer 

raus, Piefkes raus!” hysterically and continuously, her voice affectedly broken. Their appearance is 

ambiguous and excludes a condition neither of natural identity nor of enactment. As culturally 

recognisable types, it seems safe to suggest that they fit in the provisional demarcation of persona as 

outlined in the introduction. Yet, they can be more specifically interpreted as ambivalent figures that 

function as elements of Schlingensief’s critique, constituting ‘codified morals’ that could incite 

bystanders and other spectators to consider how a manifest or repressed ideology shapes its 

subordinate subjects. However, they are not major agents in Bitte liebt Österreich as a whole.  

 

3.7 Representations of xenophobia 

Representations and images are important agents in Schlingensief’s strategy. In Poet’s film, he 

explains how he has very little understanding for peace groups or resistance fighters, not even the 

sympathetic ones. On the contrary, Schlingensief explains his strategy as an apparatus for image 

disruption: “Wenn mich etwas ärgert, wenn irgendetwas nicht stimmt, dann habe ich gefälligst dafür 

zu sorgen, dass das Bild das sich darstellt, als ein gesäubertes und verständnisvolles Bild, gestört wird. 

Also es ist eine Bilderstörungsmaschine gewesen.”
48

 Schlingensief’s key to social issues is the image, 

or more generally the public representation with which unjust practices are disguised as pure and 

reasonable. To distort this image seems to have been one of the major functions of Bitte liebt 

Österreich.  

 There are various FPÖ-related expressions. Most striking are the FPÖ flags prominently on 

display, but there are also FPÖ election posters with Jörg Haider’s image on the walls of the 

containers. As a daily morning chorus excerpts of Haider’s speeches are broadcast, such as this one, 

where Haider asks a cheering crowd what they think of immigrants: “[...] haben diese Drogenhändler 

an unserer Jugend verbrochen, welche Familien haben sie ruiniert, wieviel Kinder haben sie kaputt 

gemacht? Dies muss glaube ich die Linie sein um die es geht [...]”.
49

The sound bites are taken from the 

kind of broadcast that is specifically coded with nationalism, collective veneration of the speaker and 

                                                                 
46 Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 17min10. 
47 Claire Bishop, ‘Outsourcing Authenticity? Delegated Performance in Contemporary Art’, in: Double Agent, exh. cat. 

Institute of Contemporary Arts London, 2008, pp. 110-125. Change 2000, for example, was an extensive action in which a 

political party was set up to participate in the 1998 German elections. It set out to be an inclusive party which placed all kinds 

of usually marginalized people on the foreground. 
48 Schlingensief in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 17min40. 
49 Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 12min30. 



Jesse van Winden | Destabilising Critique: Personae in between self and enactment 

Research master dissertation, VU University Amsterdam, 2014 

 

34 
 

indiscriminate acceptance of the allegedly shared ideals. Haider’s amplified words form a grotesque 

contrast with the posh, classical, and otherwise still quiet square. Posters with isolated quotes like 

“Wien darf nicht Chicago werden - FPÖ”; “In Österreich gibt es 300.000 Arbeitslose und 300.000 

offizielle Ausländer. -Haider”. The use of the sign with the SS motto ‘Unsere Ehre heisst Treue’ as an 

intensification in reaction to the assault of the containers, indicates an appropriation of a war of 

representation fought out in the public sphere. 

 The reference to the right-wing tabloid Kronen Zeitung is made explicit by a large banner with 

the logo that hangs under the ‘Ausländer raus’ sign. It has been referred to as ‘Zentralorgan des 

enragierten Kleinbürgers’
50

, as ‘hegemonialen Tageszeitung’
51

, and in Poet’s film it is characterized as 

“Weltweit grösstes printmonopol einer Tageszeitung. 1 million Auflage bei 8 millionen Bevölkerung. 

43,4% Reichweite”
52

. Philosopher Burghart Schmidt argues that “Im Hintergrund aller österreichische 

Entwicklungen steht Dichand mit ‘der Krone’.”
53

 David Art has demonstrated that Kronen Zeitung 

was one of the most prominent supporters of the FPÖ.
54

 As both a carrier of the xenophobic spirit and 

a symbol of its powerful presence in society, Kronen Zeitung amounts to enough reason for 

Schlingensief to choose it as a main target. 

 Despite this ostensible emphasis on the FPÖ/ÖPV coalition and Kronen Zeitung, Bitte liebt 

Österreich targeted the entire political sphere and specifically the nationalist and conservative minds. 

The Mercedes-Benz that drove off the deported asylum seekers was adorned with the Austrian coat of 

arms, and in an early draft, Schlingensief planned to have a real preacher serving mass at the container 

compound.
55

  

 

There are three other major impersonal frames of signification in Bitte liebt Österreich: its location in 

Vienna, the container compound as its stage, and the Big Brother motif. I will discuss these before 

elaborating on the role of public supporters and the general public.  

 

3.8 Location 

The intervention of Bitte liebt Österreich consisted – if conceptualized applying Kati Röttger’s notion 

of urban intervention – in creating a stage within this political and ethical public sphere that enables 

concrete political, economic and social agency.
56

 Stage here is to be understood as an interruption, a 

discontinuity in the constant flux of singularities and action that constitute the urban space. A space-

time that is opened up in which public space is compressed and actors and spectators transpose. It may 

not be able to effect catharsis, but is able to reverse, as the dramatic moment of peripeteia, the status 

quo, even temporarily. Bitte liebt Österreich can thus be considered the simultaneous aesthetization of 

Vienna’s public space as theatrical stage and the realization of intentional action into responsitivity 

and dialogue – the realization of an enactment into a ‘Geschehen’, something that is happening 

historically. But what sort of urban space was this, and how exactly did the spatiotemporal 

discontinuity of the stage operate? 

 Bitte liebt Österreich was a highly site-specific action. Its location on the Herbert von Karajan-

Platz that is defined by the Wiener Staatsoper and Hotel Sacher as Vienna’s epicentre of bourgeois 

tradition was invaded by the motley montage of containers, flags, mottos, and the disembodied 

                                                                 
50 Mießgang, op. cit. (2000), n.p. 
51 Diedrich Diederichsen, ‘Shortcuts – zu Christoph Schlingensiefs Bitte, liebt Österreich!’, in: Texte zur Kunst, Nr. 39 / 

September 2000, p. 98. 
52 Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 16min. 
53 Burghardt Schmidt in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 16min14.  
54 David Art?, The Politics of the Nazi Past in Germany and Austria, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006, pp. 188–

91. 
55 Lilienthal & Philipp, op. cit. (2000), p. 20. 
56 Kati Röttger, ‘Stadt als Bühne’, in: Doreen Hartmann, Inga Lemke, Jessica Nitsche (eds.), Interventionen. 

Grenzüberschreitungen in Ästhetik, Politik und Ökonomie, München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 2012, pp. 127-137. 
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presence of Haider through the amplification of his xenophobic speeches. Austria’s proud and rich 

culture was radically confronted with its repressed ideological underside of racism and latent neo-

fascism (to borrow Žižek’s parlance once more).  

 The stage of the intervention was built up of container modules surrounded by a fence and 

roofed with a stage. The motive of the container is a ready-made gestic device: as adapted from the 

Big Brother format it could have been a rather meaningless physical structure supporting the action’s 

concepts and logistics. On the contrary, it is full of connotations that play a part in the cynical portrait 

of the reality of asylum seekers. The container can be seen as a metaphor for deportation, as many real 

refugee centres are commonly known to have housing built of cheap ‘container’ modules. At the same 

time it situates the phenomenon of immigration and deportation within the context of the commodity 

culture, as symbolized by the sea container as metaphor for international trade. As the containers host 

‘illegal aliens’, the connotation with human traffic shows up easily, known to occur in trucks, 

containers and other industrial means of transportation.  

 In an early form, the performance’s subtitle was Erste europäische Konzentrationswoche, 

(later replaced with Erste europäische Koalitionswoche).
57

 Schlingensief clearly anticipated on a 

reference to Nazi concentration camps. Also in Poet’s film this forms part of the frame of reference, as 

a voiceover in the introduction states that while the EU enforced sanctions over the extreme-right wing 

coalition, people in Brussels could be heard asking “Sollen wir warten bis sie wieder 

Konzentrationslager aufstellen?”
58

  

 As Jan Jagodzinski has pointed out, Schlingensief’s asylum seekers are similar to the Eight 

people paid to remain inside cardboard boxes (1999-2000), whom Santiago Sierra paid minimal 

wages to sit in a box, fifty days long, for hours a day.
59

 The gallery visitors were confronted with this 

allegory of the conditions on which their own relative wealth depended. In that sense, the emphasis on 

the Austrian coalition as occasion and target of Bitte liebt Österreich is misleading, since asylum 

seekers in ‘containered’ conditions waiting for deportation were an existent international phenomenon.  

 When Schlingensief invited the audience into the compound, he characterizes it as a peep 

show: “Sie können jetzt hier kostenlos herein gehen, kommen sie, meine Damen und Herrn, gehen sie 

jetzt hier rein, hinten in die Peep Show, und schauen Sie sich Ihren Asylbewerber an.” To call the 

asylum seekers your asylum seekers, to be regarded as property of the Austrian people provided the 

containers with overtones of slave ships and nineteenth-century ‘human zoos’.  

 

3.9 Big Brother 

The Big Brother phenomenon is heavily referenced in Bitte liebt Österreich. The use of camera 

surveillance (CCTV, web streaming, and peepholes in the containers) refers both to Big Brother’s 

surveillance paradigm and to the coalition’s view of foreigners as a threat to national security.
60

 As a 

TV show, Big Brother was never a critical phenomenon in its own right. Its namesake, the personage 

of the all-seeing symbolic dictator figure in George Orwell’s 1984 certainly was. The ‘Big Brother’ 

format now realizes the critical potential that the TV show could only effect indirectly, through a 

discourse that was unavoidable but not enacted by the show itself.  

 Big Brother can be regarded an icon of the theme of populism in Bitte liebt Österreich, used to 

stage representations of xenophobia. The TV format is connected to populist news media and populist 

politics in two ways. Firstly, there is a correspondence between Big Brother’s contestants’ aim of 

gaining popularity and the motive of populism and prevalence of ‘market share’ in party politics. The 

                                                                 
57 Forrest, op. cit. (2008), p. 93. 
58 Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 2min30. 
59 Jan Jagodzinski, Visual Art and Education in an Era of Designer Capitalism, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010, pp. 
128-9. 
60 Varney, op. cit., p. 107 
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use of (interactive) media that characterize these tendencies is simulated in Bitte liebt Österreich to 

address the second joint between right-wing politics and Big Brother: the common attribute and key 

principle of man’s lust for power, and particularly the power to exclude others. This is symbolized not 

only in the possibility of voting.  

The construction of in and out-groups and the shaping of collective opinions are facilitated by media, 

and by populist media in particular. The motif of voting within the context of Big Brother reminds of 

the strong mutual attraction of media and power: as a TV show its social relevance is purely symbolic, 

yet the possibility of speaking out about it through interactive media led to national social dynamics 

close to manias in different countries. Schlingensief comments on this theme in Poet’s film: “A 

process of elimination is at the heart of the program [...] Once the focus is shifted onto the process of 

elimination itself (and not the winners), it gets interesting because you see how society becomes 

involved and takes part in the creation of losers.”
61

 Sloterdijk refers to this as a party game: “Mir 

scheint bei diesem Projekt wichtig, dass in theatralischer Form mit sehr dunklen sozialen Affekten ein 

Gesellschaftsspiel gespielt wird – jenes Gesellschaftsspiel, das ohnehin immer gespielt wird. 

Gesellschaften sind große Plastiken, die aus affektivem Material geformt werden. Ein wichtiger Faktor 

dabei ist, dass die Gesellschaften ununterbrochen Eliminationsspiele spielen, Spiele der Zugehörigkeit 

und der Nichtzugehörigkeit.”
62 The interactivity and audience participation involved in Big Brother 

could be regarded as an exponent of the democratization the media have witnessed since the 1990’s. 

But how democratic can this show be – thoroughly framed and manipulated by its production and 

presentation – if it constitutes a collective mode of surveillance? Benjamin Ginsburg and Jürgen 

Habermas have related the daily polls that were part of the show to the reduction of democratic debate 

to the regime of market research and strategies of public relations manipulation.
63

   

 The use of motifs of Big Brother is fused in Schlingensief’s intervention with representations 

of repressed xenophobic sentiments. This contrast disrupts the TV format’s public image by taking it 

from its medial context and inserting it mercilessly in a completely different one, a contrast which 

results as shocking precisely because of Schlingensief’s suggestion of a metonymic relation between 

the two. 

 

The ‘representations’ as I consider them here can thus be broadly defined as impersonal carriers of 

meaning that are instrumentalized by Schlingensief to reflect on the charge that hides behind the 

signifier. They constitute the main agents in the critique, besides the personae of the asylum seekers 

and Schlingensief. 

 

3.10 Public supporters 

There are other people who contribute to the performance, some of whom are well-known figures in 

their own right. Elfriede Jelinek, the Nobel Prize winning Austrian author and playwright is a major 

participant, writing, rehearsing and performing a site-specific play of Punch and Judy with the asylum 

seekers. There are concerts, among others by Einstürzende Neubauten. French-German politician 

Daniel Cohn-Bendit and American theatre director Peter Sellars visit. In one of his press conferences, 

Schlingensief is accompanied by German philosopher Peter Sloterdijk. These people are certainly 

                                                                 
61 Schlingensief in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, cited in Varney, op. cit., p. 109. 
62 Press conference, printed in Lilienthal & Phillipp, op. cit. (2000), p. 227. 
63 For (pseudo-)democratization of reality television, see: Mark Andrejevic, Reality TV: The Work of Being Watched, 

Durham, Boulder, New York, Toronto, Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2004, for Ginsburg and Habermas: p. 167. 

Other shows by Endemol, Big Brother’s production company, are also primarily about “den Voyeurismus der Zuschauer zu 

befriedingen, da intime Details von Partnerschaften öffentlich zur Schau getragen werden [by way of] körperliche 

Höchstleistungen [...] arbeiten mit dem Ekel- und Angstfaktor der Mitspieler, die Mutpruven absolvieren müssen, um die 
Chance zu bekommen, den ersehnten Geldpreis zu erhalten.” Christian Schicha, ‘Leb, so wie Du Dich fühlst?’, in: Frank 

Weber, Big Brother: inzenierte Banalität zur Prime Time, Münster: LIT Verlag, p. 99 (note 79).  
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public personae in the sense that they are known and recognized in specific ways. Also, their 

participation in the performance renders them elements within Schlingensief’s critique (as a mild kind 

of delegated performance). Although they certainly play along in a staged and directed situation, their 

mode seems natural, not enacting a character. On the other hand, they do recall Jung’s professional 

persona in embodying their social role (but less affectedly than Schlingensief and Unterrainer in the 

TV debate had done, for example).  

 The security guards have a similar role, in a structural way: they certainly are security 

professionals (the project requires this and their assistance is frequently needed) and are recognised as 

such. The latter is important because they function as metaphors for authority and enforcement of law, 

order, and norms in Schlingensief’s critique. It is interesting to consider the role of the left-wing 

protesters in this context as well. They are not an official part of the project, so their function is 

necessarily different when considered factually. But when interpreted with the notion of theatricality 

in mind, they can be regarded as actors in an allegorical role play of social dynamics. Diederich 

Diederichsen has noted the same, and considers them furthermore an indication of the staged nature of 

the public sphere: “Der Hinweis darauf, dass auch linke Demonstrant/innen ein Bestandteil der 

Inszenierung “Öffentlichkeit” sind, und darüber hinaus der Hinweis auf die Inszeniertheit oder 

Theatralität von Öffentlichkeit setzt ja nicht die Virulenz dieser Öffentlichkeit ausser Kraft oder ihre  

Regeln.”
64

 Indeed, Bitte liebt Österreich may have appeared theatrical at times, but it always derived 

an urgent seriousness from its context. 

 

 

3.11 General public 

The general public as a collective of individual actors, part of the public sphere outside of the project’s 

physical location, is integrally implied in the event. By democratically having right-wing extremism in 

their government, all Austrians are co-responsible, Schlingensief implies. In a mode of over-

identification with nationalist loyalty he addresses the Austrian people: “Ausländer raus! Nicht 

umsonst manifestierte sich dieser Spruch hier auf prominentester Ebene, spricht Österreich das aus 

was sich der Rest nur denkt. Und Sie sind ein Teil davon. Machen Sie sich laut!”
65

 The audience is not 

so much an audience of theatre lovers and other Bildungsbürger, as with the Wiener Festwochen is the 

case, but the general public. On location, strangers discussed with each other, sometimes fed by 

Schlingensief’s instigation and mediation. Interactions occurred that could be described as situations 

in both the Brechtian and the Situationist sense. Furthermore, the public is not addressed as spectators 

but as participants. “Sie werden es erleben” was a tagline of both Big Brother and Bitte liebt 

Österreich. People were not only participants in productive sense, but also can be considered actors in 

a role play, as Carl Hegemann suggests: “Ich war extrem überrascht [...] auf welche bewundernswerte 

Weise die ganze österreichische Bevölkerung da offensichtlich mitgespielt hat.”
66

  

 Schlingensief has recognised this theatrical overtone in a different way. As the director of the 

media event, he seems to have envisioned it without direction of the general public or without stable 

narrative in general. At least, that is how it turned out, he says: “Man war eigentlich mitten drin. Und 

so betrat man in einen Film ein der eigentlich gedreht werden sollte, und konnte nicht mehr 

koordinieren, man stand einfach plötlich in dem Film und in seinem eigenem Film. Nicht mehr ein 

Film von mir oder von Herrn Schmitz oder von Herrn Bondy. Wir haben eigentlich ein Produkt 

erzeugt - ich sage bewusst Produkt - dass sich so verselbstandigt hat, wie es normalerweise nur ein 

Virus im Körper macht. Das ist das Idealprodukt wo die ganze Wirtschaft nach sucht, ist das, was man 

                                                                 
64 Diederich Diederichsen, ‘Bitte liebt Österreich’, Texte zur Kunst, no. 39, 2000, p. 98. 
65 http://www.schlingensief.com/backup/wienaktion/  
66 Carl Hegemann in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 27min40.  
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einmal einführt, und das sich dann wie ein Schneeballsystem weiter ausbaut.”
67 It could be argued that 

what Schlingensief understands as film is the event’s spatio-temporal stage. The intervention created a 

discontinuation (in Röttger’s understanding) of the status quo to engage people whose totality in a way 

seemed to embody the Austrian society as a whole. If not staged or directed, in the line of theatricality 

the events on the square outside the container compound can be seen as an amalgam of social role 

plays.  
  

3.12 ‘Documentalists’ 

The denotation of the film and the book as ‘documentation’ cannot conceal Paul Poet, Matthias 

Lilienthal and Carl Phillip as co-producers of meaning alongside Schlingensief. The importance of a 

‘documentary’ film for the reception of a project like Bitte liebt Österreich is demonstrated by Denise 

Varney’s extensive use of and relying on it as a documentation, instead of considering it a relatively 

autonomous artistic work. She makes a case about a racist song that is heard while the asylum seekers 

are seen dancing in their shared living room, and states that “the key ethical question revolved around 

whether they understood the racist German lyrics of the song to which they ‘cheerfully’ danced.”
68

 

Although her basic thought is legitimate, as the question whether the asylum seekers are completely 

aware of the way they are instrumentalized is relevant both in ethical and theatrical terms, she fails to 

recognize that the song is an extra-diegetic sound track edited into the film. This is a strong case of 

over-identified simulation of racist sentiments in society on behalf of Paul Poet, that goes relatively 

unnoticed, or at least, anonymous, even by scholarly beholders. In the same vein, Varney credited 

Poet’s film cover collage as ‘Photo: Paul Poet’. 

 Although the book by Matthias Lilienthal’s and Claus Philipp’s Schlingensiefs Ausländer raus 

is probably less current than the film and therefore less influential on the way the project has been 

understood, it is still an interesting case. Its subtitle is ‘Dokumentation’, but it succeeds well in staying 

in between credibility and obvious satire. On one of its first pages, the book fakes an official statement 

by ‘the’ government: “Wir haben die Asylanten benutzt! Wir haben ihr Leben aufs Spiel gesetzt! Wir 

hatten keinerlei Skrupel! Wir fanden das einfach nur geil! - Die Regierung”.
69

 It could be argued that 

the makers of the book as well as Paul Poet imitate the more instrumental aspects of Schingensief’s 

strategy: ambiguity (in this case to suspend disbelief) and irony (to entertain).  

 

3.13 Analogon as mechanism of meaning production 

Together, these personae, characters and other representations form a critique of an a-typical structure. 

It resembles Fredric Jameson’s adaptation
70

 of Jean-Paul Sartre’s analogon.
71

 In analysing the 1975 

Hollywood film Dog Day Afternoon, Jameson developed a schematic rendering of the way characters, 

actors and ideological background relate to each other. First he demonstrates that the class structure 

that frames the film is marked by an economy of globalization where local social structures are 

endangered by an impersonal culture, exemplified by multinational companies. Then, Jameson 

provides the viewer with a novel way of looking at the film. The ideological background of the subject 

matter of Dog Day Afternoon is brought to the fore by the different functions of its main characters 

and the “overt thematics of the media exploitation” of the bank robbery that forms its pivot.
72

 More 

important, Jameson argues, is that the actors playing them convey an ideological message themselves. 

He shows that what seems to be the background to the “conventional anti-hero plot” – the changing 

                                                                 
67 Schlingensief in Ausländer Raus!: Schlingensiefs Container, 23min20.  
68 Varney, op. cit., p. 112. 
69 Lilienthal & Phillipp, op. cit. (2000), p. 13. 
70 Fredric Jameson, ‘Class and Allegory in Contemporary Mass Culture: Dog Day Afternoon as a Political Film’, College 

English, Vol. 38, No. 8 (April 1977), pp. 843-859. 
71 Jameson cites: Jean-Paul Sartre, The Psychology of Imagination, New York: Washington Square Press, 1968, pp. 21-71. 
72 Fredric Jameson, ibid., p. 858. 
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socio-economic context of globalisation and macro-state entrepreneurship – could be considered the 

essence of the film. Jameson turns the attention to the ‘star system’, and explicates the actors’ public 

images as carriers of meaning for the narrative of the film they are acting in. Furthermore, he states 

that the spectator derives the narrative through the actors’ public images as intermediaries: “Indeed we 

read each of the major actors in terms of his distance from the star system: Sonny’s relationship to 

Maretti is that of superstar [Al Pacino] to character actor (Charles Durning), and our reading of this 

particular narrative is not a direct passage from one character or actant to another, but passes through 

the mediation of our identification and decoding of the actors’ status as such.”
73

 While Al Pacino is a 

famous movie star who had already stood out in hits like The Godfather (parts I and II) and Serpico, 

the actor playing the FBI agent is well-known through his lead role in the television series Family (but 

unknown in Hollywood).  

 The analogon then, is “that structural nexus in our reading or viewing experience, in our 

operations of decoding or aesthetic reception, which can then do double duty and stand as the 

substitute and the representative within the aesthetic object of a phenomenon on the outside which 

cannot in the very nature of things be ‘rendered’ directly.”
74

 The introduction of TV in film through 

the TV actor is both mediating our identification with the character in question and ‘substituting’ and 

‘representing’ a cultural and ideological change. Jameson calls this an allegory, in a sense that relates 

to theatricality: “To become figurable – that is to say, visible in the first place, accessible to our 

imaginations the classes have to be able to become in some sense characters in their own right: this is 

the sense in which the term allegory in our title is to be taken as a working hypothesis.”
75

 Society is 

allegorized in personifications of ideological classes whose main attribute is anchored in their public 

image and its mediation. 

 

3.14 Allegorical critique 

The personae, characters and other representations (the “characters or actants”, to speak with 

Jameson) are fitting representations of ‘phenomena on the outside’, but are perceived by the general 

public through the intermediaries of their public images. The way we relate to, ‘decode’ and 

‘aesthetically receive’ whomever we see framed by media or stages of sorts, depends on our 

identification with them. In Jameson’s analogon-analysis of Dog Day Afternoon, characters and actors 

both are allegorical indicators for a changing socio-economic context – exemplified by the cultural 

position of film and TV that mediates them and by which the film audience identifies them. In Bitte 

liebt Österreich the asylum seekers’ collective persona and a variety of representations function as 

‘substitutes’ and ‘representatives’ of the popularization of right-wing nationalism in Europe which 

coincided with a further popularization of the media, the latter of which is employed directly by 

Schlingensief to stage those elements – including himself. Schlingensief is the only one to whom the 

analogon applies in the strict sense, since he is only with an amalgamate of ‘characters’ that are 

recognized through the public image of the ‘actor’ as public persona.  

 Still, the mechanism of the analogon is insightful. Schlingensief uses our mediatized 

identification of the ‘actant’ personae and representations – like Jameson has characterized the way 

TV and cinema as separate systems influenced viewers’ identification with their respective actors – as 

a critical device. The disjunction, for example, between the initial Big Brother-related framing of the 

asylum seekers and the subsequent awareness that they are not people in a show for fun and prize 

money but marginalized and excluded individuals amounts to a Verfremdungseffekt leading to the 

confronting insight that this dramatization of rejection is shockingly similar to the way people are 

treated in everyday reality. At the same time, the analogon points at the TV-format’s qualities 

                                                                 
73 Ibid. Italics in original, square brackets by author. 
74 Ibid. 
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responsible for national sentiments of inclusion and exclusion through the semantic channels of 

entertainment. 

 For the people present at the Herbert-Karajan Platz the confrontation was exacerbated by the 

barely visible physical presence of the asylum seekers in the containers. Thus the face-to-face 

eyewitness experience could be considered a modality that mediates our identification and decoding 

just as much as media regimes. Schlingsief himself activates a broader spectrum of public debate 

through different modes of embodied role-playing in different medial regimes: he was present on-site, 

at a press conference and broadcasted in TV shows. He is featured heavily in a book and a film as 

documentations of Bitte liebt Österreich, but also invited Jörg Haider in a letter jointly written with 

Daniel Cohn-Bendit and Peter Pilz, as a form of more old-fashioned and more private network 

communication.
76

 In the context of Bitte liebt Österreich we can then use Jameson’s analogon to 

consider ‘culturally recognised types’ as representations of the changing socio-economic status quo 

(which were, in Jameson’s analysis, the actors as representations of the changing media landscape that 

was in turn a symptom of macro-economic change). The potential of this transition is underscored by 

Schlingensief’s recognition and use of media as channels of meaning production. In the same vein as 

Jameson’s playing Hollywood’s star system against the upcoming TV celebrity culture, various 

‘actants’, with and through different conventions and connotations, produce meaning.  

 Schlingensief refuses to voices the average Austrian as a character in his critique. The strength 

of the performance does not lie in apt visualization of repressed ideologies or any cathartic 

transformation of the status quo of its underside – which it does not seem to aim at – but in the 

creation of a stage in Röttger’s sense, where people can actualize their opinions now that the 

immaculate image of Austria’s society is torn open, leaving a blank screen on which to project ideas 

immediately and on one’s own authority. This relates to what Schlingensief calls ‘Selbstprovokation’: 

to give the public the responsibility to come to terms with the project in their own way.
77

 It also brings 

to mind Schlingensief’s explanation of Selbstprovokation as a confrontation with one’s own 

projections on the screen that is held up, as cited above from the TV debate. The event’s physical 

space, with all its disturbing signs, was therefore a major site to come to terms with different 

representations of national identity. Schlingensief shouted out: “Kommen Sie, demonstrieren Sie 

gegen sich selber, gegen Ihre Paranoia.”
78

 Schlingensief’s film metaphor cited above indicates that he 

understands the public space as heavily mediated and scripted, but also as highly subjective (“in 

seinem eigener Film”). This suggests that he does see the possibility of projecting new images on the 

screen of public space.  

 Whereas Jameson situates the ideological background of Dog Day Afternoon quite naturally 

within his usual Marxist scheme, the analysis is a an application of that very background – which 

consequently should be seen as a subjective target of logocentric critique, rather than the hegemonic 

undeniable truth that Jameson wants us to see. The schematic rendering of the relationships between 

actors, representations and class that Jameson then draws in which the actors constitute the ‘nexus’ 

connecting the other two, is situating the use of subjects and objects in critique, rather than objectively 

mapping the representation of class relationships in a particular but paradigmatic film.  

 The critical structure of Bitte liebt Österreich functions in much the same way. After having 

decided on the larger themes being the rise of xenophobe extremism in party politics and news media, 

and the wave of what could be called ‘pop-exclusion’ through Big Brother, Schlingensief has chosen 

representations of this ideological background to target them specifically. Besides, he addresses this 

through a manifold instrumentalization of the paradigmatic change from printed to digital media and 

the rise of interactivity as dominant mode of public discourse, which occurred at the same time. In 
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Schlingensief’s operation, the chosen representations are already radical in their original 

manifestations, and he enlarges them even further, up to the point where they become grotesque 

versions of themselves. The personae, characters and other representations are the carriers of meaning 

as intermediates between their role in the critique and the ideological framework subject to critique, 

but always through the analogon of decoding and identification by the spectator. 

 

3.15 Conclusion 

The personae, characters and representations all constitute various components of the themes 

Schlingensief addresses, and can be considered an allegory of contemporary Austrian society with a 

four-point focus: xenophobe right-wing politics culminating in the FPÖ/ÖVP coalition; the collective 

persona of asylum seekers as marginalized Other; people’s desire to include and exclude others, 

exemplified by Big Brother; and the populist media facilitating and informing these phenomena, 

embodied by the Kronen Zeitung. The Austrian (and any) people are allowed to interact and intervene 

on their own behalf. Schlingensief does not necessarily represent anything beyond himself, nor do the 

supporters such as Jelinek and Sellars, but as public personae they all certainly bring backgrounds and 

connotations to the dramaturgy.  

 Schlingensief does so equally, but because of his use of a variety of ‘masks’ appropriate in a 

variety of ‘scenes’, he escapes definite pinning down. Sometimes appropriating commonplaces of FPÖ 

and xenophobia, pretending to be one of his antagonists as well as himself, then turning to a mode that 

demonstrates the way his enactment is performed, then again in a dynamic moving back and forth 

between approaches when at the centre of a TV debate. And although in some situations he may come 

across as natural, he always relies on his public image as a cultivated activist. His persona is rich in 

gradations of enactment, embodiment and hints of natural presence, and in the context of Bitte liebt 

Österreich it has qualities of Auslander’s performance persona. The latter depends on Schlingensief’s 

public image with character-like features for different situations. What is more, Buchloh’s notion of 

performance is worth evoking, as it seems Schlingensief is publicly performing the event also outside 

of its physical framework, for example in the TV debate. Schlingensief’s charisma has certainly given 

a sense of honesty and entertainment to Bitte liebt Österreich. And as his website has it: “A work of 

art’s potency is strongest when it is closely related to the artist’s persona.”
79

 However, his persona is 

firstly a public one, not explicitly part of the allegory that the event stages. 

 The asylum seekers are, and as such are firstly performance personae. Their collective persona 

depends on the recognisability as asylum seekers, but since their nature is never revealed, their mode 

of performance is ambiguous. In a capacity of actors, they would be enacting asylum seeker 

characters. In a capacity of actual asylum seekers, they are still staged and part of a dramaturgy that 

they are subordinate to, and enact the stereotypes through which they are defined, in the allegory as 

well as performatively in society. This implies connecting the performance personae to the existent 

asylum seekers outside of the theatrical regime, where their embodiment of their social position can be 

read as performance precisely demonstrated by our identification of them in performance. The 

observation that Schlingensief’s asylum seekers remind of each of the conceptions of persona as 

situated in the theoretical framework except for Brecht’s demonstrative actor persona, indicates the 

semantic use of personae as codified carriers of meaning that can be deciphered by the spectator but 

are not necessarily explicated in any way. This gives the notion of persona a susceptibility to 

interpretation that is characteristic of Schlingensief’s aesthetics of Selbstprovokation.  

 The contested ideological agents of the FPÖ and the Kronen Zeitung are addressed through a 

large number of representations that serve to critique attitudes of xenophobia, populism, and lust for 

                                                                 
79 “Das Kunstwerk strahlt dann am meisten, wenn es sehr verwandt ist mit der Person des Künstlers”, Marion Löhndorf, 
Kunstforum, Vol. 142, October 1998, pp. 94-101, accessed through http://www.schlingensief.com/bio_kunstforum.php on 

April 29th 2014. Translation: website Schlingensief.  
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power, as the ideological underside of the fine cultivated image of the event’s backdrop. The Big 

Brother format is instrumentalized as a ready-made allegory of this: as the asylum seekers lose their 

individuality and personality, they are subjected to mechanisms of exclusion that are exaggerated 

representations of everyday equivalents. Thus, the asylum seekers are examples of the subordination 

of individuals to the politics of Bitte liebt Österreich. As ‘culturally recognisable types’ they lose their 

individuality and personality to function as components of Schlingensief’s allegory. However, this 

does not merely apply to the asylum seekers or other ‘types’ like the mentally handicapped patriot. 

Everyone who was or became involved has become part of the allegory of society that Bitte liebt 

Österreich stages, up to the activists who stormed the containers to take down the ‘Ausländer raus’ 

sign and free the asylum. However, Schlingensief’s mentioning that one stood all of a sudden “in dem 

Film und in seinem eigenem Film” demonstrates not only that Schlingensief is not the ‘author’ of the 

event, but that it has become a shared experience floating freely in society in which he is one of many 

actors.  

 The production of meaning has been continued by creators of ‘documentary’ works that 

maintained the same basic strategies long after the original fact, thereby perhaps entering the original 

concept’s routine and inflating it. For example, both Poet as director of the ‘documentary’ film and 

Lilienthal and Philipp as authors of the ‘documentation’ book uphold the enforced suspension of 

disbelief. However, as they do not feature in the event’s narrative personally and actively, not as 

agents that claim to perform, it does not seem appropriate to consider them personae. 

 

As opposed to Fredric Jameson’s bypassing the staging of the media event in the narrative structure of 

Dog Day Afternoon, the theme of the media event appears to be a key to understanding the way 

Schlingensief produces meaning in Bitte liebt Österreich. The notion of media event in relation to this 

action does not only encompass his agile use and manipulation of both conventional (news) media and 

new interactive media, it also tempts to reconsider that very term. Bitte liebt Österreich does not limit 

itself to one or two artistic disciplines, or to the regime of aesthetics. It was a true ‘media event’ in an 

expanded sense when one recognises its engraining of functions and conventions of theatre, reality 

TV, installation, and performance art, but also the application of interactive design, TV debate, 

interviews and press conferences, and the response by other (important) agents, directly or through the 

media, have contributed enormously to the production of meaning.  

 

What the intervention of Bitte liebt Österreich disrupts, then, is not only the permanent flux of actions 

in the political public space of ideological Vienna, but also the innocent and polished public 

representation of Austria’s society. The members of that society of course felt addressed and were 

incited to engage both through the over-identified power device of exclusion and through the physical 

space-time stage that was extremely functional because it was neither aesthetic nor non-aesthetic. As 

an image that is disturbed and interrupted by the subversive employment of personae and 

representations, this stage offers space and time for the people not included in the production of 

Schlingensief’s ‘allegorical’ critique to transpose with agents (personifications, in the case of the 

collective persona of the asylum seekers) representing the status quo, in order to represent themselves, 

respond to the disturbance, and project their own images. The intervention constituted a reversal of 

modes of performance and spectatorship.  

 If Schlingensief’s key to social issues is the appropriation and destabilization of their public 

appearances and representations that may always be manipulative constructions, his employment of 

human figures may be understood as a treatment of public images as well. The personae and 

representations of Bitte liebt Österreich perform in the theatrical sense that their sign value is 

established through an interaction between subject and context, mediated by images and means of 

interaction that lead to recognisability and quotability, and have to be decoded by the viewer. Their 
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main attributes either are embedded in their public image and its mediation, or disrupt a conventional 

image disguising a repressed ideology.  

 


