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Dusan I. Bjelic

Can the Subaltern Drive?

“Why does a Yugo have a defroster on the rear window? To keep your hands warm while you push it.” Butt of all mechanical jokes, Yugo, the car whose name also denotes in Bosnia a “southern wind” that drives people mad, has recently joined the ranks of legendary cars which are no longer manufactured. The Zastava (“Flag”) factory, which produced the notoriously unreliable vehicle, has been taken over by Fiat. And, as the Associate Press reported (November 19, 2008), Zastava workers attached a sign reading “Ćao, nema više” (“Ciao, no more”) to the tailgate of the last Yugo to come off the production line. The independent automobile industry begun in the former Yugoslavia, a nonaligned, socialist country, has finally surrendered to the unifying, brute force of global capitalism. With a mechanical construction as precarious as Yugoslavia’s multi-ethnic, self-management socialism, the Yugo has for three decades represented an alternative culture of driving. The Yugo demands human power--pushing, waiting, freezing, sweating, swearing-in addition to the engine’s horsepower. Though the car has vanished from the global market, it has become the stuff of automotive legend, leaving behind narratives, memories, and crosses along the highways.

In becoming legendary, the Yugo has also inspired various works of art and other creative efforts. A group of Bosnians have placed a video of three Yugos stacked on top of each other on YouTube. Each car has someone in the driver’s seat, but the triple-decker assemblage is actually driven by the operator of the car on the bottom http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XhuQJ4rrZhs), an inventive way of killing time after the time of killing. As this video illustrates, it is precisely the Yugo’s idiosyncratic inability to be a “real car” that has extended its life beyond driving and into Yugo-art. 

Most of Yugo-inspired art displays the same affectionate, mildly derisive attitude toward its subject as does the Bosnians’ video. Alan Phelan’s work is an exception. It takes the Yugo very seriously indeed, and succeeds in representing a complex totality of geopolitics, history, industrial production, and aesthetics using the car as a central metaphor. The Yugo’s frequent malfunctions disturb the habitual relationship between car and driver. Like Martin Heidegger’s broken hammer, with its habitual use unavailable, the referential context of the equipment totality is revealed. Alan Phelan’s work discerns this unique quality of Yugo and, expanding on the referential context, “lights up” its setting in the same way that Heidegger’s broken hammer “lights up” the workshop.

  The setting for “Goran’s Stealth Yugo” (designed by Goran Krstić of the Design Institute at Zastava) is IMMA’s pond. The Yugo-scupture rises from the water, rooted by its extended tailpipes. What makes this image so striking is the juxtaposition of the fountain (the quintessential bourgeois aesthetic cliché) with the solidly proletarian Yugo. The sculpture also symbolizes a reversal of the dominant East-to-West trajectory of labor-capital relations. Phelan, an Irish artist, has gone to the East in search of his subject. And he himself describes his collaboration with Serb designer Goran Krstić as “reversing the economic flow of labor between recent migratory labor movements from Eastern Europe to Ireland”.

  The twigs of pine bolted to the car’s framework exemplify the technique of “blending-in” artifacts with the natural environment through disguise or camouflage. This is a practice that occurs, for instance, in the telecommunications industry when mobile phone masts are disguised as trees. The technique of “blending-in” as deployed in “Goran’s Stealth Yugo” greatly expands the imaginative scope of Phelan’s work. The twigs refer to the plants and planters placed throughout the factory complex in Kragujevac where Yugo was manufactured and to the actual pine tree facing the parliament building in Belgrade, the site of many important political events marking the rise and fall of Slobodan Milošević. The exchange of territories by means of “blending-in” allows the story of the Yugo and its country of origin to be told through the sculpture, and to flow as a coherent critique of nationalism. 
   The break-up of Yugoslavia resulted in the rise of symbolic nationalist sentiment among various ethnic and religious communities and, consequently, the weakening of collective infrastructural bonds whose materials nevertheless remained mute and ready-to-hand. As a machine that bound people of various ethnic and religious communities into a unity of time and things through a common driving experience, the Yugo formed a counterpoint to the symbolic and non-material collectivity of nationalism, which sought to divide people connected through the infrastructural bond it symbolized. Such an entrenched infrastructural bond does not give way easily to political expedience; it has a life of its own. Greek and Turkish Cypriots discovered this after the rush to divide Nikosia had ended, when they realized that the city’s sewerage system still mixed their shit, binding them inexorably together despite the political will to separate. 

In the case of the Yugo-as-infrastructure, new national borders sliced the temporal unity it had helped to define into national symbolic zones, dividing people along ethnic lines, myths and sentiments. Phelan’s work elliptically discerns the political logic of the symbolic infrastructure nested in nationalism, making us aware of how we habitually look upon the history of a region only in terms of symbolic heritage. To take some examples of artists from the Balkans, the work of the art collective NSK (Neue Slovenische Kunst) and its intellectual standardbearer, Slavoj Žižek, represents Yugoslavia as a battlefield of symbols; Emir Kusturica’s films deploy heavily symbolic magical realism in their portrayal of Yugoslavia; and performance artist Marina Abramović, passionately scrubbing a pile of bones, represents “Balkan Baroque” as geopolitical masochism. Phelan’s aesthetics of Yugo-praxis bears an implicit critique of the nationalist residue in their work and that of others, juxtaposing the Yugo-machine to nationalist subjectivity and its symbolic heritage. Yugo-praxis creates an aesthetic entry into the infrastructural totality of Yugoslavia. In recovering the aesthetics built into the Yugo’s production line with an image of the prototype design facility at Zastava Automobili (included in a 2006 exhibition of his new work), Phelan in effect allows the viewer to put on a prosthetic viewing device that enables him or her to see the infrastructure of former Yugoslavia encapsulated and preserved in the nuts and bolts of the refashioned Yugo.

The infrastructure which grew up around the Yugo had its inception in 1978, when the first Zastava Koral (known outside the former Yugoslavia simply as “Yugo” and within it as “Jugo”)rolled off the assembly line. Yugo is a subcompact vehicle built by the Zastava corporation in the town of Kragujevac. Zastava was founded in 1853 as a manufacturer of arms to support the Serb national rebellion against centuries-long Ottoman rule. After the First World War, when Serbia emerged as an enlarged, unified nation-state taking in all South Slavs (Yugo-slavia), Zastava joined the Fordist revolution. By the late 1930s, the factory had expanded into automobile production, manufacturing Ford-designed trucks for the Yugoslav Army. After World War II, the company produced Western Jeeps under license from Willys-Overland—and also weapons under license from the Soviets. This dual function of Zastava, producing Western cars by day and Soviet Weapons by night, epitomized the political balancing act of Tito’s Yugoslavia. A small country trying to carve out its independence amid the ideologically divided world of superpowers had succeeded with Yugo in asserting its industrial autonomy. 

Mechanically, the Zastava was based on the Fiat 127 and Fiat 128 and the body style was a modified version of the Autobianchi A112. It was a harbinger of the Yugoslav working class finding a productive niche in the global market. As an ‘authentic’ Yugoslav auto, it was one of many industrial products--including “Electronic Industry Niš” televisions, “Rade Končar” refrigerators, “Gorenje” washing machines, and “Elan” skis—-raising the standard of living of the working class, a model of independence and modernity to many third world countries. Grateful to Tito for supplying weapons produced by Zastava during the war of national liberation, newly-independent, former European colonies and non-aligned countries-- in Africa, the Middle East and Asia--also became importers of other affordable industrial products from Yugoslavia. 

The height of the Yugo’s commercial success came with its entry into the US market in the 1980s. The former US ambassador to Yugoslavia, Lawrence Eagleburger, encouraged Slobodan Milošević and Serbian leadership to market the cars in the US in hopes that the Serbs, enjoying profits from overseas markets, would embrace capitalism and end the Yugoslav social experiment. The Yugo was imported into the US under the auspices of Yugo America, a company formed by entrepreneur Malcolm Bricklin, who wanted to introduce a simple, low-cost car to the US market. Over 100,000 Yugo GV’s (GV standing for “Great Value”) were sold in the US from 1985 to 1991, with the number of units sold in a year peaking at 45,000. The Yugo’s entry into the US market also marked its entry into the society of the spectacle. At the Auto Expo show in Los Angeles, the Yugo was promoted by sexy teenage "Yugo-Girls" clad in white T-shirts with YUGO emblazoned across the chest, ultra-short, bright red miniskirts, and 4" high-heeled shoes that matched the car colors." Incredible publicity resulted as the car was promoted with a 10-year /100,000 mile warranty, free maintenance and a price of only $4,500. Front page articles about Yugo appeared in The Los Angeles Times (Business Section), The New York Times, and The National Enquirer. 

Along with other Central and Eastern Europe vehicles, the Yugo was subject to harsh criticism in the US. A 1987 Consumer Reports review advised that buyers would be "better off buying a good used car than a new Yugo." Car & Driver magazine reported that shifting the Yugo’s gears was "like trying to shift a baseball bat stuck inside a barrel full of coconuts." There is no doubt as to the Yugo’s mechanical shortcomings, but the context of Cold War politics and the Reagan revolution should also be taken into account when considering its reception in the US. The mechanical and aesthetic modesty of the Yugo became a counterpoint to the development of the SUV, a new concept that reflected the politics of the Reagan administration, mechanically fusing civil comfort with a dominant, imposing exterior. 

Western popular culture has presented the Yugo as a dangerous car that only strange people drive. For instance, the Hollywood movie “Drowning Mona” directed by Nick Gomez and released in 2000, is a murder mystery which portrays a small town in New York State. The town is inhabited by weird people, every one of whom drives a Yugo. At the end of the film, the mysterious killer is revealed to be…the Yugo itself! With its demonization of the Serb-manufactured car, the film is reminiscent of the 1942 Hollywood movie “Cat People,” about a Serb woman in New York City who turns into a killer cat and murders innocent Americans. 

In 1968, Elvis Presley recorded a song called “In the Ghetto,” with lyrics by Mac Davis. It is a melodramatic social commentary about a black boy shot in a ghetto in front of his crying mother. Paul Shanklin, a conservative political satirist, parodies the song as “In a Yugo.” Shanklin’s parody tells the story of a liberal, environmentally-conscious couple who die in their Yugo: “And their knees on their chest/They're gonna save enough gas/For all of the rest.” They swerve to avoid hitting a duck, lose control, and get squashed beneath a produce truck: “And as the crowds drive past a little flat car/You know they saved a lot of gas/But they didn’t get far/In a Yugo/And as they're trapped inside/At a used car lot on the other side of town/A liberal guy and a liberal gal/Buy a Yugo/ And they drive with pride...” We might improvise our own ending: “… and we had to bomb this technological ghetto Yugo-Zastava and transport the criminal Milošević in our SUV to the airport to take a plane to the Hague.”



The Yugo also has become a cultural signifier in the land of its origin. As such, it makes an appearance in the film Cabaret Balkan (Bure Baruta, 1998), directed by Goran Paskaljević. Cabaret Balkan is set in Belgrade and introduces the social dynamics of the internal split among Serbs in the 1990s, when Serbia was under embargo, excluded diplomatically and culturally from the global community. Paskaljević effectively uses cars, space, time and speed to illustrate those dynamics. Since Henry Ford‘s customization of the car, it has become the chief means of social connectedness in industrialized countries. In the modernized Balkans and elsewhere the social grid constructed around time and speed has also introduced new forms of conflict--car crashes, drag racing, road rage, etc. Cutting off is very common in Belgrade traffic, and it is directly related to the global economy of time. It is a form of primitive accumulation of temporal capital--a force that produces relations, personal trajectories, and conflicts as well as synchronicities. The cab driver from the opening scene in Cabaret Balkan is enraged by being suddenly cut off in his white Mercedes by a punk in a yellow Yugo. The makes of the cars instantly establish social and political hierarchy: Mercedes, the West; Yugo, the East. The cabdriver follows the punk to the first stoplight and demands aggressively, “Who gave you a driver’s license?” This is enough to spark an explosion in the (junior) wild Balkan man. The punk gives him the finger and speeds up, cutting off the cab left and right and forcing it to slow down, with obvious pleasure in stealing somebody else’s time by means of speed, as if saying “West is the West but we are the best!” 

   By the late 1980s, Yugoslavia was falling apart, malfunctioning as drastically as a Yugo engine. Just as the Yugo turned out to be “an assembled bag of nuts and bolts” so Yugoslavia turned out to be an assembly of ethnic groups, and the country’s implosion was the catalyst that ended export of the Yugo to the US. As a result of the forthcoming breakup of Yugoslavia, Zastava and the Yugo, as well as the Yugoslav military, became a Serbian asset. Because of Serb aggression against other Yugoslav republics and the anticipated civil war, Zastava became more focused on the production of weapons and less on the manufacture of parts for the Yugo. This did not bode well for the lavish 100,000-mile warranty offered to purchasers of the car in the US. Export to the US ended in 1991. Though manufacture of the car continued until 2008, the best years were during the 1980s. During that time Zastava had assembled around 230,000 cars a year and sold those cars in 70 countries. The international heyday of the Yugo ended with the fall of Yugoslavia.  
Tito’s Yugoslavia had operated on the mechanical principle of maintaining a balance of forces--both among ethnic groups inside the country and, externally, between the West and the East. Production of the Yugo by Zastava, a factory licensed to produce both Soviet weapons and “Jeeps”, was emblematic of how the Titoist political machine maintained its independence in the post-World II climate of ideological polarization. But the Yugo, and the country that produced it, seemed able to exist only within a divided world. Unification of Germany, and of Europe, destabilized a Yugoslavia that was put in place after World War I to provide a bulwark against German influence in the Balkans. Once the technological revolution had changed the balance of forces and erased the politics of détente, Tito’s political machinery fell apart, leaving the Yugo in a world without its political referent. 

The preparation for the collapse of the Soviet bloc marked the political landscape which the Yugo had to negotiate. In the same way that the Yugo was relegated to the bottom of the automotive food-chain on US and West European roads, so had ethnic minorities in Yugoslavia found the same undesirable position in relation to the dominant majorities. And just as the Yugo became the undesirable minority to the SUVs, driven by the war criminals and Serb politicians inside Serbia during the Milošević regime, so Bosniaks became the Yugo to the Serb military as Milošević’s killing machine was unleashed, equipped with BMWs, AUDI’s, and Hummers. 

Back home in Serbia--now a pariah state—the Yugo lost its global significance and morphed into a parochial signifier. When Vojislav Koštunica assumed the first post-Milošević presidency of Serbia and Montenegro in the Fall of 2000, he ran on a platform of honesty in order to underscore how different he was from Milošević. The evidence of his bona fides? He drove a Yugo. But as soon as the new political elite took over the fleet of BMW’s, the Yugo lost its ethical capital. I recall, on July 4, 2005, just a few years after the fall of Milošević, I was driving two of my NGO friends up the exclusive Dedinje hill in Belgrade to a party organized by the US ambassador at his residence. Members of the Serbian new political elite arrayed in silk and jewels formed the majority of the guest list, and a line almost a kilometer long stretched along the sidewalk. As I pulled up in front of the ambassador’s residence, a tsunami of disapproving gazes washed over us and our vehicle. This arriviste crowd were not pleased to be reminded of their humble origins as Yugo drivers, and they welcomed the reminder about as much as a Christian fundamentalist would have welcomed being confronted with direct evidence of the human-ape link.  

The Yugo may not have made as long lasting a contribution to global transportation as other popular, nationally-identified cars like VW or Ford, yet no other car ran on so little fuel and so much trust and hope. In contrast, the comfort, reliability, and predictability of Western cars isolate the driver within the grid of global capitalism to allow him or her to meet productive responsibilities within global time. Moreover, the hearse-like comfort of these cars suppresses the competitive instinct, and their drivers move passively in a funereal traffic flow. Fans of the Yugo delight in pointing out the advantages of the Yugo in relation to Western cars: “This is driving in its most natural form. You feel every bump, squeak and jolt, and one can enjoy the sweet smell of gasoline and exhaust fumes. No car can replace it.” Here is where the history of human transportation becomes transparent. Driving a Yugo is like riding or driving a horse. It presumes cooperation of human and machine in the course of time. 

As I was finishing this essay on Christmas Eve, news was breaking of the official demise of the SUV. A story in The New York Times proclaimed, “With Plants Shutting, the S.U.V. Lumbers to the End of the Line.” “Ćao, nema više” (“Ciao, no more”), the sign tailgated on the last Yugo car, could have been borrowed for the Detroit Big Three. And, coincidentally, Time Magazine declares the Tesla Roadster, an electrical car, as the best technological accomplishment of 2008. Tesla, the “man who invented the twentieth century”, came from the same subaltern space as the Yugo; he was a Serb born in Croatia who regarded himself as a Yugoslav.

  The title of this essay paraphrases the title of Gayatry Chakravorty Spivak’s groundbreaking essay, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” In other words, can the marginalized, excluded peoples of the world find their own voice and escape hegemonic representation? Alan Phelan answers the question in the affirmative by revealing Europe’s subaltern in the Yugo’s infrastructural materiality. His art allows industrial materials, machines, blueprints, trees, tools, to tell their version of history and so seriously challenge post-Yugoslav aesthetics grounded in the hegemony of the symbolic of the national subject. Phelan’s infrastructural aesthetics also affirms Heidegger’s guerrilla metaphysics of zu-handen-heit, ready-to-hand-ness, and the artist as a tool-based Being in the world. In the manner of Antonio Gramsci’s “organic intellectual” he relates to the social totality of the Yugo from within the actual conditions of material production. Committed to recovering the Yugo-praxis (as opposed to the Yugo symbolic) Phelan lends a voice to the mute industrial artifact in order to tell us its version of history. 

