A SCRIPTED CONFERENCE
BY NICOLINE VAN HARSKAMP
Any other Business is a fully scripted
conference, that was uniquely staged
in a commercial Amsterdam convention
centre in September 2009. In 3
different rooms, 35 actors performed
10 meetings over the course of 6
hours for a live audience. On the
previous day, video recordings of
each of the meetings, or acts, were
made. The video version of Any other
Business is a mix of these prerecordings with footage of the live
event.
Any other Business addresses the
relation between the rational and
irrational within political processes;
the relation between speech and act;
between voice and body; consensus
and violation; positive law and natural
law. It does so subtly rather than
efficiently, through the inevitable
experience of unease in the live
version, and through the actual
length of the video version.
Each act is an example of a verbal
political interaction gone wrong. In
many different ways, its participants
do not comply with the (often hidden)
conventions of their meeting and,
willingly or unwillingly, create a
productive moment of (mis-)
communication.

Nicoline van Harskamp compiled the
script for Any other Business by choosing
10 meetings from a private archive of
recorded public debates, that each
have such a critical moment or ‘plot’
in them. She erased topical facts,
dates and names from the original
transcripts, and adapted their
content to fit the overall conference
theme of “Communicative Excellence
in Civil Society, Governance and
Business”. The character George
Thornton, Conference Director, was
invented to bind the meetings
together.
An unusual narrative develops
throughout the conference, as the
speakers increasingly struggle to
suppress their urge to act rather than
talk. A debate on public conduct
ends up in a dog fight; an activist
denounces nonviolent tactics; and
when an unexpected event shakes up
the conference, the self-proclaimed
‘vanguard of the politically
conscious class’ is unable to keep
calm or find words for what’s
happened. Together, they demonstrate the physical forces and desires
at play in regular political debates,
and gradually present the impossibility
of limiting politics to a rational
process of verbal exchange.

Conference Director George Thornton
opens the day with some practical
announcements and then gives the
floor to Peter Coleman, an important
local politician. He is expected to
give a short motivational speech but
to everyone’s surprise, he uses the
occasion to announce his resignation,
instead. The wording of his farewell
address is so defensive, that we can
only conclude that Mr Coleman stands
down from his position involuntarily.
Source material:
A collage of political farewell
addresses, delivered between 1974
and 2008 by, among others, Richard
Nixon, George Bush and Tony Blair.
Cast:
George Thornton: William Sutton
Peter Coleman: William Dashwood
Running time:
10 minutes

OPENING REMARKS
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“To those who’ve stood by
me in difficult times I will
be eternally grateful. And to
those who have not felt
able to lend me their
support, let me say this: I’ll
leave with no bitterness for
you. But good luck. And
thank you.”

Three former business leaders - Tim
McBrady, Joris van den Brink and Ted
Peters – have accepted an invitation
to reflect in public on the dramatic
downfall of their companies. They
are being interviewed by Steven
Chapman, a rather interrogative
journalist. At his request, the three
start off with a public apology and
then Chapman starts firing his
questions, in an increasingly critical
and insinuating manner. The business
leaders manage to dodge these, and
to avoid any further expression of
remorse about the effects of their
failures.
Source material:
Minutes of the UK Treasury SubCommittee of 2009, an interrogation
of bankers about the causes of the
financial crisis.
Cast:
Steven Chapman: David Calderhead
Joris van den Brink: Thomas Boer
Ted Peters: Mark Bellamy
Tim McBrady: Jonathon Sawdon
Running time
20 minutes

NEW BUSINESS
GOVERNANCE
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“I am glad to take this
opportunity to repeat what I
said to our shareholders,
that I am profoundly sorry
at the turn of events. All of
us have lost a great deal of
money and a great number
of colleagues. And I am very
sorry about that.”

George Thornton welcomes
Alexandra Nowak, representative of
the Agents of Change Foundation, to
the lecture stand. In a somewhat
condescending tone, she delivers a
speech about the wonders of
democracy and civil society. She
claims a strong belief in her cause,
even blinks away some tears, but it is
hard not to question her integrity.
Alexandra re-appears in Act 4 and Act
5 as a speaker from the audience.

Source material:
Interviews conducted in 2008 by
Nicoline van Harskamp, with directors
of various NGO’s in Serbia, each
promoting civil society building.
Cast:
George Thornton: William Sutton
Alexandra Nowak: Joan Voort
Running time:
20 minutes

(Not included in single channel
version.)
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THE AGENTS OF CHANGE

“Think of Martin Luther
King. I think that his “I have
a dream” was a message
beyond ideology. It was a
message about freedom to
be who you want to be. To
be free but not to oppress
others. It would be very
difficult to strive for that
freedom if we were to be
ideologically biased.”

With the “spirited leadership” of
moderator John Matthews, city
employees Evelyn Goodman, Yuri
Shri and Sylvia Eldrigde discuss the
benefits of making street-level
dialogues instrumental in social
cohesion policies. The actual power
relations that undermine the
supposed democratizing effect, are
revealed during question time.
Source material:
Recordings of a public meeting in
Rotterdam in 2003 on the topic of
dialogue.

Cast:
Sylvia Eldrigde: Adrienne West
Alexandra Hunt: Mindy Ran (does not
appear in the film version)
Evelyn Goodman: Yvette Supraski
Yuri Shri: Frank Sheppard
John Matthews: Bill Stevenson
Rick Stevenson: Jason Gwen
Farouk El-Khoury: Walid Barjas Dargam
Alexandra Nowak: Joan Voort
Patricia Chantell: Priscilla van der Donk
Nick Nash: Rick Parets
Running time:
24 minutes

DIALOGUE DAY

4

“But people are fantastically
happy when the local council
turns up on their doorstep.
That’s what we call the
‘bottom-up-top-support’. It
happens at the bottom and
it’s being facilitated by the
top.”

Communication trainer Max Bonner
presents the principles of Peaceful
Communication. He sets out in his
regular slick manner and is rewarded
with the appreciative comments of
some audience members – Rick
Stevenson, Alexandra Nowak and
Rachel Garrison. When the sceptic
Lisa Levi speaks up, he silences her
by putting his own theory to practice:
don’t punish, don’t reward, but
empathize. Max Bonner also plays a
video that shows him interviewing his
hero Martin Wasserman.

Source material:
Nicoline van Harskamp’s notes from a
Nonviolent Communication Training
she attended in 2009; information
from various Nonviolent
Communication websites and a clip of
an interview with Marshall Rosenberg.
Cast:
Max Bonner: Greg Shapiro
Martin Wasserman: Mark Janicello
Rick Stevenson: Jason Gwen
Alexandra Nowak: Joan Voort
Lisa Levi: Cece Sykes
Rachel Garrison: Eline van der Velden
Running time:
19 minutes
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PEACEFUL COMMUNICATION
IN PRIVATE LIFE,
EDUCATION, GOVERNMENT
AND BUSINESS
“All language criticizes
others is essentially a tragic
expression of an unmet
need.”

George Thornton introduces the
American activist William Huff, who
reads up a long text on why violence
can be necessary in revolutionary
activism. His ordinary appearance
and somniferous delivery of facts,
contrasts his radical message. To
avoid having to moderate the intense
Q&A session that will no doubt
follow, Thornton hurridly removes
Huff from the room at the end of his
lecture.

Source material:
The book ‘How Nonviolence Protects
the State by the anarchist Peter
Gelderloos; a lecture by the author
recorded by Nicoline van Harskamp in
2007.
Cast:
George Thornton: William Sutton
William Huff: Jeremiah Fleming
Running time:
40 minutes

(Not included in single channel
version.)
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THE FAILURE OF
NONVIOLENCE IN PERSUIT
OF REVOLUTIONARY ENDS

“There is nothing in this
world that currently
deserves the word ‘peace’.
Rather, it is a question of
whose violence frightens us
most, and on whose side we
stand.”

Moderator Yolanda Mason invites
populist politician Olivia Cunningham
and agent provocateur Mohammed
Halabi to debate the question:
“Should a national style of greeting
be determined by law?” Both
interviewees, who have manifested
themselves in the media as each
other’s strongest opponents, are in
the mood for attack. Halabi attacks
with elaborate statements mixing
jargon from law, sociology and politics,
with street slang. Cunningham
attacks with the overly simplified
language of the true populist. Terms
such as ‘assault’, ‘propriety’ and
‘militancy’ are defined, redefined
and strategically misinterpreted. All
this is way over the moderator’s
head, and her boss George Thornton
has to step in to prevent an actual
fist fight.
Source material:
Several television appearances of the
Dutch lawyer Mohammed Enait
between 2005 and 2007. His counterparts are based on various populist
politicians and various journalists.
Cast:
Mohammed Halabi: Rakesh Parangath
Olivia Cunningham: Dawn Mastin
Yolanda Mason: Amy Potter
George Thornton: William Sutton
Running time:
16 minutes
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UNIFORMITY IN PUBLIC
CONDUCT

“You see the constitutional
State as some sort of Flying
Spaghetti Monster. And you
wave religious dogmas and
post-modern articles of
faith around that monster.”

Star academic Stefan Sekula has
invited three friends and colleagues –
Enrico Telesta, Hans Ostergard and
Pierre Berardi – to speak on the topic
of new communism. They are meant
to each make a short statement, and
then propose a kind of joint resolution.
Berardi speaks first, but elaborates
on irrelevant issues for over half an
hour. The French intellectual is a bit
of a living myth and a highly entertaining speaker, so his behaviour is
tolerated at first. Then Sekula, who’d
rather fancied himself as the centre
of attention, starts writing ‘five minutes left!’ notes to Berardi – with no
effect: only when audience members
urge him to stop, he quickly reads up
his statement and leaves the room.
Sekula takes back the attention by
challenging the audience to sing the
Internationale with him. George
Thornton fails to interrupt this
terrible singing performance.
Source material:
Recordings of the conference “On the
Idea of Communism” at the Birkbeck
University in London in 2008.

Cast:
Pierre Berardi: Daniel Rovai
Stefan Sekula: Dimitri Ivanov
Enrico Telesta: Rob Michels
Hans Ostergard: Michael Usachev
Juan Diaz Chavez: Francisco Camacho
William Huff: Jeremiah Fleming
George Thornton: William Sutton
Running time:
30 minutes
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THE POTENTIAL OF
COMMUNIST POLITICS IN
CONTEMPORARY
PHILOSOPHY

“That is the art: to change
the very background of
impossibilities. So why don’t
we do something very old
fashioned to conclude? That
is, to sing a certain very
well-known song. I will not
tell you which one. The title
has around ten letters. It
starts with ‘I’. It ends with
‘E’. Who dares to do this?”

Adoley Malik, is about to deliver a
keynote speech. George Thornton is
clearly in awe of Malik, perhaps even
surprised that she agreed to attend in
the first place. Malik is much out the
audience’s league. She knows this
and makes no effort to hide her
irritation. During her speech she
repeatedly makes remarks such as
“as you all know, of course, because
this is a very very famous book” and
“I see I don’t have a great readership
in this crowd”. Ironically, her speech
is full of references to dogs and
underdogs and the relation between
teachers and pupils. Before the Q&A
session, an urgent message is passed
on to Thornton, who hurriedly closes
the meeting.
Source material:
A recorded keynote lecture by
Gayatri Spivak at the Van Abbe
Museum in Eindhoven in 2007.

Cast:
George Thornton: William Sutton
Adoley Malik: Adella Langdon
Running time:
21 minutes

(Not included in single channel
version.)

EDUCATING THE
EDUCATORS
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“What we have seen again
and again is that the selfselected moral entrepeneurs
of the international civil
society, want to work without
a social contract. But this is
really a kind of return of
benevolent feudalism. You
may not like this notion
very much because it’s so
much more convenient to
do good in your way. But if
you think about it, perhaps
you will agree with me.”

Towards the end of the conference,
news breaks of a desastrous event:
runner-up for the presidency in the
soon to be held national elections has
been assassinated. Months earlier,
Paul Hern had written a play about
exactly such an event. ‘Witch Hunt’
was scheduled to be staged at as the
grand finale of the conference but
instead, George Thornton invites
Hern and some audience members to
the stage with the ambition to “find
words for what has happened”. The
meeting starts in a civilised manner,
but soon the panel members Nicholas
Gibbons, Jake Johnson, Agnes Turner,
Paul Hern and Rowena Pickett Bloom
start speculating about who is to blame.
Audience and panel members walk
out. Moderator Jennifer Atkins
refuses to give up and her father gives
a speech on “our rational democratic
system” from the back of the room.
Source material:
Recordings of an event at debate
centre De Balie Amsterdam, in 2002.
Cast:
Jennifer Atkins: Georgina Dean
Paul Hern: Peter More
Agnes Turner: Emma Dingwall
Nicholas Gibbons: Ralph de Rijke
Rowena Pickett-Bloom: Ajit Sandhu
Jake Johnson: David Cameron
George Thornton: William Sutton
Wilma Sharp: Rosalie Kreisky
Hans Ostergard: Michael Usachev
Steven Chapman: David Calderhead
Running time:
28 minutes
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WITCH HUNT
(AN IMPROMPTU DEBATE)

“It’s a splendid thing to
reduce politics to a rational
process, in which people
talk and eventually decide
on their preferences, but
politics are, of course, also
vehemently emotional.
Politics is also political
assassination.”
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Any other Business was presented as
a video installation at Artissima Turin
(Present Future) by Gallery NON,
Istanbul, and at Performa 11 in New
York, both in 2011.

The text of Any other Business was
used to compile the script for
“Expressive Power Series Part One –
Max Bonner on the Phenomenology of
Speech”. This performance, written
for 4 actors in the seminar room of a
cultural institation, summarizes the
core arguments of the conference in
just under an hour. It was staged in
2010 at the New Museum New York,
Witte de With Rotterdam and the
Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam.

