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Glorious Fiction Revisited: Katarina Zdjelar’s Don’t Do It Wrong 
 
Glorious Fatherland 

 
In Katarina Zdjelar’s Don’t Do It Wrong, a girl carries a flag. It is the Turkish flag. She carries it 
as part of a daily ceremony, but although it is a daily exercise she still seems nervous. Will she 
do it right?  
 

Perhaps somebody forgot to tell her that although one often speaks of the ‘fatherland’ a 
common metaphor for a country is often a woman – generally a young woman. But perhaps 
this little girl is too young to gain reassurance from this. She appears in marked contrast to the 
beautiful, grown up women who might symbolize a country and who might be courted, won, 
and possessed by men. Probably the most famous example of such a figure in European 

history is France’s Marianne, who can be seen in allegorical form as Liberty in Eugène 
Delacroix’s painting Liberty Leading the People. 
 

  
Eugéne Delacroix, Liberty Leading the People, 1830 
 
One notices that in the heat of battle Marianne has become slightly undressed (not too much, 
of course.) She is the only woman in the picture, although one can have one’s doubts about 
the figure dressed in the colours of the French flag who rises at Liberty’s feet. He or she may 

represent the rising nation state. The others are all men because, after all, men have to be able 
to gather under the flag. Men and women are not really supposed to fight together to gain 
their independence and national freedom because that would imply that women would have 
gained the same independence as men. 
 It is important to note that Marianne especially represents the state, not so much the 

nation – which in the case of France would be symbolized by the Gallic rooster, an animal 
that appears at soccer matches for instance. As a symbol for the state Marianne not only 
represents liberty, but also reason. Since, in general, women tend to be regarded in patriarchal 
cultures as irrational this may seem odd, until we consider that the image of Marianne in this 

painting is influenced by Pallas Athena, or by Justitia (Justice), who also stands for reason. As 
for Marianne’s name – apart from being a common name at the time of the French 
revolutions of the 18th and 19th century – it actually goes back on the Virgin Mary and as such 
represents a holy figure that can be worshipped. And talking of worship: Marianne carries the 
only official symbol of the French nation state, the flag. While Marianne and the rooster serve 
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to satisfy the sentimental needs of the people, the flag is the singularly sacrosanct symbol of the 
sovereign state. 

Naked breasts are quite familiar in the history of European art, following on from the many 
cultures that have influenced it. You’ll find naked breasts in Indian art, Egyptian art, classical 
Greek art, Roman art, medieval Christian art and so forth. Everybody sees them, and is thus 
silently introduced into a culture of voyeurism that may eroticize any social instrument that 
benefits from the introduction of some kind of thrill. If the nation state were merely a 

monstrous machine few would feel a thrill, (although some find eroticism in machinery). But 
there are cultures, of course, where breasts are not supposed to be publicly displayed. As was 
the case in 2006, when the October 20th edition of the French journal Liberation reported 
disturbing news from Turkey. A Turkish educational manual on the Rights of Man had 
reproduced Delacroix’s painting and the Turkish Ministry of Education had asked the editors 

to withdraw the reproduction. A dispute arose over whether this was because of the naked 
breasts or because the painting seemed to imply an unfortunate conflation of France, 
democracy and universal rights. Of course, the ministry did not object to the flag, how could 
it? Flags are sacrosanct everywhere. 
 Although there are many texts, works of art and historical documents, in which the 

female symbol of the nation state is being raped – in this way calling for revenge against 
oppressors and their kin – here Marianne appears as the glorious figure of the eternal, 
invincible nation state. In her body history, present, and future come together. She is old 
enough to represent history, she is young and vibrant enough to represent the turbulence of 
the present, and amply equipped to carry the children of the future.  

Do we meet such a comforting figure in Zdjelar’s Don’t do It Wrong? No we don’t. We 
see parents who are late and hurrying to get their children to class. As the ceremony is about 
to start we see a nervous girl looking at the flag that she will have to carry as if it is a strange 
organ. The boy next to her is more familiar with the thing he will have to raise in front of him. 
All in all we see people being drilled as the young subjects of a young state. Reality shows its 

muscles. But how real is it? 
 

 
Truth of Fiction 

 

The sense of belonging to a nation state cannot be properly understood whilst one restricts 

oneself to the realm of discourse, scripture and representation. Therefore, when Benedict 
Anderson formulated a definition of nations as imaginary communities, he moved beyond the 
restrictions of this realm. Indeed, imagination appears to be something that is both inside and 
outside the realm of representation. Zdjelar’s Don’t Do It Wrong may illustrate this. It highlights 
two aspects of the imaginary. The first is that the imaginary belongs, in a sense, to the realm of 

fiction. Secondly, the imaginary, as the name suggests, is somehow made up of images. Let me 
address fiction first, then the importance of the image in imaginary. 
 It is by now a common place that the nation state can be described as a fiction. Most of 
the time people use this term in order to indicate that the state as such is an illusive, and in 
that sense a fictive body. One cannot grab it, see it, or trace it in its entirety. It is more as if the 

nation state is one collection of “organs without a body”, as Slavoj Zizek would call it. We 
encounter such an organ of the state when we go to school. We meet another such organ 
when we come before court, and yet another when we get married, when we pay taxes, when 
we hoist the flag for some commemoration. The organs themselves are rather concrete and 
will affect our minds and bodies directly, but the body to which they are attached does not 

exist as such, unless in the realm of fiction.  
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 Fiction does not imply the un-true or the un-real. As has been shown in trauma 
studies, fiction may be the tool with which to express the inexpressible, or something that is 

too difficult to represent. In a sense fiction may be more true, even more real, than a 
straightforward representation of what happens. This is highlighted by the opening shots of 
Zdjelar’s Don’t Do It Wrong. We see an empty hallway, into what? A school? A penitentiary? A 
hospital? It must be some kind of disciplinary institute, this much is clear. It’s probably a 
school, because we hear the sound of children’s voices. Then we see figures at the end of the 

hallway. Are they revolving around something? The realness of the entire scene is overruled 
by the vague shadows at the end of the hallway, by the length of the shot, by the sound 
coming from everywhere, the finger of light pointing towards us. Even if we are in a particular 
school, it is as if we are in some dreamlike state, and perhaps because the scene immediately 
activates memories of our own primary school experiences.  

 Later this dreamlike state will shift to another realm. There we are, in spaces crossed 
and filled by organs without a body : a piece of a flag, a voice coming from a loudspeaker, 
body parts that block the light, cloaks rushing past, a song of independence being sung, 
children’s heads popping out of their school uniform. All of these organs are somehow 
connected to what invisibly, fictively, connects them: the body of the Turkish nation state that 

is, concretely, absent. Yet that nation state is there, not more real than the messy ceremony 
that is being registered, but truly sensible. 
 
 
Nation State Revisited 

 

Even when the ‘imaginary’ of imaginary communities is specified by what one can sense, or 
what one can gather, as in a museum, the image-like quality of the imaginary remains 
somewhat diffuse. How can one belong to an image, or be in it?  This, I suggest, can best be 
analyzed not in a discursive or representational frame, but in a theatrical one, because theatre 
consists in simultaneity: the connectedness and directness of an image at which we look but in 

which we are at the same time, instantaneously, in space and time.  The force of Don’t Do It 
Wrong consists partly in the condensed chain of actions and events, it contains partly in the 
presence of other, implied actions and events (such as the history of the Turkish nation), but it 
is foremost the image-d relation between actors, props and audience in a charged space that 
solicits its affect. That is to say, the force of the event can best be sensed and understood in 

terms of mise-en-scène. The concept was taken up refreshingly by Mieke Bal in a book called 
Travelling Concepts in the Humanities. In Bal’s use of the term “the theatricality that mise-en-scène 
entails is perhaps the most profound manifestation of the cultural life that exists between 
private and public, or between individual and collective subjectivity” (99). Accordingly we 
meet in Don’t Do It Wrong all these individual human beings, who, even when they wear the 

same collective uniforms, will have particular things embroidered on their collars. Whilst we 
watch all of them talking, whispering, shouting as individual human beings, they are part of 
one collective exercise – and we are being drawn in on the duel levels of individual and 
collective subjectivity. 
 Bal’s idea of mise-en-scène concerns an unstable elaboration of subjectivity in relation to 

what one looks at, reads, and what one is in. The mise-en-scène may know a distinct set up, and 
will know distinct forms of direction – of things being directed. But as Don’t Do It Wrong 
demonstrates, the actual instance of a theatrical event, the moment at which the mise-en-scène 
comes to live, can never be directed in its entirety. All the elements involved become part of a 
game with an intrinsically open outcome.  

 In this case the open outcome can be felt most strongly in the tension between the 
martial content of what the children are trained to sing and shout, and the language in which 
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this is being done. There is a marked difference between the concept of fatherland and mother 
tongue. With regard to this, one scene – no more than a passing element in the film – remains 

telling. As the ceremony is about to start a mother crosses the hallway. We hear her being 
reprimanded, and an authoritative male voice in exasperation wonders how school can be 
effective in drilling when parents behave in such an undisciplined manner, even as the year is 
almost at its end. It is all rather embarrassing, and consequently one of the authoritarian male 
school teachers orders the film maker: “Don’t record this”. But, of course, it is being recorded, 

in order to show how a glorious nation state has a messy, funny and vulnerable body at the 
base. Whereas language may be used to discipline the collective body of the state’s subjects, it 
remains at the same time the language in which people whisper their own private worries, 
make fun of each other, and always point at other directions to those indicated by the 
authorities. As if somebody has ordained: “Don’t wave at the camera”. But, of course, they 

wave, the schoolteacher included. 
 
 
Frans-Willem Korsten, 2009 


