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FOREWORD

This publication is a theoretical reader focused on concepts, themes and issues 
related to the intersection between contemporary art and economics in the processes 
of globalization today. It brings together contributions by an international group of 
theorists, critics, analysts, researchers, experts in various fields, ranging from art 
theory, cultural studies, contemporary economics, business, public policy, organizational 
studies, social and political sciences, philosophy, and art management.

The principal character of the publication is educational. The goal is to open up 
a new productive space for artistic and cultural analysis related to the economic 
transformation in the post-socialist societies, to foster the theoretical and methodological 
re-thinking of the subject at hand, as well as to engage the local students (and broader 
international readership, too) with various current theoretical viewpoints dealing with 
the intersection between contemporary visual arts and economics. 

The publication principally attempts to provide a firm theoretical framework for 
the subject concerned, and is related to the main mission of the project: to fulfill the 
problematic gap concerning the theoretical and practical analyses of artistic and 
economic production in the contemporary global world. It focuses on the fundamental 
lack of a specific and articulated discourse related to the intersection between art 
and economy, and aims at introducing, re-thinking, re-articulating and opening up 
possibilities for new methodologies and discourses to the cultural and political 
space of South East Europe and beyond. In order to stimulate an interdisciplinary, 
multi-leveled and trans-national access, the project fosters the need to encourage a 
broad range of approaches, from social and economic sciences and humanities to 
law and public policy, as well as a diverse set of topics to be explored in accordance 
with the artistic and cultural scope of the idea.

Starting mainly from the standpoint of professional institutionalized work 
relationships, but also from constant changes of global artistic, political and 
institutional concepts, new roles have been attributed to old professions, thus 
conceiving new critical positions out of which the experts are about to launch their 
effective ideas. Here I primarily think of curators, and curators as different from the 
easily confusing term of custodians (whose professional orientation is supposed to 
be more connected to the aspects of museology). My contribution is related to the 
phenomenon of contemporary curatorial practice, under which I imply the strategies 
of action and (alternative) political engagement in the broad cultural field. The point 
of departure is a possibility of identifying curators of contemporary art as new political 
subjects, where the political legitimating (in Fredric Jameson’s terms) comes from 
the fundamental level on which political struggle is waged, (i.e.) the struggle over 
the legitimacy of concepts and ideologies. To be identified as a “political subject” 
here precisely implies the professional configuration of a contemporary art curator 
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as a political (cyber) activist, able to interfere the broad cultural sphere through a 
set of engaged social and political activities, i.e. a being with a high-level of political 
awareness and activity, functionalized from its proper professional sector of operational 
efficiency, and not as a parliamentary-involved and politically engaged subject (acting 
out of his professional sector or only for the benefit of his/her own professional 
community). Art’s political potential is therefore not signaled only in terms of its 
preconceived overlapping with non-artistic (side) effects, but in terms of its ability to 
coordinate and control the state of art with constant reference to those non-artistic 
(side) criteria that are imposed by political, social, and economic decision-makers. 
I depart from a belief that the decision-making process in contemporary art and 
culture should no longer be treated only as reflecting the totality of political reality 
(just as it had been the case in totalitarian societies of former Eastern Europe), but 
as influencing particular segments of such a reality through art’s ability to respond 
to the demands and criteria controlled by other public sectors. This attitude toward 
political identification and configuration of a curator as an activist responds to 
the ways that political power relations are articulated in the sphere of art, theory, 
activism, and culture, and also – to the ways that this sphere is related to the effects 
of ideology, hegemony, hierarchy, and political legitimacy. The question of interest 
here is: if there is no autonomy of culture from politics and the economy, what are 
the cultural dimensions of globalization, and how are they recognized today in the 
field of curatorial practices?

Marko Stamenković
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Marko STAMENKOVIĆ

INTRODUCTION

CURATORIAL THEORY AND PRACTICE

Curating (as applied to contemporary visual arts) is a theoretical and practical 
discipline revolving around the ideas, concepts, strategies, and meanings of visual 
display. As such, curating implies both theoretical and practical involvement with 
issues concerning all aspects of the way art is being submitted to the processes of 
classification, selection, and representation, due to specific conditions imposed by 
art production, criticism, exhibition space, and art reception. The theoretical aspect 
of curating here specifically refers to curatorial theory, while the practical aspect of 
curating refers to curatorial practice. It is by no means that these two disciplines 
should be separated. On the contrary, they complement each other, and it is such 
overlapping character of contemporary curatorship that I intend to put into focus 
on here.

Curatorial theory is here understood as a specific theoretical discipline determined 
as a linguistic or discursive activity. Curatorial theory as a linguistic or discursive 
activity outlines the contemporary field of curating through its aspects of language 
and discourse, i.e. the discursive scholarly forms of analysis dealing with fundamental 
questions facing curating. As such, curatorial theory is not meant to be understood 
as a self-referential discipline: it rather departs from the common body of knowledge 
as accumulated in related theoretical disciplines (art theory, art criticism, philosophy 
and critical theory, art history, visual and cultural studies, media studies, sociology of 
art, theoretical psychoanalysis, etc.). Being identified as part of the common family 
of disciplines, curatorial theory denotes its cross-disciplinary and inter-disciplinary 
character, most notably determined by its relation toward art theory, and by its 
appurtenance to the world of art and the art system: (a) If the framework of art theory 
is determined by speech and language which denote art, the framework of curatorial 
theory is determined by speech and language which denote displaying values of art; 
(b) Also, if curatorial theory is situated inside the world of art and the art system, it is 
possible to determine curatorial theory as a system for communicating information 
within the given coordinates of art production and the consumer’s response to this 
production. 

The first hypothesis helps us identify those involved in curating today as protagonists 
of discursive (language-based) communication and activities. The second hypothesis 
helps us identify them as protagonists of productive (object/project-based) 
communication and activities. Discursive (language-based) communication and 
activities are here understood as referring to all aspects the meaning of language 
is being produced: written language (curatorial statements, texts, essays, articles, 
critical reviews, interviews, documents, etc), spoken language (speech, dialogue,    
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discussion, debate, conference, lecture, etc), and ‘silent language (of ideology)’ 
- communication as the field of unspoken and unwritten rules. 

Curatorial practice is here understood as a specific (practice-oriented) discipline, 
determined as an organizational and productive activity. The choice of the term 
practice deliberately has a two-fold character: on the one hand, it refers to the 
practical (non-theoretical) side of curatorial work (along with theoretical work), 
considering professional decision-making, curatorial strategies, and the shifting 
role of the curator (along with evolution of contemporary art practice); on the other 
hand, it implies an expanded perspective on curating contemporary art and culture 
in general (along with curating an art exhibition), considering the modes of artistic 
and cultural production and organization, the investigations beyond the traditional 
museum and gallery exhibitions, and even beyond the “autonomous” fields of the 
art-world and art-system. Curatorial practice thus refers to relational elements of 
art production within a broadly conceived (political, social, economic, and cultural) 
framework that puts those art-worlds and art-systems into specific contexts, and 
consequently – generates their value systems. The latter (just as the “silent language” 
of curatorial theory) helps determining the ideology of exhibition making, what I would 
also accept as a definition of the curatorial ideology. Accordingly: 

“The ideology of exhibition is not an aggregate of oriented and entirely rationalized 
intentions of its organizers (curators, authors of concept, financiers, cultural workers, 
politicians). The ideology is a precarious atmosphere (environment) of conceptualized as 
well as non-conceptualized possibilities, decisions, symbolizations, solutions, proclamations, 
oversights (erasure), fortuitous choices, selections, proposals, values, tacit insights, 
censorships, the effects of public and tacit taste, justifications, desires and social functions 
that form some sort of acceptable reality of the exhibition from the perspective of society 
and culture. In other words, the ideology of an exhibition or a family of exhibitions is not 
the order (text) of messages that the authors of exhibition are projecting and proclaiming 
in their introductory or accompanying texts; it is that difference between the intended 
and the unintended, the acceptable and the unacceptable in relation of the public and 
the tacit scene: the conscious and the unconscious, i.e., the literal and the fictional. The 
ideology of exhibition is not that which is meant to be accepted by public opinion (doxa) 
but, paradoxically, that which constitutes doxa and represents its expression (a single 
case) in some sort of exchange of ‘social values’ and ‘social powers.” [1]

In traditional art-historical usage the term ‘curating’ is broadly synonymous 
with exhibiting art. However, I would claim that curating in a contemporary sense 
conceives the phenomenon of exhibition only as one (not even the most important, 
though most visible) out of many fragments constitutive for the working process of a 
contemporary curator. Considering the popular description of exhibiting practices as 
the “politics of display” or “politics of representation”, this connection between art 
and politics is a challenge to what we take to be the contemporary view of Eastern 
European (or any other non-hegemonic) art as a realistic mirroring of the world. 
It is, in fact, only apparently realistic and (as in Rastko Močnik’s terms) offers us 
instead a paradoxical formula that this art is a realized abstraction. The question is 
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not whether there is a connection, but what that connection tells us about (Eastern) 
European art and the art itself; how we see and interpret the art in the light of it; how 
the meaning is being produced through the lenses of contemporary reality, and how 
the representation of this reality constructs the common values beyond the level 
of art. This diversification has also resulted, in the last few decades, in a further 
classification of the art system in general. It is not a notion of hidden meanings that 
produces such formula, but rather the notion of a world that is understood in terms 
of an assemblage of visibly accessible meanings and at the same time - revealing 
of previously invisible connections, divisions and political preferences. Hence, I am 
particularly interested in the following issues: 

(a) The fundamental extant difference between the “two Europes” in the very 
period of  European integrative processes after 1989 and the relevant theoretical 
and interpretative instruments for a proper recognition of artistic projects in Eastern 
Europe; 

(b) The relation towards a market economy and the new objectives of transitional 
cultural policy, emphasizing the principles of institutional reconstruction and 
emancipation of a local/regional art scene through its strategic integration into the 
field of the international art world; 

(c) The analytical approach towards the role of a contemporary art curator in respect 
with the so-called global art exhibition projects: the overthrowing of the father-curator 
and introduction of the mediatory concept of an international curatorial team working 
in cooperation for the benefit of a joint, long-term platform.

WHO CURATES?

As far as the terminology itself is concerned, curating has wide applicability. The 
Latin origin of the word could be identified in the verb curare (to care for) and the noun 
cura (care, a cure). The most evident meaning of the term is therefore medical by its 
origin, and refers to the ideas of solicitude, carefulness, and remedial treatment. This 
is how some other Latin words, related to the former one and always with reference 
to ‘curating’, should be understood (for example: curatura, curatus, curabilis, curate, 
curation). Besides, this is how a specific discipline of curating art (within the context 
of traditionally conceived exhibition spaces such as classical museums) used to be 
understood: as a practice of protecting (the institution of art and aesthetic values while 
taking care of) displayed (secured and sheltered) art objects. Additionally, possessing 
power or tendency to cure, or being related to the cure of diseases  (according to the 
English adjective ‘curative’) is possible to connect with the theological meaning of 
the noun ‘curate’, referring to a clergyman assisting a parish priest, rector, or vicar 
(the practice of whom is officially described as ‘curateship’).

However, the meaning of curating, although it originates from the medical, 
emphatical, and/or religious connotations (that are to be understood and accepted 
with the fundamental etymological concern) does not only and necessarily revolve 
around these terms.[2] It could also be deduced from another (legal, referring to a 
law) meaning of the Latin verb cura, the one that seem to be even more important 
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for this analysis. It refers to the ideas of orientation (guidance, directing, conducting), 
management (administration), and control (tutorship, supervision). Accordingly, a 
‘curator’ is a person having charge (as of a museum or library) or a superintendent; 
a guardian appointed to take charge of the property of a person not legally qualified 
to act for himself; and even (in some European universities) - a member of a board 
of managers.[3]

What this rough typology reveals is a possible double-fold character of the 
phenomenon of curating: the one related more to an etymologically correct genesis 
of the word in its ancient, original Latin form (reflecting its scientific, medical and 
remedial background), and another, related to a more contemporary, interpretative 
line of thought (reflecting its legal, administrative, and institutionalized character). 
The actual meaning of the term ‘curating’, therefore, is to be deduced from the 
space in-between the Science and the Law, or - from the specific theoretical and 
practical discourses related both to scientific and administrative strategies as 
applied to curating in its most contemporary sense. These two points of reference 
(scientific and administrative) are the formative grounds that I intend to put into focus 
as the main points of reference in my encountering the phenomenon of curating 
contemporary art. 

Under the term ‘scientific’ I imply a certain method of inquiry (in science or applied 
to scientific study or investigation) that is dependent on the rules and principles of 
exact, accurate, and systematic analysis of relevant data, and leading towards the 
construction of a hypothesis (or a set of hypotheses) in order to articulate and resolve 
a certain problem. What is of an utmost importance (with respect to scientific work 
and methods) is an inherent possibility of taking a completely different point of 
view after this hypothesis (or a set of hypotheses) is approved, and what once has 
been defined only as an experimental approach towards the problem becomes a 
structurally and systematically deduced version of knowledge, reliable and accurate 
by its consistency with given hypotheses and data. This is the way I want to approach 
different methodologies in relation to theoretical discourses appertaining to both art 
history and cultural history, in order to set up another, narrower and more specific 
approach - toward curatorial history and curatorial discourses. 

Under the term ‘legal’ (as applied to contemporary global art and culture in general, 
and more specifically - to contemporary curatorial practices and discourses) I imply 
the question of legitimacy, i.e. a framework of institutional power hierarchy (a set of 
practical institutional constraints) that is established upon different mechanisms of 
power within the contemporary art system, thus making the functional processes of 
this very system sustainable and productive. The basic and most essential question 
that I would like to pose in this direction is: WHO has the right to be identified as 
a curatorial subject today, i.e. who has the right to be professionally involved with 
contemporary curatorial practices and to reserve, establish and protect such a 
privileged professional/political position in contemporary art world? Also, how is 
this position being realized, operationalized and sustained? Because, as some 
theoreticians would state, “the question of who is allowed to design an exhibition, 
conference, round table and participate in the organization of an artistic event needs 
to be reconsidered and pointed out alongside questions of how and why certain 
themes and issues are approached” (Marina Gržinić).
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As it is now evident and possible to set up a basic hypothesis, curating (at first 
sight) has almost nothing to do with art. This, however, is not a negative hypothesis: 
it helps us understand the side-axis of art in its most actual line of development, 
and with regard to supposedly non-artistic frameworks that are being constitutive for 
the significance of theoretical and practical acting in the field of contemporary art 
today. By pointing out at this side-axis (the framework simultaneously generating and 
surrounding the values of contemporary art today), I particularly mean: the conditions 
that generate, produce, articulate, and influence both the theoretical discourses and 
practical involvement in the sphere of art, and especially - in the sphere of contemporary 
visual art. This distinction between ‘art’ and ‘contemporary art’ is necessary to 
accentuate, because of the inevitability to accept the following fact: although each 
and every involvement with art today must be defined as ‘contemporary’ or at least 
as ‘belonging to (a certain) value of contemporaneity’, not all the protagonists of the 
contemporary art world are willing to accept it or admit it. This results in their conscious 
or less conscious refusing of the fact that the art of today is being based upon and 
developed through the overall contemporary conditions of (cultural) production. 
Nevertheless, it is important to stress that even the attitude of refusing one’s own 
contemporaneity is being conditioned by and/or is reflecting (being reactive toward) 
the very same object of refusal (i.e. that very “contemporaneity”); this finally and 
paradoxically positions all those ‘outcasts and misfits’ alongside and together with 
their counterparts (who overtly accept the actual moment as the constitutive one for 
their life and work) - in the same sphere of contemporary world and contemporary 
art world. The notion of the frame (framework, context, environment) is here to be 
considered as the first step in encountering the previous (non-artistic) significance 
of curating with the most actual significance of (contemporary art) curating. It also 
explains the fundamental difference between the Western and Eastern concepts / 
systems of art: rather than being determined by a market-driven and profit-oriented 
logic of capitalist consumerist societies in the West, it is within the framework of a 
certain discursive political / ideological order that socialist systems used in order to 
produce (artistic) value, and it is this framework (condition) that, generally speaking, 
still distinguishes the comprehension of Eastern and Western approaches toward 
the issues of art (Boris Groys). 

TOWARD A CURATORIAL DISCOURSE
OF (EASTERN) EUROPEAN (POST-) SOCIALISM

In her essay “Brokering Identities: Art Curators and the Politics of Cultural 
Representation”[4] Mari Carmen Ramírez analyzes how the dynamics of identity 
politics, at both the transnational (global) and the local (multicultural) levels, have 
impacted on curatorial practice.[5] For her, the case of Latin American art in the 
United States presents an ideal starting point from which to chart this significant 
transformation of curatorial agency. She points out that “since the mid-eighties, we 
have seen a steady rise in the number of exhibitions setting forth particular notions 
of identity for Latin American art, as well as a proliferation of exhibition catalogues 
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and critical articles both validating and contesting the various discourses in which 
these identities have been inscribed.” Alongside the issue of the representation 
of Latin American art (meaning the arts of Mexico, South and Central America, 
and the Caribbean) as the core issue in the United States at the epoch, what is 
even more significant (and relevant for the issue of the representation of Eastern 
European art in the era of EU-integration processes after 1989) is the fact that the 
debates encompassing these exhibitions marked the transformation of the curator 
of contemporary art from behind-the-scenes aesthetic arbiter to central player in the 
broader stage of global cultural politics.[6] 

Curatorial discourses about (and/or coming from) the former Eastern European 
(Central, Eastern and South-East European) cultural contexts could be understood 
as a particular phenomenon of its own kind, that emerged in the 1990s after 
the global political changes. At the same time, these new discourses cannot be 
conceived exclusively as autonomous and self-sufficient phenomena because of a 
few reasons: 

a) The fact that Eastern European art only represents the other side of the common 
cultural dominion of the Western cultural system, but developed in different historical 
conditions from those prevailing in the states of the Western Capitalism; 

b) The emergence of contemporary Eastern European art (as represented at the 
exhibitions which exploded throughout the European cultural space in the 1990s and 
early 2000s) has been initiated, intentionally promoted and conceptually supervised 
by the prominent Western gallery and museum system; 

c) Due to the Eastern Europe’s lack of the art market and an overall economical 
instability, the financial background for the realization of these exhibitions has been 
provided by the Western foundations and financial bodies interested in promoting 
contemporary Eastern European art, through exhibitions and art-related projects.

The aforementioned statements clearly posit Eastern European art in relation to an 
external point of view. If we accept the fact that what is at stake in the contemporary 
art world is far from earlier identification and clear distinguishing of national schools 
of art and international movements (according to precisely definable and immediately 
recognizable formal characteristics), and realize that contemporary art is to the utmost 
degree contextual,  then it means that today’s artists and curators from all over the 
world employ the same forms and devices by using them in different cultural and 
political contexts. Therefore, we could pose an inevitable question: Can the Eastern 
European art be said to possess a distinctive character? As Boris Groys put it in 
his speech “The Complicity of Oblivion” (on the occasion of the symposium East of 
Art - Transformations in Eastern Europe, Museum of Modern Art, New York, 2003), 
Eastern European art is first and foremost an art that is subjugated to the external 
point of view, and being subjected to this external judgment on it, this art becomes 
Eastern European; becomes informative about what Eastern Europe is.[7] One might 
add that this must include the Western art world’s interest in the so-called emerging 
markets, the desire of the countries in question to join Europe, and European financial 
involvement in the culture of countries that are not yet members of the EU - otherwise 
a reduced visibility would come as a final result. 
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The current reality of contemporary art curatorship emerges from the selective 
principles imposed by power systems and their respective institutions. One may however 
pose the following question: what makes the contemporary global art world different 
from what the art world used to be before? And what keeps this world united and 
still unified beside all the differences that separate one art scene from another? The 
ultimate question to be raised, in respect to the way that global culture imperialism 
functions, is: What has the contemporary political re-designing of the European map 
contributed to a new interpellation of particular marginalized cultures into the subjects 
of defined cultural micro-systems? I believe that my approach toward the issue of 
curating (art exhibitions as well as art discourses) in the context of globalization 
today, in 2007, must revolve around the cultural implications of European (EU) 
enlargement. Why is it so? One of the possible interpretations of this draws upon 
the most actual political, social, and economic situation on the European continent, 
and accentuates the proposed cooperative and communicative side of international 
cultural action. Let me refer to the official discourse as proposed by Manifesto for 
Cultural Cooperation with South East Europe (Amsterdam, 2003):

“Culture, having a major role to play in building Europe, has a crucial role in creating 
a new space for dialogue and interaction both within different European regions and 
between a particular region and the EU. It is considered to be the powerful driving force 
in countering prejudice and reconciling differences, and thus enabling citizens to cope 
with complex environments. In order to establish the firm platform for mutual cultural 
cooperation between the countries of non-EU regions and the rest of Europe, it is inevitable 
to state the importance of culture being more prominent on Europe’s political agenda. 
The 2004 enlargement of the European Union presents, in that sense, new challenges 
and opportunities to European countries not being part of the Union. Taking into account 
that these countries, the neighbouring territory of the European Union, already belong to 
the common European cultural space, it is now important to acknowledge their cultural 
contexts, vitality and diversity, and their common ground for official cultural cooperation 
with Europe, in terms of their appropriation of all necessary legitimate standards concerning 
relevant cultural issues.” [8]

How to respond to such a (politically correct) challenge? In the field of contemporary 
art, a new curatorial discourse could contribute to the harmonization of Europe’s 
diverse art systems on the basis of professional standards which should be laid down 
within each and every particular art institution taking part in it. Its overall aim would 
be to encourage the establishment and development of progressive collaborative 
art networks and procedures at local, national, regional, inter- and trans-regional 
level, and to promote respect for the principles of an internationally regulated art 
system.

On the other hand, being aware of the imperative for particular artistic space to 
become integrated into regional and broader European contexts, a special emphasis 
is to be placed on the term “European” because there is an increasingly strong 
tendency in many parts of Europe to strive for a unified European artistic space 
within the overall present and future global society. As proposed by Belgrade-based 
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art historian and art critic Ješa Denegri in his recent overview of the contemporary 
Serbian art scene in an international context “no closed borders, especially not narrow 
local and national ones, can continue to exist, and the borders that have until recently 
been, or still continue to be referred to as intra-Balkan and Eastern European, will also 
disappear. In place of these limiting categories we should advocate and implement the 
idea of an entirely unified European cultural and artistic space in which every region, 
including ours, will have an adequate and appropriate place.” [9] The questions raised 
by these distinctions between a proposed universality and an immanent particularity, 
according to the classification as proposed by Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek, 
are therefore strategic: 

“The ideological dream of a united Europe aims at achieving the (impossible) balance 
between the two components: full integration into the global market; retaining the specific 
national and ethnic identities. What we are getting in post-communist Eastern Europe is 
a kind of negative, dystopian realization of this dream - in short, the worst of both worlds, 
an unconstrained market combined with ideological fundamentalism” [10]

These interpretations must always be observed from a very clear point of 
view regarding the most actual and most acute political processes taking part in 
contemporary Europe: (a) integration of European countries into a common EU-unit 
and (b) expansion of European Union (most notably – Eastward). Why are these 
processes playing such a crucial part in our understanding of art and cultural changes 
going on in the former European East? Because we are dealing with the most evident 
process of transfer/translation/transition (from one condition to another, just as if 
it was a matter of an aggregate change of ice into water, if I may use this outmoded 
comparative reference). 

It is not to be forgotten that the economic and political integration of Europe 
has evolved into a European Union from its modest beginnings at the proposed 
integration of six Western European countries’ coal and steel industries in 1950, 
while monetary union has also been added to the EU list of accomplishments with 
the approval of EURO as a common currency (with the exception of several countries 
that have rejected such an approval, most notably the United Kingdom). Although 
the historical roots of the European Union lie in the Second World War[11] (the idea 
of European integration was conceived to prevent such killing and destruction from 
ever happening again, and was first proposed by the French Foreign Minister Robert 
Schuman in a speech on 9 May 1950; this date, the “birthday” of what is now the 
EU, is celebrated annually as Europe Day), the overlapping of economic (steel and 
coal industries) and monetary (EURO) interests are the fundamental background of 
a collaborative political platform. According to such a logic of strategic and market-
driven enlargement, the European Union grew during five expansion waves that last 
culminated in 2007 – with the accession of ten Southern and Eastern European 
states on 1 May 2004 (including eight post-communist countries: the Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia; Bulgaria and 
Romania, both being part of the post-communist territory, joined in 2007).

Also, an attempt to define the phenomenon of the European Union could help 
us approach the institution-based strategy of capitalist expansion. According to the 
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official presentation[12], the European Union (EU) is a family of democratic European 
countries, committed to working together for peace and prosperity. It is not a State 
intended to replace existing states, but it is more than any other international 
organization (cited by the author). The EU is, in fact, unique. Its Member States 
have set up common institutions to which they delegate some of their sovereignty 
so that decisions on specific matters of joint interest can be made democratically at 
European level. This pooling of sovereignty is also called “European integration”.[13] 
Departing from such an “institutional” and “organizational” structuring of the subject 
as concerned here, we can assume that it is the institutional and organizational 
(or, generally put, managerial) character of European art and culture that could be 
comparatively defined through the political and economic process of EU-expansion 
and integration taking place in the last six decades. A contemporary protagonist of 
art and culture, living and working in the period of such paradigmatic processes, 
must be aware of a shift influencing the very status of his or her own profession, 
just as much as the position of his or her field of professional action. What comes 
up as a fundamental political question for each and every protagonist of art and 
culture, and especially the one belonging to the common European civilization but 
not belonging to the common EU-territory (just as it is the case with the South East 
Europe today) is related to the very concept of “Europe”.

A SELF-ORGANIZED CURATORIAL WORKING PLATFORM

In the years to follow the fall of the communist regimes in the former Eastern 
Europe, no comprehensive, long-term, critical and theoretical platform for (explicitly) 
curatorial education has been developed so far in the entire region of the South 
East Europe. The only exception was The World of Art: School for Contemporary 
Art - a curatorial course and training program initiated in 1997 and organized by 
SCCA, Center for Contemporary Arts - Ljubljana, Slovenia.[14] It is also a fact that 
the curatorial studies still do not figure as an existing field of specialist research in 
academic curricula at universities of the region. For those determined to get proper 
theoretical and practical knowledge in this professional domain, these limiting 
conditions make therefore one’s task towards such direction as difficult and complex 
as responsible and demanding. Regarding the role and status of curatorial profession 
in the post-socialist conditions of the East of Europe[15], it is within the structure of 
post-socialism that a curatorial platform entitled art-e-conomy has been proposed. 
The platform was initiated as a self-organized working and educational structure 
in Belgrade (Serbia) in late 2005, with an attempt to re-think the ideas behind the 
economy of art and the intersection of cultural, economic and business conditions 
in the processes of globalization, in an international collaborative context. It was 
premised upon the basic assumption that there is no such a thing as a “neutral” 
professional practice: it started from the conviction that each professional engagement 
implies to take position. “Taking position” with regard to the political, theoretical and 
practical dimensions of curatorial profession today is a fundamental precondition 
for one’s proper professional engagement and development. 
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However, art-e-conomy avoids a traditionalist (art-historical) usage of the term 
‘curating’, where it is broadly synonymous with the practices of “exhibiting art” or 
“mediating between artists and the audience/collectors/gallerists, etc”. Instead, 
one would rather repeatedly claim that curating, in a contemporary (political) 
sense, conceives the phenomenon of exhibition only as one fragment (not even the 
most important, though the most visible), out of many other significant fragments 
constitutive for the working process and the production of knowledge. art-e-conomy 
thus proposes the possibilities of approaching curatorial discourses and practices 
from a critical standpoint, where a strong emphasis is put on the inherent ideological 
mechanisms of power between and within the institutions of cultural, financial and 
social capital.

Starting from the critical positioning within the global sphere of exhibition making 
and art production, art-e-conomy is all about the paradigm shift taking place in - what 
has been politically termed as – Central, East and South East Europe, a territory still 
gaining much of its daily disturbances from what could be highlighted as suffering 
from a ‘non-EU’ syndrome. This status of ‘’non-being-but-still-somehow-belonging-
to’’ the political matrix of united heterogeneity (that is to be recognized today as the 
‘’European Union’’) is actually revealing a double-sense process insisting on political 
change, while at the same time being entirely supported by the new economic 
paradigm (i.e. the ‘’Global Capitalism’’). 

art-e-conomy departs from the fundamental lack (for Central, East and South East 
European cultural and political space) of a specific and articulated discourse related 
to the intersection between art and economy. This is perceived as a problematic field, 
where the (im)possibility to establish an explicit relationship between contemporary 
art and economy fosters the necessity to overcome this gap, publicly problematize it, 
and react by fostering the articulation of the various practices of artistic intervention. 
The fact is that the relationship between art and economy, within this territory, has still 
not been analyzed from either an affirmative or critical point of view. By establishing 
explicitly this relational discourse, the platform is conceived as a stimulating fertile 
ground and a contribution toward common interests for both sectors.

In this sense, economy is a word closely connected to (or, in Marxist terms, 
simultaneous with) the idea of production. Economic system is thus understood as 
an organizational system based upon decision-making processes leading toward the 
production of commodities, their distribution, and exchange. However, what we are 
dealing with here is not a single economic system, but actually a conflicting situation 
emerging from a fundamental difference between the two economic systems, or 
economic philosophies: capitalist, on the one hand, and socialist, on the other. These 
two systems, or philosophies, determine the critical line I intend to exploit in order 
to analyze and position the post-socialist Eastern European art (and contemporary 
curatorial practices related to it) with regard to the logic of the market and the 
expansion of global capitalism in contemporary world. If we are to approach these 
two systems from a ‘black and white’ perspective, it will be easier to perceive their 
fundamental differences just as much as our perception of the global capitalism as 
a vital characteristic of our epoch.
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(1) The capitalist economic system is characterized by:
(a) the market value of an expanding exchange of commodities, 
(b) private property and ownership of the means of production, 
(c) market laws (based upon offer and need) that dictate the economic life,
(d) a self-oriented logic of interest supports the forces of labor. 

(2) The socialist economic system, on the other hand, is determined by:
(a) the exploitation of production systems according to the human needs, 
(b) collective social property and ownership of wealth, 
(c) planned and rational organization of production and distribution of resources,
(d) cooperative work for the benefit of the entire society. [16] 

However, depending on specific economic and political circumstances (as well as 
on different cultural and historical backgrounds), different societies have developed 
particular models of either capitalism or socialism, according to the given conditions. 
Therefore it is more than incorrect to perceive the global state of economy from a 
perspective that perpetuates a Cold War-idea about socialism as being a single resistant 
alternative to capitalism, but rather to think in contemporary terms of capitalisms and 
socialisms[17], or (more precisely) – of capitalisms and alter-capitalisms. It is true, 
however, that with respect to the Eastern European post-socialist art and culture we 
are still conditioned by the fact that socialism, in its real, existing form had presented 
a counter-model for capitalism until its collapse.

Alongside with the economic shift taking place in this part of Europe in the last two 
decades, after the fall of the communist regimes, art-e-conomy addresses the topics 
such as: reform of political and state institutions, relationships between institutional 
and legal reforms and economy, reform of judiciary, integration into the international 
community, macroeconomic trends, privatization, business environment, financial 
sector reform, investments and investing, public finances, social policy and social 
security, labor market reform, infrastructure reform, etc. It is specifically focused on 
institutions and organizations that, within the larger European scope, initiate and 
realize projects and programs dealing with the intersection between contemporary 
art, corporate world, and economic identities. 

The central topic to what art-e-conomy is intended to convey is a notion of 
contemporary art as subject to the worldwide economic changes nowadays. Provided 
that some artists are critical about the issue of economy, while others take an outright 
affirmative position, art-e-conomy explores various aspects of visual practices today 
that are able to offer diverse positions with regard to contemporary global capitalism 
and the neo-liberal discourse in the world of economics and in the media. Through 
analyses of economic and organizational mechanisms in the contemporary art projects 
and art-works, art-e-conomy aims at establishing an explicit relationship between 
contemporary art and economy, while fostering the articulation of various practices 
of artistic intervention related to the conditions of working, living, and acting in the 
field of Global Capitalism. Through a creative (both affirmative and critical) approach, 
art-e-conomy attempts to give a selected analytical overview of the most significant 
actual protagonists, programs and projects dealing with the relationship between 
artistic and economic issues, involving both the theoretical dimension and direct 
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investigation in the field. In such a way, it has managed to reach largely diversified 
audience: local and international artists, theorists, curators, architects, designers, 
public administrators, economists, businessmen, managers, members of foundations, 
representatives of cultural and business companies, students, researchers and 
professors at economic, social, and art academic departments.

Since the beginning of 2006, a series of public lectures, exhibitions, articles, 
presentations, site-specific projects, research-oriented initiatives and collaborative 
structures have been organized and developed, both in Belgrade and abroad, in the 
same framework. Cooperative links have been established with individual cultural 
protagonists and art organizations in the region (Skopje, Sofia, Budapest, Pecs, Novi 
Sad, Bucharest, Zagreb, Osijek, Rijeka, Ljubljana, Sarajevo, Tirana, Istanbul, Venice, 
Graz, Vienna, etc.) as well as with their counterparts in the larger European context 
(Lisbon, Geneva, Rotterdam, Brussels, Antwerp, Amsterdam, Dresden, Berlin, Paris, 
Copenhagen, London, Leeds, etc.). The exhibition PRIVATE DANCERS (February 
2007), for example, opened up the issue of Labour, while the current problematics 
revolving around the new work-conditions, as well as the impact of transformed 
work-concepts on a general value-system and social psychology, were observed from 
the perspective of immaterial labour, flexibility, temporariness of job-engagement 
today, (un)employment, work-ethics, social security, economic migrations, etc. Quite 
alike, the emergence of sharing as a modality of economic production was explored 
in another exhibition, entitled CONTRASTED WORKING WORLD (May 2007), realized 
in cooperation with the Critical Curatorial Cybermedia (CCC) team of professors and 
artists from Geneva University of Art and Design.

As a result of previous activities, and a first step towards the research-oriented future 
efforts, this publication acts as a theoretical reader focused on concepts, themes 
and issues related to the intersection between contemporary art and economics, 
with contributions by: Félix Guattari, Ulrich Beck, Tatjana Đurić Kuzmanović, Arun 
Kumar (Angelika Fitz & Michael Wörgötter), Nick Dyer-Witheford, Marion von Osten, 
Brett Neilson & Ned Rossiter, Jacek Tomkiewicz, Kiss Endre, Sanjin Dragojević, Jim 
McGuigan, Sandra Braman, Wolfgang Ullrich, Saskia Sassen, Julian Stallabrass, 
Martin Ferro-Thomsen, Julie Vandenbroucke & Michel Espeel (Charlotte Bonduel), 
Elena Filipovic, Nina Möntmann, Pier Luigi Sacco & Marco Senaldi, Žarko Paić, Marina 
Gržinić, Susanne Altmann, Walter Seidl, Suzana Milevska, Marina Sorbello (Ivan 
Mečl, Mihnea Mircan, Viktor Misiano, Gregor Podnar, Zsolt Somlói, Aneta Szylak), 
and Doris Rothauer. 

After almost two years of existence, the main goals of the curatorial platform 
art-e-conomy remain the same: to promote the value of discourses at the point of 
intersection between art, economy, and society, within the intercultural regional partner 
initiatives in South East Europe and beyond; to support the strategic development of 
cultural and economic institutions in the region, through long-term educational and 
productive initiatives which could positively contribute to the integration of South 
East Europe into the contemporary European space; and to support the processes of 
re-defining the image of the region - while taking part in global actions and applying 
the methods of such cooperation into a permanent and dynamic stimulation of local 
cultural reconstruction and development. 

In Belgrade, July – August 2007
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Félix GUATTARI

Le Capitalisme Mondial Intégré 
et la révolution moléculaire

Le capitalisme contemporain peut être défini comme capitalisme mondial intégré 
parce qu’il tend à ce qu’aucune activité humaine sur la planète ne lui échappe. 
On peut considérer qu’il a déjà colonisé toutes les surfaces de la planète et que 
l’essentiel de son expression concerne, à présent, les nouvelles activités qu’il entend 
surcoder et contrôler.

Ce double mouvement d’extension géographique qui se clôture sur elle-même 
et d’expansion moléculaire proliférante est corrélatif d’un processus général 
de déterritorialisation. Le CMI (capitalisme mondial intégré) ne respecte ni les 
territorialités existantes, ni les modes de vie traditionnels, ni les modes d’organisation 
sociale des ensembles nationaux, qui paraissent aujourd’hui les mieux établis. Il 
recompose les systèmes de production et les systèmes sociaux sur ses propres 
bases, sur ce que j’appellerai sa propre axiomatique (axiomatique étant ici opposé à 
programmatique). En d’autres termes, il n’y a pas un programme défini une fois pour 
toutes: il est toujours susceptible, à propos d’une crise, ou d’une difficulté imprévue, 
d’ajouter des axiomes fonctionnels supplémentaires ou d’en retrancher. Certaines 
formes capitalistes paraissent s’effondrer à l’occasion d’une guerre mondiale ou 
d’une crise comme celle de 1929, puis renaissent sous d’autres formes, retrouvent 
d’autres fondements. Cette déterritorialisation et cette recomposition permanentes 
concernent aussi bien les formations de pouvoir(1) que les modes de production (je 
préfère parler de formations de pouvoir plutôt que de rapports de production, car 
cette notion est trop restrictive par rapport au sujet considéré ici).

J’aborderai la question du capitalisme mondial intégré sous trois angles:
– celui de ses systèmes de production, d’expression économique et d’axiomatisation 

du socius(2).
– celui des nouvelles segmentarités qu’il développe au niveau transnational ou 

dans le cadre européen ou encore au niveau moléculaire ;
– enfin, sous l’angle de ce que j’appelle les machines de guerre révolutionnaires(3), 

les agencements de désir(4) et les luttes de classes.

Le CMI et ses systèmes de production

Je rappelle qu’il n’existe plus seulement une division internationale du travail 
mais une mondialisation de la division du travail, une captation générale de tous 
les modes d’activités, y compris de celles qui échappent formellement à la définition 
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économique du travail. Les secteurs d’activité les plus “arriérés“ et les modes de 
production marginaux, les activités domestiques, le sport, la culture, qui ne relevaient 
pas jusqu’à présent du marché mondial, sont en train de tomber les uns après les 
autres sous la coupe.

Le CMI intègre donc l’ensemble de ces systèmes machiniques(5) au travail 
humain et à tous les autres types d’espaces sociaux et institutionnels, comme les 
agencements technico-scientifiques, les équipements collectifs ou les médias. La 
révolution informatique accélère considérablement ce processus d’intégration, qui 
contamine également la subjectivité inconsciente, tant individuelle que sociale. Cette 
intégration machinique-sémiotique(6) du travail humain implique donc que soit pris 
en compte, au sein du processus productif, la modélisation de chaque travailleur, 
non seulement son savoir — ce que certains économistes appellent le “capital de 
savoir“ — mais aussi l’ensemble de ses systèmes d’interaction avec la société et 
avec l’environnement machinique.

L’expression économique du CMI 

L’expression économique du CMI — son mode d’assujettissement sémiotique des 
personnes et des collectivités — ne relève pas uniquement de systèmes de signes 
monétaires, boursiers ou d’appareils juridiques relatifs au salariat, à la propriété, 
à l’ordre public. Elle repose également sur des systèmes d’asservissement(7) au 
sens cybernétique du terme. Les composants sémiotiques du capital fonctionnent 
toujours sur un double registre: celui de la représentation (où les systèmes de 
signes sont indépendants et distanciés des référents économiques) et celui du 
diagrammatisme (où les systèmes de signes entrent en concaténation(8) directe 
avec les référents, en tant qu’instrument de modelage, de programmation, de 
planification des segments sociaux et des agencements productifs). Ainsi, le capital 
est beaucoup plus qu’une simple catégorie économique relative à la circulation des 
biens et à l’accumulation.

C’est une catégorie sémiotique qui concerne l’ensemble des niveaux de la production 
et l’ensemble des niveaux de stratification des pouvoirs. Le CMI s’inscrit non seulement 
dans le cadre de sociétés divisées en classes sociales, raciales, bureaucratiques, 
sexuelles et en classes d’âge, mais aussi au sein d’un tissu machinique proliférant. 
Son ambiguïté à l’égard des mutations machiniques matérielles et sémiotiques, 
caractéristiques de la situation actuelle, est telle qu’il utilise toute la puissance 
machinique, la prolifération sémiotique des sociétés industrielles développées, dans le 
même temps qu’il la neutralise par ses moyens d’expression économique spécifiques. Il 
ne favorise les innovations et l’expansion machinique qu’autant qu’il peut les récupérer, 
et consolider les axiomes sociaux fondamentaux sur lesquels il ne peut pas transiger: 
un certain type de conception du socius, du désir, du travail, des loisirs, de la culture. 

L’axiomisation du socius 

L’axiomatisation du socius est caractérisée, dans le contexte actuel, par trois types 
de transformation: de clôture, de déterritorialisation et de segmentarité.
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– La clôture: À partir du moment où le capitalisme a envahi l’ensemble 
des surfaces économiquement exploitables, il ne peut plus maintenir l’élan 
expansionniste qui était le sien durant ses phases coloniales et impérialistes. 
Son champ d’action est clôturé et cela lui impose de se recomposer sans arrêt sur 
lui-même, sur les mêmes espaces, en approfondissant ses modes de contrôle et 
d’assujettissement des sociétés humaines.

Sa mondialisation, loin d’être un facteur de croissance, correspond donc, en fait, 
à une remise en question radicale de ses bases antérieures. Elle peut aboutir soit 
à une involution complète du système, soit à un changement de registre. Le CMI 
devra trouver son expansion, ses moyens de croissance, en travaillant les mêmes 
formations de pouvoir, retransformant les rapports sociaux, et en développant des 
marchés toujours plus artificiels, non seulement dans le domaine des biens mais 
aussi dans celui des affects. J’émets l’hypothèse que la crise actuelle — qui, au fond, 
n’en est pas une, c’est plutôt une gigantesque reconversion — est précisément cette 
oscillation entre l’involution d’un certain type de capitalisme, qui se heurte à sa propre 
clôture, et une tentative de restructuration sur des bases différentes.

– La déterritorialisation: 
Il lui faut, en d’autres termes, opérer une reconversion décisive, quitte à liquider 

complètement des systèmes antérieurs, que ce soit au niveau de la production ou 
des compromis nationaux (avec la démocratie bourgeoise ou la social-démocratie). 
C’est la fin des capitalismes territorialisés, des impérialismes expansifs et le passage 
à des impérialismes déterritorialisés et intensifs: l’abandon de toute une série de 
catégories sociales, de branches d’activités, de régions sur lesquelles le CMI reposait; 
le remodelage et le domptage des forces productives de façon à ce qu’elles s’adaptent 
au nouveau mode de production.

La déterritorialisation du capitalisme sur lui-même, c’est ce que déjà Marx avait 
appelé “l’expropriation de la bourgeoisie par la bourgeoisie“ mais cette fois-ci, à 
une tout autre échelle. Le CMI n’est pas universaliste. Il ne tient pas à généraliser 
la démocratie bourgeoise sur l’ensemble de la planète, pas plus, d’ailleurs, qu’un 
système de dictature. Mais il a besoin d’une homogénéisation des modes de 
production, des modes de circulation et des modes de contrôle social. C’est cette 
unique préoccupation qui le conduit à s’appuyer ici sur des régimes relativement 
démocratiques et, ailleurs, à imposer des dictatures. Cette orientation, d’une façon 
générale, a pour effet de reléguer les anciennes territorialités sociales et politiques, 
ou tout au moins à les dessaisir de leurs anciennes puissances économiques. Mais 
cela n’est possible que si lui-même fonctionne à partir d’un multicentrage de ses 
propres centres de décision.

Aujourd’hui, le CMI n’a pas un centre unique de pouvoir. Même sa branche nord-
américaine est polycentrée. Les centres réels de décision sont répartis sur toute la 
planète. Il ne s’agit pas seulement d’états-majors économiques au sommet, mais 
aussi de rouages du pouvoir s’étageant à tous les niveaux de la pyramide sociale, 
du manager au père de famille. D’une certaine façon, le CMI instaure sa propre 
démocratie interne. Il n’impose pas nécessairement une décision allant dans le 
sens de ses intérêts immédiats. Par des mécanismes complexes, il “consulte“ les 
autres centres d’intérêt, les autres segments avec lesquels il doit composer. Cette 
- “négociation“ n’est plus politique comme jadis. Elle met en jeu des systèmes 



26

d’information et de manipulations psychologiques à grande échelle, par le biais 
des mass-media. La dégénérescence des localisations concentriques des modes 
de pouvoir et des hiérarchies qui s’étageaient des aristocraties aux prolétariats en 
passant par les petites bourgeoisies n’est pas incompatible avec leur maintien partiel. 
Mais elles ne correspondent plus aux champs réels de décisionalité.

Le pouvoir du CMI est toujours ailleurs, au coeur de mécanismes déterritorialisés. 
C’est ce qui fait qu’il paraît aujourd’hui impossible de le cerner, de l’atteindre et 
de s’y attaquer. Cette déterritorialisation engendre également des phénomènes 
paradoxaux, comme le développement de zones du Tiers-monde dans les pays les 
plus développés et, inversement, l’apparition de centres hyper-capitalisés à l’intérieur 
de zones sous-développées.

Le système général de segmentarité 

Le capitalisme n’étant plus dans une phase expansive au niveau géopolitique 
est amené à se réinventer sur les mêmes espaces selon une sorte de technique de 
palimpseste(9). Il ne peut pas plus se développer selon un système de centre et de 
périphérie, qu’il transforme synchroniquement.

Son problème sera de trouver de nouvelles méthodes de consolidation de ses systèmes 
de hiérarchie sociale. Il s’agit là d’un axiome fondamental: pour maintenir la consistance 
de la force collective de travail à l’échelle de la planète, le CMI est tenu de faire coexister 
des zones de superdéveloppement, de superenrichissement au profit des aristocraties 
capitalistes (pas uniquement localisées dans les bastions capitalistes traditionnels), et 
des zones de sous-développement relatif, et même des zones de paupérisation absolue. 
C’est entre ces extrêmes qu’une disciplinarisation générale de la force collective de 
travail et un cloisonnement, une segmentarisation des espaces mondiaux, peuvent 
s’instituer. La libre circulation des biens et des personnes est réservée aux nouvelles 
aristocraties du capitalisme. 

Toutes les autres catégories de population sont assignées à résidence sur un 
coin de la planète, devenue une véritable usine mondiale, à laquelle sont adjoints 
des camps de travail forcé ou des camps d’extermination à l’échelle de pays entiers 
(le Cambodge). Cette redéfinition permanente des segments sociaux ne concerne 
pas seulement les questions économiques. C’est l’ensemble de la vie sociale qui 
se trouve remodelé.

Là où, dans l’Est de la France, on vivait de père en fils de l’acier, le CMI décide de 
liquider le paysage industriel. Tel autre espace sera transformé en zone touristique 
ou en zone résidentielle pour les élites. Des niveaux de standing sont bouleversés à 
l’échelle de régions entières. De nouvelles interactions, de nouveaux antagonismes 
surgissent entre les segments du CMI et les agencements humains qui cherchent à 
résister à son axiomatisation et à se reconstituer sur d’autres bases.

À quelles conditions vaut-il la peine de continuer à vivre dans un tel système? 
Quelles attaches inconscientes font que l’on continue d’y adhérer malgré soi? Tous 
ces axiomes de segmentarité sont liés les uns aux autres. Le CMI non seulement 
intervient à l’échelle mondiale, mais aussi aux niveaux les plus personnels. 
Inversement, des déterminations moléculaires inconscientes ne cessent d’interagir 
sur des composantes fondamentales du CMI.
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La segmentarité transnationale

L’antagonisme Est-Ouest tend à perdre sa consistance. Même lors des phases de 
tension, comme celle qui s’affirme depuis quelque temps, il prend un tour artificiel, 
théâtral. Car l’essentiel des contradictions ne se situe plus dans l’axe Est-Ouest, 
mais dans l’axe Nord-Sud, étant entendu qu’il s’agit toujours, en fin de compte, pour 
le CMI, de s’assurer du contrôle de toutes les zones qui tendent à lui échapper, et 
qu’il existe des Nord et des Sud à l’intérieur de chaque pays. Suffirait-il, alors, de 
dire que la nouvelle segmentarité repose sur le “croisement“ entre un phénomène 
essentiel, une guerre larvée Nord-Sud, et un phénomène secondaire, les rivalités 
Est-Ouest. Je crois que ce serait tout à fait insuffisant.

Le clivage tiers-monde en-voie-dedéveloppement (voire même hyperdéveloppé: 
les pays pétroliers) et Tiers-monde - en-voie-de-paupérisation absolue, en voie 
d’extermination, est devenu lui aussi une donnée permanente de la situation actuelle. 
Mais d’autres facteurs entrent également en ligne de compte.

L’opposition entre le capitalisme transnational, multinational, lobbies internationaux, 
et le capitalisme national, tout en subsistant localement, n’est plus vraiment 
pertinente d’un point de vue global. En fait, toutes ces contradictions internationales 
s’organisent entre elles, se croisent, développent des combinaisons complexes 
qui ne se résument pas dans des systèmes d’axe Est-Ouest, Nord-Sud, national-
multinational. Elles prolifèrent comme une sorte de rhizome(10) multidimensionnel, 
incluant d’innombrables singularités géopolitiques, historiques et religieuses. On ne 
saurait trop insister sur le fait que l’axiomatisation, la production d’axiomes nouveaux 
en réponse à ces situations spécifiques, ne relève pas d’un programme général, ni 
ne dépend d’un centre directeur qui édicterait ces axiomes.

L’axiomatique du CMI n’est pas fondée sur des analyses idéologiques, elle fait 
partie de son procès de production. Dans un tel contexte, toute perspective de lutte 
révolutionnaire circonscrite à des espaces nationaux, toute perspective de prise 
de pouvoir politique par la dictature du prolétariat, apparaissent de plus en plus 
illusoires. Les projets de transformation sociale sont condamnés à l’impuissance 
s’ils ne s’inscrivent pas dans une stratégie subversive à l’échelle mondiale. 

La segmentarité européenne 

L’opposition au sein de l’Europe entre Est et Ouest est amenée, elle aussi, à 
évoluer considérablement dans les années à venir. Ce qui nous paraissait être 
un antagonisme fondamental s’avérera peut-être de plus en plus “phagocytable“, 
négociable à tous les niveaux. Donc, pas de modèle germanoaméricain, pas de 
retour au fascisme d’avant-guerre, mais plutôt évolution, par approximations 
successives, vers un système de démocratie autoritaire d’un nouveau type. Les 
méthodes de répression et de contrôle social des régimes de l’Est et de l’Ouest 
tendent à se rapprocher les uns des autres, un espace répressif européen de 
l’Oural à l’Atlantique menace de relayer l’actuel espace judiciaire européen. 
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La segmentarité moléculaire

Dans les espaces capitalistiques, on retrouvera constamment deux types de 
problèmes fondamentaux: – les luttes d’intérêt, économiques, sociales, syndicales, au 
sens classique; – les luttes relatives aux libertés, que je regrouperai, dans le registre 
de la révolution moléculaire, avec les luttes de désir, les remises en question de la 
vie quotidienne, de l’environnement. Les luttes d’intérêt, les questions de niveau 
de vie demeurent porteuses de contradictions essentielles. Il n’est pas question 
ici de les sous-estimer. Cependant, on peut faire l’hypothèse que, faute d’une 
stratégie globale, elles prêteront toujours plus le flanc à une récupération, à leur 
intégration par l’axiomatique du CMI. Elles n’aboutiront jamais par elles-mêmes à 
une transformation sociale réelle. On n’aura jamais plus d’affrontement type 1848, 
la Commune de Paris ou 1917 en Russie; plus jamais de rupture nette classe contre 
classe amorçant la redéfinition d’un nouveau type de société.

En cas d’épreuve de force majeure, le CMI est en mesure de déclencher une sorte 
de plan Orsec international et de plan Marshall permanent. Les pays européens, 
le Japon et les États-Unis peuvent subventionner à perte, et pendant une longue 
période, l’économie d’un bastion capitaliste en péril. Il y va de la survie du CMI qui 
fonctionne ici comme une sorte de compagnie d’assurances internationale capable, 
sur le plan économique comme sur le plan répressif, d’affronter les épreuves les 
plus difficiles.

Alors que va-t-il se passer? La crise actuelle débouchera-t-elle sur un nouveau statu 
quo social, sur une normalisation à “l’allemande“, une ghettoïsation des marginaux, 
un welfare State généralisé, avec l’aménagement par-ci par-là de quelques niches 
de liberté? C’est une possibilité mais ce n’est pas la seule. Dès que l’on sort des 
schémas simplificateurs, on s’aperçoit que des pays comme l’Allemagne ou le Japon 
ne sont pas à l’abri de grands bouleversements sociaux. Quoi qu’il en soit, il semble 
que, tout au moins en France, la situation évolue vers une liquidation de l’équilibre 
sociologique qui se manifestait depuis des décennies par une relative parité entre 
les forces de gauche et de droite. On s’oriente vers une coupure du type: 90% du 
côté d’une masse conservatrice, apeurée, abrutie par les mass-media et 10% du 
côté de minoritaires plus ou moins réfractaires.

Mais si on aborde ce problème sous un autre angle, non plus seulement sous 
celui des luttes d’intérêt mais des luttes moléculaires, le panorama change. Ce qui 
apparaît dans ces mêmes espaces sociaux, apparemment quadrillés et aseptisés, 
c’est une sorte de guerre sociale bactériologique, quelque chose qui ne s’affirme 
plus selon des fronts nettement délimités (fronts de classe, luttes revendicatrices), 
mais sous forme de bouleversements moléculaires difficiles à appréhender.

Toutes sortes de virus de ce genre attaquent déjà le corps social dans ses 
rapports à la consommation, au travail, aux loisirs et à la culture (autoréductions, 
mise en question du travail, du système de représentation politique, radios libres). 
Des mutations aux conséquences imprévisibles ne cesseront de se faire jour dans 
la subjectivité, consciente et inconsciente, des individus et des groupes sociaux. 
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Agencements de désir et lutte des classes 

Jusqu’où pourra aller cette révolution moléculaire? N’est-elle pas condamnée, 
dans le meilleur des cas, à végéter dans des ghettos à l’allemande? Le sabotage 
moléculaire de la subjectivité sociale dominante ne suffit-il pas à lui-même? La 
révolution moléculaire doit-elle passer alliance avec des forces sociales du niveau 
molaire? La thèse principale, qui est soutenue ici, est que les axiomes du CMI — 
clôture, déterritorialisation, multicentrage, nouvelles segmentarités — ne parviendront 
jamais à en venir à bout. Les ressources du CMI sont peut-être infinies dans l’ordre 
de la production et de la manipulation des institutions et des lois. Mais elles se 
heurtent, et se heurteront toujours plus violemment, à un véritable mur, ou plutôt à 
un enchevêtrement de chicanes infranchissables, dans le domaine de l’économie 
libidinale des groupes sociaux. Cela tient à ce que la révolution moléculaire ne 
concerne pas seulement les rapports quotidiens entre les hommes, les femmes, les 
pédés, les hétéros, les enfants, les adultes et les “gardarem“ de toutes catégories. 
Elle intervient aussi, et avant tout, dans les mutations productrices en tant que telles. 
On la trouvera au cœur des processus mentaux mis en jeu par la nouvelle division 
mondiale du travail, par la révolution informatique. L’essor des forces productives 
dépend d’elle. Et c’est pour cela que le CMI ne pourra pas la contourner. Cela ne 
signifie pas que cette révolution moléculaire soit automatiquement porteuse d’une 
révolution sociale capable d’accoucher d’une société, d’une économie et d’une 
culture libérées du CMI. N’était-ce pas déjà une révolution moléculaire qui avait servi 
de ferment au national-socialisme? Le meilleur et le pire peut en sortir.

L’issue de ce type de transformations dépend essentiellement de la capacité des 
agencements explicitement révolutionnaires à les articuler avec les luttes d’intérêt, 
politiques et sociales. Telle est la question essentielle. Faute d’une telle articulation, 
toutes les mutations de désir, toutes les révolutions moléculaires, toutes les luttes pour 
des espaces de liberté ne parviendront jamais à embrayer sur des transformations 
sociales et économiques à grande échelle.

Comment imaginer que des machines de guerre révolutionnaires de type nouveau 
parviennent à se greffer à la fois sur les contradictions sociales manifestes et sur 
cette révolution moléculaire? La plupart des militants professionnels reconnaissent 
l’importance de ces nouveaux domaines de contestation, mais ajoutent aussitôt qu’il 
n’y a rien à en attendre de positif pour l’instant: “Il faut d’abord que nous ayons atteint 
nos objectifs sur le plan politique avant de pouvoir intervenir dans ces questions de vie 
quotidienne, d’école, de rapport entre groupes, de convivialité, d’écologie“. Presque 
tous les courants de gauche, d’extrême gauche, ou de l’autonomie, se retrouvent sur 
cette position. Chacun, à sa façon, est prêt à exploiter les “nouveaux mouvements 
sociaux“ qui se sont développés depuis les années soixante, mais personne ne pose 
jamais la question de forger des instruments de lutte qui leur seraient réellement 
adaptés. Dès qu’il est question de cet univers flou des désirs, de la vie quotidienne, 
des libertés concrètes une étrange surdité et une myopie sélective apparaissent 
chez les porte-parole attitrés qui sont paniqués à l’idée qu’un désordre pernicieux 
puisse contaminer les rangs de leurs organisations.
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Les pédés, les fous, les radios libres, les féministes, les écolos, tout ça, au fond, 
c’est un peu louche! En fait, ils se sentent menacés dans leur personnage de militant 
et dans leur fonctionnement personnel, c’est-à-dire non seulement dans leurs 
conceptions organisationnelles mais aussi dans leurs investissements affectifs sur 
un certain type d’organisation.

Question lancinante: comment “inventer“ de nouveaux types d’organisations oeuvrant 
dans le sens de cette jonction, de ce cumul d’effets des révolutions moléculaires, des 
luttes de classe en Europe et des luttes d’émancipation du Tiers-monde (capables 
de répondre, cas par cas, sinon au coup par coup, aux transformations segmentaires 
du CMI qui ont précisément pour conséquence, qu’on ne puisse plus parler de 
masses indifférenciées)? Comment de tels agencements de lutte, à la différence 
des organisations traditionnelles, parviendront-ils à se doter de moyens d’analyse 
leur permettant de ne plus être pris de court ni par les innovations institutionnelles 
et technologiques du capitalisme, ni par les embryons de réponse révolutionnaire 
que les travailleurs et les populations assujetties au CMI expérimentent à chaque 
étape? Personne ne peut définir aujourd’hui ce que seront les formes à venir de 
coordination et d’organisation de la révolution moléculaire, mais il est évident 
qu’elles impliqueront, à titre de prémisse absolue, le respect de l’autonomie et de 
la singularité de chacune de ses composantes.

Il est clair dès à présent que leur sensibilité, leur niveau de conscience, leurs rythmes 
d’action, leurs justifications théoriques ne coïncident pas. Il paraît souhaitable, et 
même essentiel, qu’ils ne coïncident jamais. Leurs contradictions, leurs antagonismes 
ne devront être “résolus“ ni par une dialectique contraignante, ni par des appareils 
de direction les surplombant et les oppressant.

Pour des machines de guerre révolutionnaires et efficaces

Quelles formes d’organisation? Quelque chose de flou, de fluide? Un retour 
aux conceptions anarchiques de la belle-époque? Pas nécessairement, et même 
sûrement pas! À partir du moment où cet impératif de respect des traits de 
singularite et d’hétérogénéité des divers segments de luttes serait mis en oeuvre, il 
deviendrait possible de développer, sur des objectifs délimités, un nouveau mode de 
structuration, ni flou ni fluide. Comme la révolution sociale, la révolution moléculaire 
se heurte à de dures réalités qui appellent la constitution d’appareils de luttes, de 
machines de guerre révolutionnaires efficaces. Mais, pour que de tels organismes 
de décision deviennent “tolérables“ et ne soient pas rejetés comme des greffes 
novices, il est indispensable qu’ils soient libérés de toute “systémocratie“, tant à un 
niveau inconscient qu’idéologique manifeste. Beaucoup de ceux qui ont expérimenté 
les formes traditionnelles de militantisme se contentent aujourd’hui de réagir de 
façon hostile à toute forme d’organisation, voire à toute personne qui prétendrait 
assumer la présidence d’une réunion ou la rédaction d’un texte. Dès lors que la 
préoccupation première et permanente devient la jonction entre les luttes molaires 
et les investissements moléculaires, la question de la mise en place d’organismes 
d’information mais aussi de décision se pose sous un nouveau jour, que ce soit à 
l’échelle locale, d’une ville, d’une région, d’une branche d’activité, ou à l’échelle 



31

européenne, et même au-delà. Cela implique rigueur et discipline d’action, selon des 
méthodes, certes, radicalement différentes de celles des sociaux-démocrates et des 
bolcheviques, c’est-à-dire non pas programmatiques mais diagrammatiques.

Que dire de plus à propos de cette complémentarité (qui n’est pas simple 
coexistence pacifique) entre: – un travail analytico-politique relatif à l’inconscient 
social; – de nouvelles formes de lutte pour les libertés (du type de celle d’une 
fédération des groupes “SOS libertés“); – les luttes des multiples catégories sociales 
“non garanties“, marginalisées par les nouvelles segmentarités du CMI; – les luttes 
sociales plus traditionnelles.

Les quelques ébauches, apparues à partir des années soixante aux États-Unis, en 
Italie et en France, ne sauraient guère servir de modèle. C’est cependant à travers 
ce type d’approches partielles qu’on avancera dans la reconstruction d’un véritable 
mouvement révolutionnaire. À cet égard, on peut se préparer aux rendez-vous les 
plus imprévus, à l’entrée en scène de personnages tout à fait surprenants tels le juge 
Bidalou ou l’humoriste Coluche, au développement de techniques subversives encore 
inimaginables, en particulier dans le domaine des médias et de l’informatique.

Les mouvements ouvriers et les mouvements révolutionnaires sont encore loin 
d’avoir compris l’importance du débat sur toutes ces questions d’organisation. Ils 
feraient bien de se recycler au plus vite en se mettant à l’école du CMI qui, lui, s’est 
donné les moyens de forger de nouvelles armes pour affronter les bouleversements 
que ses reconversions et sa nouvelle segmentarité engendrent. Le CMI ne recourt 
pas à des experts sur ces questions, il n’en a pas besoin, il lui suffit d’une pratique 
systématique.

Il sait ce que c’est que le multicentrage des décisions. Cela ne lui pose pas de 
problème de ne pas disposer d’état-major central, ni de superbureau politique pour 
s’orienter dans des situations complexes.

Tant que nous-mêmes demeurerons prisonniers d’une conception des antagonismes 
sociaux qui n’a plus grand chose à voir avec la situation présente, nous continuerons 
à tourner en rond dans nos ghettos, nous demeurerons indéfiniment sur la défensive, 
sans parvenir à apprécier la portée des nouvelles formes de résistance qui surgissent 
dans les domaines les plus divers. Avant tout, il s’agit de percevoir à quel point 
nous sommes contaminés par les leurres du CMI. Le premier de ces leurres c’est le 
sentiment d’impuissance, qui conduit à une sorte d’“abandonnisme“ aux fatalités 
du CMI. D’un côté, le Goulag, de l’autre, les miettes de liberté du capitalisme, et 
hors de cela, des approximations fumeuses sur un vague socialisme dont on ne voit 
ni le début du commencement, ni les finalités véritables.

Que l’on soit de gauche ou d’extrême gauche, que l’on soit politique ou apolitique, 
on a l’impression d’être enfermé au sein d’une forteresse, ou plutôt d’un réseau 
de barbelés, qui se déploie non seulement sur toute la surface de la planète, mais 
aussi dans tous les recoins de l’imaginaire. Et pourtant, le CMI est beaucoup plus 
fragile qu’il n’y paraît. Et par la nature même de son développement, il est appelé à 
se fragiliser de plus en plus. Sans doute parviendra-t-il encore, à l’avenir, à résoudre 
nombre de problèmes techniques, économiques et de contrôle social. Mais la 
révolution moléculaire lui échappera de plus en plus. Une autre société est d’ores et 
déjà en gestation dans les modes de sensibilité, les modes relationnels, les rapports 
au travail, à la ville, à l’environnement, à la culture, bref dans l’inconscient social. À 
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mesure qu’il se sentira débordé par ces vagues de transformations moléculaires, dont 
la nature et le contour mêmes lui échappent, le CMI se durcira. Mais les centaines 
de millions de jeunes qui se heurtent à l’absurdité de ce système, en Amérique 
latine, en Afrique, en Asie, constituent une vague porteuse d’un autre avenir. Les 
néo-libéraux de tout poil se font de douces illusions s’ils pensent vraiment que les 
choses s’arrangeront toutes seules dans le meilleur des mondes capitalistes.

On peut raisonnablement conjecturer que les épreuves de force 
révolutionnaires les plus diverses iront en se développant dans les décennies à  
venir.

Et il appartient à chacun d’entre nous d’apprécier dans quelle mesure, si petite 
soit elle, il peut travailler à la mise à jour des machines révolutionnaires politiques, 
théoriques, libidinales, esthétiques, qui pourront accélérer la cristallisation d’un mode 
d’organisation social moins absurde que celui que nous subissons aujourd’hui. 

1 Formation de pouvoir: ensemble de relations entre les hommes, les choses et les institutions 
produisant des effets de domination, de capture des flux de désir, de territorialisation des 
événements.

2 Socius: La société inscrite dans son espace matériel est transformable le long de vecteurs 
sociaux par des actions microscopiques qui se propagent en son sein.

3 Machines de guerre révolutionnaires: organisations temporaires d’une mise en mouvement 
social.

4 Agencement de désir: nous vivons dans des flux de désir infiniment nombreux et différenciées 
qui s’articulent pour chaque être en une singularité perceptible. Tout être doté d’une consistance 
subjective, d’une capacité d’action est agencement de désir, les êtres individuels, y compris animaux 
et plantes, comme les êtres collectifs.

5 Machinique: un dispositif sémiotique transforme l’agencement de désir en changeant l’orientation 
des flux, en les articulant autrement, en transmettant les variations de désir à une autre échelle.

6 Sémiotique: un dispositif sémiotique opère à partir des représentations, mène son action 
d’innovation et de transformation au niveau des formes d’expression, création artistique, intellectuelle, 
technique.

7 Un système d’asservissement machinique est un système de communication d’un tempo ou 
d’une autre dimension de l’action, d’un agencement de désir à un autre. C’est la reprise du modèle 
cybernétique. Le système d’asservissement machinique crée des automatismes de répétitions, tels 
ceux qu’inculque le système éducatif.

8 Une concaténation est, d’habitude, un enchaînement de causes et d’effets, mais pour Félix, 
cet enchaînement se déroule dans un espace à dimensions multiples, ce qui lui donne la forme 
d’une prise des flux de désir.

9 Un palimpseste est un parchemin partiellement effacé sur lequel on écrit de nouveau. Félix 
est sensible aux traces de l’écriture précédente qui interfèrent avec le nouveau message, y ajoutent 
du bruit ou du sens adventice, et rendent possible de tirer de nouvelles lignes de désir de cette 
accumulation de signes.

10 Un rhizome est un mode de croissance végétal par tous les bouts grâce à l’indifférenciation 
de la tige et de la racine. Faire rhizome c’est pousser dans toutes les directions, passer d’un milieu 
à un autre et revenir, c’est refuser le sens unique des formations de pouvoir. 

Le capitalisme mondial intégré et la révolution moléculaire est un article paru dans Politis, le lien 
d’origine: http://www.revue-chimeres.org/pdf/cmi.pdf
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33

Ulrich BECK

Redefining Power in the Global Age: 
Eight Theses

How should such concepts as power, dominance, and authority be redefined from 
a cosmopolitan perspective? I have eight theses.

1 
The world economy stands in relation to the state as a kind of meta-power; it can 

change the national and international rules. The economy has broken out of the 
cage of territorially and nationally organized power conflict and has acquired new 
power moves in digital space. It’s like playing chess and changing the rules of the 
game along the way. The pawn – the economy – suddenly becomes the knight (given 
new possibilities of mobility by information technology) and can thus checkmate the 
king – the state. But perhaps the state can also jump and checkmate the knight-
economy in new ways.

From what do capital strategies draw their new meta-power? The basic principle 
was summed up in the headline of an east European newspaper on the occasion 
of the visit of the German chancellor: “We Forgive the Crusaders and Await the 
Investors.” It is the precise opposite of the classic theory of power: the threat is no 
longer of an invasion but of the non-invasion (or withdrawal) of investors. There is 
only one thing worse than being overrun by big multinationals: not being overrun by 
multinationals. 

This kind of authority is not tied to the execution of orders but to the possibility of 
going somewhere else – to other countries – to make better investments. It introduces 
the threat of not doing something; that is, of not investing in this country. The new 
global economic power of big business is, in this sense, not founded on violence as 
the ultimate rationale, and this makes it much more mobile; power is not tied to any 
specific location, and consequently, it can be disposed globally.

While the power of states (according to the national rationale) grows through 
territorial conquest, the power of the players in the global economy grows precisely 
to the extent that they become extraterritorial factors. The power of the state is thus 
not undermined or broken by another state’s power, by military threat or conquest, 
but rather deterritorially, exterritorialy – by way of transnational trade and activity 
in digital space. This deterritorial conception reverses the logic of the traditional 
understanding of power, violence, and authority.

Not imperialism but non-imperialism, not invasion but the retreat of investors is 
what constitutes the nucleus of global economic power. The deterritorialized power 
of business need neither be politically obtained nor legitimated. Its implementation 
avoids the institutions of developed democracy such as parliaments and courts. This 
nonviolent, invisible, intentional threat of withdrawal or inaction is neither conditional 
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upon consent nor even capable of achieving it. This meta-power is neither illegal nor 
legitimate; it is translegal, but it changes the rules of the national and international 
systems.

The analogy between the military rationale of power and the economic rationale 
of power is evident: investment capital is the equivalent of firepower – with the big 
difference that the threat of not firing enlarges the power. Product development 
subsidized by the state is the equivalent of weapon innovation. Taxes can be defense 
strategies protecting national markets against global invaders. Offense is the best 
defense, and that means research and development, force-fed with government 
support and the taxpayers’ money. And, of course, ideological war has been replaced 
by the discourse of globalization.

The power of not investing capital exists everywhere. Globalization is not a choice. 
It is nobody’s rule. No one is in charge, no one started it, no one can stop it. It is a 
kind of organized irresponsibility. You keep looking for someone who is responsible, 
to whom you can complain. But there is nobody at the other end of the line, no e-
mail address. The more the globalization discourse dominates all areas of life, the 
more powerful capital strategies become. But this still does not mean that managers 
are ruling the world. It is important to stress that the meta-power of withdrawing 
investments does not depend on managerial princes who actively pursue a political 
agenda. Rather, they happen to do “politics” as a side effect. Their involvement is 
neither political nor nonpolitical. It is a kind of global sub-politics.

Two unseen consequences of this sub/political meta/power are remarkable. Until 
now, the rules of the game in world politics have been bloody and imperialistic. The new 
global meta-power is in its essence pacifist (though maybe not in its consequences). 
The power of global capitalism derives from potential non-conquest. Of course, 
global capital has to be localized somewhere and so it is imperialistic at the same 
time. But this is a kind of imperialism whose subjects, even if they don’t like it at all, 
vitally depend upon it.

The second little-noticed consequence is that “cosmopolitan corporations” and 
maybe even a “cosmopolitan capitalism” are in the making. Global corporations are 
using and developing the productivity of diversity. The mixing of races, ethnic groups, 
and nationalities – at home and abroad – is becoming their central resource for 
creativity and at the same time their dominant employment policy. The antidote to 
stagnation is hybridization. Mélange is the norm, at least inside these corporations. 
It is exactly the meta-power of capital that sets companies free to diversify their 
workforces – often against national laws and agencies. Global corporations are 
transnational societies in miniature.

Talking about the possibility of the coming of a pacifist and cosmopolitan 
capitalism may sound worse than illusionary. Of course, old-fashioned territorial 
struggles continue in many parts of the world and may even gain new importance in 
their near future – as the plans of the Bush administration to build a new national 
missile defense system suggest. But in the central arenas of economic globalization, 
where transnational corporations and nation-states both compete and collaborate, 
war has become almost unthinkable; both military power and diplomacy have lost 
their longstanding importance. Of course, not all states are equally inclined or able 
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to participate in the new global power game. Even among states there are different 
kinds of losers and winners.

The old territorial and the new deterritorialized power games overlap and contradict 
each other. we are talking about very ambivalent processes and open-ended scenarios. 
But, in fact, the old categories of state-centered power and politics are becoming 
zombie categories. They do not capture the new actors, strategies, resources, goals, 
conflicts, paradoxes, and ambivalent outcomes of economic meta-power, both inside 
and among nations.

2 
The boundary between politics and economics is being broken up, strategically 

negotiated, redrawn, and redefined. To pick up one example: the state monopoly of 
law-making is increasingly eroded by a kind of privatization. Legal changes are the 
order of the day in advanced capitalist societies as much as in former socialist ones 
and in the countries of Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Each society is reshaping 
its legal norms and institutions under the regime of the International Monetary 
Fund and the World Bank. New actors – corporate law firms, arbitration bodies, lex 
mercatoria, international institutions, and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 
– are contributing to the diversity of forms of regulation, to the variety of settings for 
rule creation, and to the proliferation of methods of interpretation and application 
of norms and standards. In fact, law is both privatized and transnationalized. It is 
instrumental in structuring processes of transnationalization just as it is being shaped 
through them. Property rights, patent law, environmental law, and human rights are 
the key areas in which the boundaries between national and transnational contexts 
are blurred or altogether lost. 

Transnational cooperative ventures and organizations thus become private 
quasi states. They make collectively binding decisions, but at the same time they 
mutate into fictitious decision makers, virtual organizations. Old enterprises were 
regulated by the principles of market and hierarchy; their power and their decisions 
were economically determined and limited, so that the burden of legitimation was 
removed. But nowadays corporations-as-quasi-states also have to make political 
decisions, and they are at the same time fundamentally dependent on negotiation 
and trust, and thus thoroughly dependent on legitimation. Furthermore, they become 
legitimation-dependent players without being able to draw on democratic sources 
of legitimation. As a result, there is a chronic need for trust on the part of global 
economic players, which makes world markets extremely unstable. An interesting 
paradox arises, which can be used by NGOs as they confront the high power and 
low legitimation of transnational corporations with their own low power and high 
legitimation. They may yet learn to exploit their legitimation power.

The quasi-statehood of transnational economic meta-power is evident not 
least in the fact that the new norms are conceived globally, and thus, so to speak, 
include nation-states as local executive organs. This is what Renato Ruggerio, the 
former general director of the World Trade Organization, was referring to when he 
said in 1997, “We are writing the constitution of a single global economy.” This is 
the neoliberal project, which anticipates globally binding decisions. Accordingly, a 
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universally valid and applicable policy mix is being propagated: political reforms are 
to be geared to the standard of economic goals – low inflation; balanced budgets; the 
dismantling of trade barriers and currency controls; maximum freedom for capital; 
minimum regulation of the national labor market; and a lean, adaptable welfare 
state that pushes its citizens into work. These are the reform goals of globally active 
neoliberalism. Economic power remains “non-political” because adjustment to the 
international economy – above all to the global finance markets – has become the 
internal compass of domestic politics.

We are not living at the “end of politics”, but in a time of translegal meta-politics; 
the neoliberal regime embodies a global reform policy. It envisions a borderless world, 
not for labor but for capital. This is becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy through the 
structural reform policies initiated by the IMF and World Bank. Neoliberal futures are 
contested on many grounds; I want, very briefly, to look at one of the less familiar 
criticisms: that the neoliberal regime is incapable of reproducing itself, an idea put 
forth by Jan Nederveen Pieterse.
There are well-grounded arguments for this claim. 
The major elements of instability are:

•   the series of financial crises in Asia, South America, and Russia;
•   unemployment, fragile employment, and “jobless growth”;
•    inequality, poverty, and exclusion within and among countries, and the connection 
of all this to conflict, security risks, and then the withdrawal of investors;
•   global environmental and technological risks;
•   the downward trend of corporate taxes and the inability to finance common goods, 
nationally and globally;
•   and finally, tensions between capitalism and political freedom, the market and 
democracy.

These are the challenges of what I call the “world risk society”, and deregulation, 
liberalization, and privatization provide no remedy. In fact, for such hazards the 
neoliberal regime is counterproductive. Without taxation, no infrastructure. Without 
taxation, no proper education, no affordable health care. Without taxation, there is 
no public sphere. Without a public sphere, there is no legitimacy. Without legitimacy, 
there is no conflict management and no security. To close the circle: without forums 
for regulated (that is, recognized and nonviolent) handling of conflicts, both nationally 
and globally, there will be no economy whatsoever.

3 
This is the central paradox of the neoliberal model of state and politics. On the one 

hand, it is oriented to the ideal image of the minimalist state, whose responsibilities 
and autonomy are to be tailored to the enforcement of global economic norms. The 
state, “adjusted to the global market”, has to be easily replaceable and completely 
exchangeable; it has to compete with the largest possible number of similar states; 
it is expected to have institutionally internalized the neoliberal regime. On the other 
hand, deregulating the market and privatizing public assets does not mean a weak 
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state. What is in prospect is a stronger state, for example, in matters of surveillance 
and repression. It is a state that chips away at habeas corpus or trial by jury, increases 
prison sentences, steps up border patrols, and prepares for terrorism as the weapon 
of the weak. Legal rules adjusted to the global economy must in turn be sanctioned 
by the states and defended against social resistance. Above all, such a state must 
make certain that mobility of capital is not matched by any comparable mobility of 
labor.

Another key paradox is that globalization means reinventing borders, tightening 
border controls. These new borders do not function like the old ones. They look 
like Swiss cheese: they incorporate uncertainties because of flows of information, 
capital, people. Still, the state must have a defined territory over which it exercises 
real power, because it must be in a position to convince its own citizens to accept the 
transnational rules. Indeed, states must even be able to bestow post-hoc legitimation 
on decisions that will often have come about in a completely undemocratic manner 
and that effectively undermine the power of national politics. In order to attain 
the goal of neoliberal restructuring of the world, the power of the state has to be 
simultaneously minimized and maximized. 

4
 Governments, parties, and states find it difficult to exploit the above paradox in 

order to revitalize democratic politics. Corporations with the advantages of mobility 
and a global network are able to weaken individual states by playing them against one 
another. This extension of translegal rule works all the better the more the national 
perspective dominates the thinking and action of people and states. What might be 
called the methodological nationalism of daily life and politics (and scholarship too) 
strengthens the transnational power of big companies. National rivalries prevent 
national leaders from discovering the mighty potential of cooperation among states 
and from finding institutional forms for it. In other words, the national fixation with 
politics is a self-defeating mechanism. 

At this point it is useful to introduce a distinction between potential power and 
actual power in order to examine the extent to which state strategies can counter 
capital strategies. The actual power of states is paralyzed by neoliberalism and 
nationalism. Potential state meta-power in turn is created by the break with these two, 
allowing the deterritorialized and denationalized states to open up new transnational 
potentials of politics and control. Political answers to the newly emergent global 
economic geography can be found by developing what I call the despatialization 
of state, politics, and identity. What does this mean? Governments are essentially 
acting in a transnational space as soon as they negotiate binding international legal 
agreements, or – as for example in the European Union – join together to create 
spaces of “shared, interactive, cooperative sovereignty.” This strategy, however, has 
its price. Under the conditions of economic globalization, states find themselves in 
a nationality trap. If they stick to the sovereignty postulate of nation-state politics, 
they both intensify the competition for investment among states and increase the 
risk of monopoly-formation on the world market, which in turn weakens the state 
players. If, on the other hand, they reduce interstate competition by combining and 
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imposing obligations on themselves in order to strengthen their position against the 
global economy, they qualify their own national sovereignty. The national narrowness 
of the state thus becomes a hindrance to transnational inventiveness. 

The elements that used to be combined in the national paradigm – independence, 
self-determination, and the domestic resolution of central problems (welfare, justice, 
security) – now become separated and opposed. Governments have to surrender 
national independence, tie each others’ hands, in essence, in cooperative agreements, 
in order to deal successfully with central national tasks.

5
 In order to break free from the nationality trap both in thought and action, we will 

have to distinguish between autonomy and sovereignty. Methodological nationalism 
is based on the equation of these two, which means that economic dependence; 
cultural diversification; and military, legal and technological cooperation among 
states automatically lead to a loss of both. However, if sovereignty is equated with 
the ability to solve political problems – that is, to create economic growth, prosperity, 
jobs, social security, and so on - then increasing transnational state cooperation, 
though it involves the loss of autonomy, constitutes a real gain in sovereignty. The 
ability of governments to exercise control increases with interstate cooperation, with 
the subsequent rise in living standards that then becomes possible, and with their 
new global economic strength. Sharing sovereignty increases sovereignty rather than 
reduces it. The benefits of sharing include security and stability, reduced military 
spending, and economic and technological cooperation. There is a national interest 
in denationalization, in sharing sovereignty in order to solve national problems.

This insight is central to a cosmopolitan social science: a reduction in national 
autonomy and a growth in national sovereignty are by no means exclusive. The process 
of globalization goes hand in hand with a shift from autonomy based on national 
exclusion to sovereignty based on transnational inclusion. The logic of the zero-sum 
game – as we know it from great power conflict, colonialism, economic and cultural 
imperialism, and military alliances – loses its explanatory power. The new politics 
begins with breaking the “national sound barrier”.

6 
Given this new politics, how can the idea of the state be opened up to the challenges 

of transnationalization, the challenges of the “world risk society”? the same question 
can also be put another way: who is going to prevent the next holocaust?

My tentative answer is, possibly the cosmopolitan state, which would have to be 
founded on the principle of national indifference. Just as the Peace of Westphalia 
ended the religious civil wars of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries by separating 
state and religion, so the national world wars of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries 
could be answered by a separation of state and nation. Only the non-religious state 
makes the practice of different religions possible, and only the cosmopolitan state 
will be able to guarantee the co-existence of national identities. The curbing of 
nationalist theology should lead to a redefinition of the scope and frame of politics just 
as curbing Christian theology did at the beginning of modern times in Europe. In the 
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mid-seventeenth century, a secular state was inconceivable, even synonymous with 
the end of the world, and today a non-national state is almost equally unthinkable; 
it breaks with the most basic political idea: the antagonism of friend and foe. And 
yet, there are two arguments that provide theoretical justification for this idea of 
cosmopolitan sovereignty: it would open the way for genuine diversity and it would 
establish fundamental human rights.

So what is the meaning of the old adjective “cosmopolitan”, which has suddenly 
begun to glitter again? Cosmopolitanism is the new master concept for how to include 
globalization in politics, identity, and society. Nationalism is about exclusive distinctions 
and loyalties. Cosmopolitanism is about inclusive distinctions and loyalties (being 
citizens of two worlds – cosmos and polis). It is thus possible to have both wings 
and roots – to develop meaningful affiliations without renouncing one’s origins. The 
adjective “national” presumes self-determination. The cosmopolitan question is, 
self-determination – but against whom? How are the victims of self-determination 
given their own chance at it? How can we co-exist, at the same time both equal and 
different? How can we avoid having to choose between two destructive alternatives: 
living together and giving up our differences or living apart in homogenous communities 
that communicate only through the market or through violence? Only the post-nation, 
plural-nation, nation-indifferent, and nation-tolerant state can possibly overcome 
these alternatives. The national Other must be present, recognized, given a voice in 
the community, culturally as well as politically.

To the ears of those speaking in national terms, this sounds like a completely 
unrealistic utopia, and yet many of its basic characteristics are already partly realized. 
Every country that puts democracy and human rights above autocracy and nationalism 
is already on the way to the cosmopolitan state, which must not be confused with 
the idea of a centralized world state.

I now think of Europe as a new kind of transnational, cosmopolitan, quasi-state 
structure, which draws its political strength precisely from the affirmation and taming 
of the European diversity of nations. Europe as a cosmopolitan state that cooperatively 
domesticates economic globalization and guarantees the otherness of the others 
– this is a realistic utopia.

The idea of the cosmopolitan state may be defined against three positions: the 
dangerous illusion of national state-reliance, the neoliberal idea of the minimal, 
deregulated economic state, and the imperialistic model of the global state (in the 
premodern or postmodern era).

In reality, cosmopolitanism requires a struggle for a political Europe, which is 
more than a conglomerate of nation-states regularly at each others’ throats. It 
requires the overcoming of ethnic nationalism, not by condemning it but by affirming 
it under the constitutional law of peaceful co-existence. It requires the renewal of 
the continental ethos of democracy, of the state of law, and of political freedom for 
the transnational era. Europe also needs to internalize the American dream, with 
its message that you, too, can become someone else, someone other than who 
you are now. You are not determined by country of origin, social status, skin color, 
nation, religion, or gender.
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A cosmopolitan Europe of national difference – what does that mean with 
regard, for example, to Great Britain? In British Euroskepticism, I believe, it is not 
the insistence on their own national culture that deserves criticism, but rather their 
inability to recognize that a cosmopolitan Europe would not cancel it but would, 
rather, cherish it. Europe would not be Europe without the British idea of civilization. 
The most important historical event of the twentieth century, the defeat of National 
Socialist terror, would have been inconceivable without the British determination to 
defend European values in Europe against the Germans in their fascist fervor. This 
determination was a product of British history, a feature of British cosmopolitanism, 
and it produced one of the founding acts of the new Europe. Similarly, it is necessary 
to discover cosmopolitan France, cosmopolitan Germany, cosmopolitan Italy, Poland, 
Spain, Greece, Russia, and so on.

7 
Is the idea of the cosmopolitan state transferable to other regions of the world? 

This possibility emerges clearly when we compare the political architecture of 
cosmopolitan states with national federalism. Both prescribe and establish a highly 
differentiated, balanced power structure – in the case of federalism, within a nation-
state; in the case of transnationalism, between different states. With this in mind, it 
is possible to conceive of hybrid forms of transnational or cosmopolitan architecture 
for a federation of states and a construction process that could gradually, step by 
step, suspend the seemingly unbreakable unity of nation and state, without creating 
a power vacuum.

The new state option of cosmopolitan, interactive, and reflexive state, which seeks 
to reconstitute its power at the intersection of global, regional, and local systems of 
governance, is emerging wherever previously there was only the alternative of either 
national self-determination or submission to the authority of someone else’s nation-
state. The architecture of a cosmopolitan federal state could point a way out of the 
politics of false alternatives, in particular in regions of chronic ethnic-national state 
conflicts – the conflict between Israelis and Palestinians comes to mind – or in the 
face of annexation (Hong Kong) or the threat of annexation (Taiwan). In the Middle 
East, this would assume that Israel re-imports its own cosmopolitan tradition, the 
diasporic consciousness.

8 
The enemies of cosmopolitanism are easy to identify and apparently all-powerful, but 

who would qualify as the agent of cosmopolitan transformation? Modern nationalism 
was born out of emergent national capitalism. Could modern cosmopolitanism emerge 
as a creation of global capitalism? Or is it the opposite, that global capitalism destroys 
the preconditions and sources of cultural diversity and political freedom?

Could capitalism become a factor in the cosmopolitan revival of democracy? I know, 
this would put the socialist perspective of the Workers’ International upside down. 
Still, might it be possible to develop the sub-politics of investment decisions into an 
instrument of power with two goals: to establish global rules for “wild” capitalism 
and to force nation-states to open up to cosmopolitanism? Or does such an idea 
merely raise false hopes and false consciousness once again?
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There is nothing more risky than making a prediction about the future. Whoever focuses, 
however, on the increasing power of the global economy can derive – experimentally 
– a short-term and a long-term prognosis. In the short-term, protectionist forces may 
triumph, a heterogeneous mix of nationalists, anticapitalists, environmentalists, 
defenders of national democracy as well as xenophobic groupings and religious 
fundamentalists. In the long term, however, an even more paradoxical coalition 
between the supposed “losers” from globalization (trade unions, environmentalists, 
democrats) and the “winners” (big business, financial markets, world trade organizations, 
the World Bank) may indeed lead to a renewal of the political – provided that both 
sides recognize that their specific interests are best served by cosmopolitan rules. 
Then, advocates of workers’ rights, environmentalists, and defenders of democracy 
will support cosmopolitan legal systems. But so will globally active businesses for, 
at the end of the day, they can only be successful in a framework that guarantees 
themselves and others legal, political, and social security.

Ignoring the fact that the globalization of the market is turning the world into a 
battlefield for the survival of the fittest is not only unacceptable to the forces that 
oppose the neoliberal agenda; it is also dangerous for capital itself. This raises the 
question of whether there is a chance that both groups – the opponents of neoliberalism 
and the cosmopolitan faction of capital – will find the cosmopolitan state a useful 
instrument in a second Great Transformation (like that of Karl Polanyi), where the 
complex processes of globalization undermine the capacity of nation-states to act 
effectively. Perhaps the cosmopolitan state could become the leading political answer 
to the paradox that in the era of globalization and pluralism we find ourselves caught 
in the maelstrom of conflicts over political identities and ethnic fragmentation.

In order to determine the possibilities of such a cosmopolitical regime, three 
questions have to be answered systematically: Who are the losers – that is, the 
probable enemies – of the pluralization of borders inside national societies and 
between societies and states in the international system? How do cosmopolitical 
coalitions nationally and internationally – for example, between global civil society 
(NGOs) and transnational corporations, transnational corporations and post-national 
states, post-national states and global civil society actors – become possible and 
powerful? And how can correspondingly powerful anti-cosmopolitical coalitions 
be overcome? Finally, what has to be recognized of the dark side, the unexpected 
consequences of the victory of the cosmopolitical transformation (for example, the 
“military humanism” of the Kosovo war in 1999)?

Still, the only way to make this cosmopolitical vision possible, as Immanuel Kant 
taught almost two hundred years ago, is to act steadily “as if” it were possible. Let me 
close with an ironic quote from George Bernard Shaw: “The reasonable man adapts 
himself to the world; the unreasonable man persists in trying to adapt the world to 
himself. Therefore all progress depends on the unreasonable man.”
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Tatjana ĐURIĆ KUZMANOVIĆ

Globalization: Feminist Economic Perspective

Eighties saw radical changes in women’s lives worldwide, whether in terms of their 
inclusion into or exclusion from global economy. The issue of the impact of globalisation on 
women implies perceiving the most direct relationships between gender and globalisation. 
An analytic gender model is supposed to ensure avoiding all pitfalls noted in the debates 
on globalisation, and reproducing the existent dichotomies and stereotypes.

Gender analysis, as an integral part of analytic approach to globalisation, contributes 
to its better comprehension as a multidimensional process. Namely, conventional 
interpretations of globalisations are too narrow, “economical”, focusing primarily on 
changes occurring on the market and state levels, and their mutual relationships. In other 
words, little attention is paid to the global and local reconstruction of social, cultural, racial 
ethnic, gender, national and family identities, roles and relations. The first stage of gender 
analysis, therefore, is the re-conceptualisation of global space from gender perspective. It 
further generates the re-conceptualisation of national space, state, economy, household 
and civil society. 

Such articulation of the global restructuring process will demonstrate old and new 
forms of including or excluding partners from the globalisation process and the features 
of the existing inequalities. Finally, such analysis will show what response and which 
forms of resistance current globalisation brings about. Such response includes various 
activities and strategies of women’s groups, peace movements, green movements, 
which sometimes acquire a dimension of exclusive, and even forceful resistance to 
globalisation. Such violent response is the most frequently articulated through ethnic 
conflicts, nationalism and religious fundamentalism. Gender analysis should also provide 
a feminist perspective in considering such resistance to globalisation (Marchand H. 
Marianne and Runzan Sisson Anne, 2001). 

Having disregarded the less significant debate on whether globalisation actually exists 
or not, the fist question related to globalisation concerns its meaning and its linearity as a 
process. Modernisation oriented theoreticians see globalisation mostly a continued global 
homogenisation after the Western model (Fukuyama, Naisbitt, Kothari). Other authors, 
however, describe globalisation more as a globalised production of diversity (Appadurai, 
1996). Whether globalisation will be regarded as homogenisation or heterogenisation 
largely depends on the perspective used in the course of the analysis. 

Many analyses, including those used in development studies, are characterised by a 
macroeconomic perspective that regards globalisation as a complex, but unidimensional 
process. The unidimensionality of this process is largely determined by neo-liberal logic 
based on the modernisation thought pattern, even if theoreticians who go beyond neo-
liberal logic seldom abandon the idea of globalisation as a linear process. This means that 
globalisation is placed in a global context, but this context is not problematised. Thus, one 
does not ask the question of from whose perspective it is a global process, and for whom it 
is. The theoretic perspective of gender and development is mostly reactive when analysing 
macro-political and economic issues (Peason, Ruth and Jackson, Cecile, 1998). 
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Traditional interpretation of the features 
and effects of globalisation on various countries 

Traditionally, globalisation is defined as a process of growing economic interdependence 
of countries not only in terms of increasing volume and increasingly diversified form of 
production, but also in terms of international transactions in goods, services and capitals 
and accelerated and extensive diffusion of technology, communications and finance. 

The beneficial effects of the process, the neo-liberally defined globalisation, on economic 
and social welfare are basically similar to the positive effects of specialisation and market 
expansion through trade, stressed even by the early economists. Globalisation encourages 
greater international labour division and more efficient savings allocation, increasing 
thereby the productivity and standards of living of the classical individual. On the other 
hand, facilitated access to foreign products enables consumers to choose between a wider 
range of ever-higher quality goods and services at lower prices. Enterprises face increasing 
competition. Moreover, the increasingly open access to numerous financial instruments 
on various markets enables the country to mobilise savings at a higher rate. 

In the traditionally defined globalisation process, the basic sources of economic growth 
and structural changes within the national economy itself are international trade and 
competition as well as the technological process. Each market economy is a dynamic 
system featuring a continued process of structural changes. Economic progress in market 
economy is largely a result of successful adaptation of the economic system to structural 
changes. With the assumption of stimulating further adequate and continued changes 
among various sectors of the economic system, employment structure and income 
allocation, in the opinion of traditional economists, society as a whole is likely to benefit 
from the described process of economic development. The distribution of benefits will not 
be equal across all the segments of society. Some social groups benefit above average, 
some partially, and some suffer. 

Globalisation process, understood as a process of growing integration of the market of 
goods, services and capitals, could also be regarded as a continuation of trends present 
in the global economy as far as a century back (except for the periods of World Wars I and 
II). However, until the end of World War I, although artificial barriers between countries 
were rare, the traffic in goods and capitals was carried out mostly between modern-day 
developed industries countries. Ever since mid eighties, globalisation process has been 
significantly accelerated. Nowadays, almost all countries worldwide participate in the 
process of globalisation. New technological possibilities have drastically lowered transport 
and telecommunication costs and facilitated the process of integrating national economies 
into the global market. International trade, direct investment flows and technology transfers 
have become increasingly close and intertwined, and global economy is increasingly the 
context of economic decision-making. 

Rapid and strong integration of national economies into global economy through 
trade, finance and technology, information networks and transcultural co-operation have 
stimulated the prosperity of the world as a whole. However, the benefits of globalisation 
are not allocated automatically or evenly across countries. Evidence points to a growing 
polarisation both between developed and developing countries, and within these groups 
of countries. 

Some developed countries, such as France, Germany and Italy, are dealing with the 
problem of unemployment, whereas Japan is facing instability of the financial market. 
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Unlike these countries, the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, Denmark, Ireland, 
New Zealand and the Netherlands have recorded favourable economic performances. 

Some developing countries, such as Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan, 
are in the process of transition into economically more advanced group even in terms 
of development. However, many countries at the bottom of the range, measured in per 
capita national income, are facing difficult conditions and problems: inadequate human 
resources, poor raw material basis and political instability, civil wars and regional conflicts. 
Many of these countries also suffer from high levels of public expenditure, foreign debt, 
macroeconomic instability and poor government. Although some developing countries are 
managing to induce economic growth with macroeconomic and structural reforms, the 
low level of their per capita income will require years and years of maintaining high rates 
of economic growth to narrow the gap between themselves and developed countries. 

As for transition economies, one of the key elements of their transition is their 
reintegration into global economy. Before turning to socialism and centralised, i.e. planned 
management of economy, these countries used to have per capita income equal to one 
half or two thirds of income achieved in the most developed countries of Western Europe, 
only to be left far behind them after several decades of experiment. The process of their 
reintegration, through trade, financial flows and other elements, implies a time required 
to remove the consequences of thus created dislocations, disproportions and isolations. 
What seems to be the key question is how much has been achieved in this process over 
the past years of transformation. Progress has been achieved in liberalising trade and 
financial arrangements, although there are significant differences in the scope of trade 
liberalisation between countries. Most countries have almost fully removed restrictions on 
current transactions and taken steps towards liberalising financial flows. The reintegration 
of transition economies into world economy is in progress, and the success in this process 
varies from one country to another. The countries that have gone the furthest in this 
process, in terms of general process in reform policy, are also the most advanced in the 
reintegration process as well as their economic characteristics. However, even the most 
advanced countries in this respect have achieved better results in trade, compared to 
financial flows. According to the evidence of the World Bank, the most advanced transition 
countries in the 1991-1996 period were the Czech Republic, Hungary, Estonia, Poland, 
Slovakia, Croatia, Latvia, Slovenia and Lithuania (World Economic Outlook, 1997: 94). 

The contribution of feminist economists to the development theory
 and practice in the context of globalisation 

Feminist economics does not only refer to women’s issues or gender; it also represents 
a unique paradigm of understanding economics. Feminist economists include race, 
gender and power relations, as well as conditions necessary for sustainable development 
as the central components of economics. One of the implications of feminist economic 
perspective is that, for example, the focus of feminist economic analysis is on interrelated 
human activities, rather than the isolated individual ones. 

There are, of course, differences both outside and inside feminist economic discourse 
as to whether feminist economics is really a separate paradigm, or is it a specific interest 
perspective. These are, however, exactly the discussions conducted regarding the new 
paradigm, which is being developed. It is quite certain that an implicit consensus is being 
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created around the following key methodological principles: 
1. Household work and care work comprise key elements of any economic system and 

they should therefore be included in economic analysis. 
2. Human welfare should be the central measure of economic performance. 
3. Ethical opinions are a valid part of economic analysis. 

The above methodological principles deepen and widen the scope of economic research 
rather than advocating a narrow interest approach. The use of feminist economic approach 
to development policy in practice means focussing on areas such as: 

•  Equality and elimination of discrimination based on race, gender, age and socio-
economic characteristics; 

•  Exercise of human rights; 
•  Elimination of inequalities in national and international negotiation; and 
•  Understanding human actions, especially women’s feminist action, as a significant 

part of development process. 

In this sense, women’s feminist action can be regarded as female action, aimed at 
increasing and widening gender equality and women’s ability to act as subjects in their 
own interest and the interest of society. Feminist economy is necessary in order to reveal 
the gender basis of policy and international trade, as well as real flows of resources 
and economic relations, and to propose an alternative on the levels of economic policy, 
structures and processes. 

Doctrine of low labour cost as the key to the pattern 
of the successful development 

The orthodox neo-liberal argument states that it is better for women to be exploited 
than excluded from the public sphere. In other words, unfavourable conditions under 
which they work are better than no job at all. Such attitudes are detrimental, as they give 
implicit legitimacy to exploitation and unacceptable working conditions. 

The successful development of the Asian Tigers between 1960s and 1980s attained 
through a pattern of export oriented industrialisation is often taken as a confirmation of 
the belief that low labour cost is the key to successful development patterns. Owing to 
low women’s wages, export-oriented industry was gaining two key advantages: 

•   Low production costs and 
•  Higher competitiveness and the influx of foreign finance for the purchase of the 

latest technologies. 
However, to make it more ironic, these technological improvements then lead to changes 

in the demand from female-intensive male-intensive work in some export industries, due 
to higher average skill levels of male work. Standard neo-liberal view promises that in 
time the negative impact will be reduced, as the expansion of market brings benefits in 
terms of wage growth etc. 

The example of the Asian Tigers has inspired many developing countries to focus on 
export-oriented growth as a successful development pattern based on cheap labour. 
However, the miracle achieved by the Asian Tigers in terms of development is oversimplified 
and reduced to their ability to rely on cheap labour. What is completely overlooked is the 
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fact that they benefited from American investment during the Cold War period, which was 
not the case in other countries. Also, the American government significantly intervened 
in their economies through protectionist measures as well as direct policy and privileges 
that were not granted elsewhere. 

However, even if cheap labour did contribute to export growth as shown by the example 
of the Asian Tigers, it is a strategy which is unfair and which should not be supported as 
it actually leads to: 

•  Discrimination based on arbitrary features such as ethnicity, age and gender. This 
strategy takes advantage of gender discrimination in wages and offers highly limited 
opportunities to female workers. 

•  Workers are not adequately remunerated for the work they do. 
•  Workers are not free to choose their employment conditions, as their poverty gives 

them no freedom of choice. 
•  Gender inequalities are increased. 
•  Women remain concentrated at the bottom of corporate hierarchy, on low-wage and 

low-skill jobs, are the first to lose jobs in times of crises and the last to be re-employed. 
•  Men typically take up technical, supervision and monitoring jobs, and are first to 

be trained for automated work. This, of course, means that as jobs become mechanised, 
they are given to men. 

•  There are a lot of examples of sexual harassment, frequent overtime work and 
insufficient work safety. 

•  There are a lot of examples of women having highly limited control of their own 
wages in favour their husbands. As elsewhere, the extra income contributed by the wife 
is often used for the improvement of perspectives of sons rather than daughters. 

•  Gender stereotypes are strengthened rather than broken. 

Generally speaking, a country’s orientation to cheap female labour can easily bring a 
country to a low development pattern with few comparative advantages, low investment 
levels and thereby low economic growth. 

Of course, nobody can deny that there are women who benefit from the jobs they do 
in export oriented industry. There are cases when a woman’s position in the household 
is improved as a result of the increase in her wage, that women’s autonomy is increased 
in personal issues such as choosing a husband or refusing a marriage. For a woman, 
being employed also means having higher self-esteem and wider social opportunities and 
choices in life. For instance, even the possibility to travel alone represent and improvement 
in the status. Despite gender inequalities and poverty, a job can at least offer a hope of 
refuge from poverty. 

However, even when it is true that women have a possibility to make the best out of bad, 
should we accept the bad? Or should we acknowledge that the situation the women are 
in does not provide them with real freedom of choice, and try to do something to change 
the context in which women make decision? It is quite certain that it is not women who 
choose to be exploited or accept bad working conditions. If they had a better alternative, 
their choice would be different. A typical macroeconomic environment in which women 
make decisions includes structural adaptation programmes, debt liabilities, labour 
market deregulation and the recommendations of the International Monetary Fund. 
These recommendations always include advice to reduce wages and lower employee 
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protection. Thus, for example, Bulgaria was advised in 2001 to maintain wage discipline, 
i.e. not to raise wages despite the fact that their average wage USD 125 was the lowest 
industrial wage in Europe. 

The inconsistent policy of international financial institutions has lead to the deterioration 
of women’s position as a result of implementing the policy of structural adaptation on the 
one hand, and at the same time, offering women opportunities through, for instance, a 
credit program. At the same time, reducing public expenditure meant transferring higher 
responsibility to women, who disproportionately provide unpaid care work on which social 
reproduction rested. 

Thus, the pressure to reduce public expenditure on education causes reduction 
of literacy rate among female population, when parents are forced to make a choice 
between investing in the education of male and female children. This is also illustrated 
by the fact that women comprise 70% of 1.3 billion people living in poverty. Two-thirds of 
900 million illiterate people are women. Limited access to education for women limits 
women’s employment opportunities. 

Limited access to credit further reduces their employment opportunities. With the 
lack of state welfare, the choice between accepting and not accepting a job is the 
choice between a bad job and starvation. With the lack of law culture, women accept 
bad conditions without question. With the lack of public childcare service, women can 
opt for housework although it is poorly paid. With the lack of credit, women cannot opt 
for anything else but working for others. 

Moreover, there are a few popular myths related to gender inequalities that need to 
be exposed. 

1. It is a myth that economies traditionally developed on cheap labour and that it is the 
price to be paid for the development of national economy. In other words, that exploitation 
is better than exclusion of women from the development process. The most globalised 
countries have a lower growth of GDP and lower poverty reduction rate than those that 
are less globalised. This means that, as women comprise more than half of the poor, 
cheap women’s labour is not beneficial to the development of the country. 

2. The same goes for the position that women working in export oriented industry are in 
a privileged position due to the fact that they earn above-average wages. However, these 
jobs rely on foreign investment and are therefore insecure, unprotected by legislation and 
insensitive to women’s health and working conditions. The very fact that these jobs are 
better is relative – better paid compared to whom? It could rather be said that average 
incomes differ over countries, but also that they are mostly insufficient to cover the basic 
needs of female workers. 

3. It is also a myth that globalisation and the development of information and 
communication technologies will improve people’s access to information and facilitate 
international connections. Indeed, nowadays women worldwide use email and Internet 
to access information, work, learn, promote contacts and friendship, network, lobby, etc. 
Women also use information technologies to fight against globalisation and promote 
alternatives to dominant neo-liberal economic policy promoted by institutions such as the 
World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organisation. Using 
information technologies, they surpass all boundaries, including the conventional ones, 
separating national states. They also cross boundaries that are not so visible and are 
concerned with age, ethnicity, race, caste, religion, town and country, sexuality, class, 
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marital status and language. However, the possibilities of using the benefits offered by 
information technologies are highly limited by the above divisions themselves. Generally 
speaking, women have fewer possibilities to use information technologies compared 
to men, owing to usual gendered reasons: money, time, education opportunities, lower 
literacy. Moreover, these factors also contribute to the expansion of inequality among 
women themselves. 

4. It is a myth that privatisation will lead to increased efficiency of social services and 
enhance the response of the public sector to the needs of the poor. Namely, neo-classical 
theory implies that privatisation will benefit consumers because ultimate competition, 
provided that there are no barriers to the market mechanisms (such as, for example, 
the availability of goods) pushes prices downward. One of the rare such sectors where 
privatisation is carried out on a par with sufficient competition levels, without hindrances 
to market processes and with enhanced access for female workforce and lower retail 
prices, is the telecommunications sector. However, these conditions do not apply to 
many other sectors, especially the social services sector. Privatisation often means 
turning from public to private monopoly with increased prices, loss of employment and 
low quality of services. 

5. Finally, it is a myth that macroeconomic policy must be evaluated by market-based 
criteria. The role of the state is very important in the development process. Namely, 
macroeconomic policy does not necessarily have to be a neo-liberal one. Moreover, neo-
liberal policy is often inefficient in the realisation of macroeconomic goals. In such cases, 
women’s safety network and their actions are of no help. What is needed is gendered 
macroeconomic policy. For example, the aim of a balanced budget needn’t be achieved 
only by focussing on cost cuts. Alternative to this can be increased state revenue, or 
redistribution of revenue within the budget. Namely, those budget expenditure items that 
are supported by strong political interest, such as defence budget, tend to be reduced less 
than, for example, expenditures aimed at meeting the needs of the poor and women. 

Even more significant is the domination of neo-classical idea of choice between 
equality and efficiency. And although even some neo-classical economists acknowledge 
the positive correlation between equality and efficiency, this paradigm still has significant 
analytical inconsistencies. It is therefore necessary for macroeconomic variables such 
as the growth of GNP, export, productivity and others to be brought into connection not 
only with the activities related to the market, but also to those related to equal access to 
resources, human development, reduction of existential insecurity. It is only possible if 
one accepts that there is a correlation between equality and efficiency. 

Can the impacts of globalisation be changed? 

Exploitation does not have to be the price of economic growth and development. It is the 
government that makes choices in the patterns of organising economy and redistributing 
social wealth. Also, international organisations make choices as to how they will implement 
development programmes and formulate a set of conditions under which they will be 
giving loans. Finally, civil sector also plays a significant role in this process. Numerous 
studies have demonstrated the existence of strong correlation between an increase of 
literacy rate among women and economic growth. Investing in the education of women, 
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therefore, raises the rate of economic growth of an economy as a whole, so that it is an 
argument in favour of both the policy of equality and the policy of economic growth. 

International financial institutions must reconsider their policy and the impact of 
such policy on women, as well as all those most marginalised groups, rather than merely 
supporting education and training for women, increasing and facilitating the possibility 
of access to loans. The problem of such policy does not lie in loans. The problem of such 
policy does not lie in its goals regarding the reduction in budget deficit, higher growth 
rate etc., but in policy measures taken in order to realised these and other goals, which 
may deteriorate income allocation and poverty levels. 

For example, reduction in state expenditure often results in budget cuts in all sectors 
where strong political resistance is absent. At the same time, the costs of the elite and the 
army are protected, both in terms of wider and more efficient budget support, and in terms 
of higher marginal tax rate. Tax reform can, for example, be more easily implemented when 
it is formulated originally in the country itself, and then supported by international financial 
institutions. Transfer of tax relevance from value added tax to income tax and from real 
estate tax to a progressive taxation system will mean a relatively higher taxation of men 
than women, as men’s income is relatively higher than women’s. Currency devaluation 
also disfavours women, as imported consumer goods become more expensive, which 
has impact on women in the role of household supplies buyers. 

Multilateral institutions such as World Trade Organisation and North American Free 
Trade Agreement, which are also responsible for the environment in which women are 
acting, must also reconsider the impact of their policies on women. Trade policy must be 
evaluated as successful in terms of social justice, not only in terms of economics. Although 
all the countries of the world have agreed to a set of political measures of promoting 
gender equality adopted at the Peking conference in 1995, and many of them have taken 
serious measures in implementing the goals of gender equality, trade policy often remains 
gender blind. Trade agreements should therefore be completed with total social impact, 
impact on the environment including the differentiated impacts on men and women. The 
WIDE (Women in Development Europe) have therefore proposed indicators for monitoring 
trade agreements from gender perspective in terms of whether increased trade levels and 
trade patterns assist in reducing gender gap or not. A tool proposed for this purpose is 
calculating trade elasticities of gender inequality over time. These elasticities should be 
focussed not only on gender inequality of export wages, but also in relation to employment 
and gender levels in the domestic economic sector affected by customs duty reductions. 
Moreover, the trade elasticity of the gender inequality must also consider the gender impact 
of trade such as women’s health condition or childcare. Finally, it must be insisted that 
women’s labour rights cannot be separated from their rights as equal citizens. Very little 
can be achieved if the elimination of job discrimination is not supported by encouraging 
the right to education, and also if the demands for equal wage for equal quality of work 
is not supported by women’s right to control their wages. 

In answering the question of what contribution feminists can make to development in 
the context of globalisation, it is useful to regard the concepts of gender and globalisation 
multidimensionally. Significant critique which then emerges is the critique of the perspective, 
that of white, western-oriented middle class woman. This perspective is also present in the 
theories within women’s studies, empowering thus the feminists to perceive themselves 
as belonging to a homogenous category. However, gender is also a differentiated category 
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influenced by ethnicity, class, or religious denomination. Of course, as important as it is 
to understand that race, class, gender and age differences are significant elements of 
deconstruction and realistic understanding of globalisation, it is equally important not 
to fall into opposite extremes. It is also dangerous to conclude that there is nothing else 
but the difference. 

Generalisations are also necessary for political and economic debate. For example, 
there is a widespread opinion that globalisation leads to feminisation of poverty and that 
poverty is most present in women-headed households. It should also be considered that 
such households are not homogenous in terms of marital status, age and class position, 
race, and legal status. Thus developed image of women-headed households is greatly 
diversified. Also, the direct correlation between women-headed households and poverty is 
oversimplified. Households are not poor by definition, that is, poverty in economic sense 
does not necessarily mean socio-cultural and psychological poverty. Finally, situation in 
a household may be changeable over time. Therefore, the debate on globalisation and 
gender can avoid many pitfalls if it understands the multidimensionality of gender. 

Translated from Serbian: Women’s Centre for Democracy and Human Rights, Subotica, Serbia 
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Arun KUMAR
(Interviewed by Angelika Fitz & Michael Wörgötter)

Globalization of the Indian Elite, 
Marginalization of the Rest

The concept of “economic liberalization” is appearing increasingly valid as a global 
concept. Which specific conditions does this programme find in India? Angelika 
Fitz and Michael Wörgötter interviewed the economist Arun Kumar, who teaches 
economics at the Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, India, in search of facts, 
background information and his assessment of these new economic slogans.

 

FITZ & WÖRGÖTTER: Most people agree that the policy of “Economic Liberalization” 
has thoroughly changed Indian society since 1991. How does this happen? Was there 
any outside pressure? Is this part of an overall process of Globalization?

KUMAR: Yes, the policies introduced in 1991 are forcing major changes in Indian 
society. These policies are a result of developments both within India and outside. 
Many people believe that capitalism has been successful in major parts of the world, 
like, in South Korea and Japan. Simultaneously, the collapse of the Soviet Union and 
the major changes in China have given the impression that communism/socialism 
cannot work. The ruling classes in India have taken all this to mean that socialist 
policies cannot be successful in India either and, therefore, the country has abandoned 
its path of mixed development (adopted since 1950) and has embarked on a path 
of pure capitalist development.

The Indian economy showed a high rate of growth during the Eighties due to rising 
budget deficit and growing luxury consumption but this led to a growing budgetary 
crisis, rapid and unsustainable rise in imports, declining foreign exchange reserves, 
rising foreign debt and a crisis in the balance of payments (BOP) and other macro 
variables. The ruling class did not see this coming and did not prepare for an 
alternative set of policies. Therefore, when the crisis peaked after the start of the 
Gulf war, the ruling class had to go to the IMF and the World Bank for relief. These 
institutions imposed their own conditionalities and package of policies. These are 
policies based on globalizing and marketizing the economy and opening it to outside 
influences – cultural, technological, etc.

What kind of package did the IMF and the World Bank put together for India?

The IMF and the World Bank packages are more or less uniform for every country 
that asks them for help, irrespective of the economic situation in the country seeking 
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assistance from them. However, it is not that the two institutions know what is best 
for the world or the countries asking them for help. In the last 40 years, the World 
Bank has repeatedly changed its understanding of what kind of development is best 
for the developing world.

During the late Sixties when the Vietnam War was at its height, the World Bank 
was concentrating on poverty removal. The understanding was that to check the 
spread of communism, poverty of the extreme kind had to be eliminated. It was 
feared that there would be a domino effect in Asia with one country after another 
going along the communist path. After the end of the Vietnam War in 1972, the line 
changed. The Brazilian model of free trade became the development model preached 
by the World Bank to the developing world. But then the debt crisis hit the Latin 
American economies pursuing this path so that this model had to be jettisoned in 
the mid Eighties. By then it was clear that the newly industrializing economies (NIC) 
of South East Asia had been doing well. But the model of free trade did not quite fit 
them so the new model was “market friendly state intervention“. After 1997, these 
countries faced a severe crisis and this model also has had to be modified so now 
it is “free economy“.

The World Bank and the IMF represent the interest of the powerful nations and 
their capital, namely, how to dominate the global economy. Thus, the suggestions 
of IMF and World Bank to India in 1991 and subsequently has been to globalize the 
Indian economy, that is, to allow it to integrate with the global economy through flow 
of goods, services, capital and technology. GATT earlier and WTO now have added 
to the pressures for the globalization of the Indian economy.

How would you describe this process of “Economic Liberalization” taking place in 
India since 1991?

I don’t like to call the programme being implemented either as “Liberalization” 
or “Reform” since it is neither. The programme is philosophically conservative and 
not liberal. It is not pro-poor and therefore should not be called reform. No doubt, 
there is change in policy but every change cannot be called “reform“. Under the new 
policies, the poor are themselves to blame for their poverty and the state need not 
play a role in poverty removal. The programme goes back to the pre-1947 era when 
equity and poverty removal were not a concern of the British rulers. In India, officially 
26% of the population is below the poverty line (people who do not have enough 
income to get adequate nutrition). However, those who earn a little bit above this 
income level do not become non-poor. By international standards, 79% of Indians 
are poor. There is a very tiny section of the population (about 3%) who have the kind 
of purchasing power that the middle class Europeans enjoy.

The policies being implemented since 1991 are favoring this tiny minority which 
has been wanting to build an alliance with the global elite - for it, progress has 
meant joining the global elite. Its emotional attachment with the common Indian 
has weakened to an extent that it identifies less and less with the idea of India. So 
it has been open to the suggestions of the multilateral institutions, like, the World 
Bank for the globalization of the Indian economy irrespective of whether or not it is 
in the interest of the people of India.
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This means that the gap between the rich and the poor has been increasing since 
the introduction of these liberal policies?

In my judgment the gap between the rich (the top 3%) and the others (97%) or 
the poor (the bottom 40%) has been increasing for a long time but the process has 
accelerated after 1991. The reason is that the top 3% have large and rapidly growing 
black incomes. The restraint on this section’s incomes has been removed after 1991 
and they have generated even more black incomes because of the lax economic 
environment that has come into place after 1991. In 1995-96, the disparity between 
the top 3% and the bottom 40% was about 1:12 if white incomes alone were taken 
into account but including the black incomes this would have been 1:57 (Kumar, 
1999). As shown in Kumar (2005), after 1991, disparities are increasing across the 
board: between the unorganized sector (95% of labor force) and the organized sector, 
between capital and labor, between the rural and urban India, between agriculture 
and the rest and between the rich and the poor states of India. 

This growing disparity has serious political and social consequences leading to 
marginalization of the poor and the poorer states and growing criminalization in 
society. Suicides amongst farmers are growing and movements against inequity are 
intensifying. Unemployment has risen sharply. In economic terms, the perceptions 
of individuals are important. If one feels one is falling behind others then there is a 
sense of deprivation and dissatisfaction even if one’s income is improving gradually. 
This dimension of poverty, that it is relative to others, is very important in making 
people feel dissatisfied. This is more so when the rich are demonstrative as after 
1991. They want to have a European life style when the rest of the Indians have a per 
capita income of $500 and many of them do not even have the basics of a civilized 
life, like, schools, health centers, sanitation, toilets and drinking water.

Where exactly lies the failure of these policies?

In India, polices have failed for a long time. We have not been able to remove 
grinding poverty, achieve full and effective literacy, appropriate standards of health 
and sanitation, etc. The latest Human Development Report tells us that India is in 
the bottom 20 (out of 177 countries) in many of the indicators. Our macro policies 
and planning have also failed repeatedly. This has been true both before 1991 and 
after 1991. Therefore this has nothing to do with capitalism or socialism. Even before 
1991, Indian economy was largely a capitalist economy. The role of the public sector 
was largely to support the advance of the private sector and not build socialism. 

The reason for the failure of polices is the large and growing black economy at least 
since the mid Seventies (Kumar, 1999). In Europe this is called the “Informal“ or the 
“Underground“ Economy, but in India it is much more complex. The black economy 
was already around 10-15% of GDP by 1975 and it became 35% of GDP by 1991 
and by 1995, 40% of GDP. The black economy represents illegality in the economy. 
How can policy succeed with so much illegality? It exists in housing, environment 
protection, industry, services, etc. This also explains the demand for the retreat of 
the state. Because, the state has not been able to deliver (policies have failed).
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What is the reason for this enormous growth of the Black Economy?

In the literature, it is argued that the cause of black incomes is either high tax rates 
or the state controls. I do not believe that these are the main causes of black income 
generation in a society. Controls and regulations are always a part of any society. 
Society means living by certain agreed set of rules. No market functions outside some 
regulations and controls. In India, after, 1991, both the tax rates and the number of 
controls have been sharply reduced, yet the black economy has continued to grow. 
The question to ask is why do people violate laws and regulations? It is because at 
some level these people have lost faith in the state and feel that they can make extra 
profit by resorting to the black economy. The entire elite and professional class in 
India is indulging in this – businessmen, politicians, bureaucrats, doctors, teachers, 
lawyers, judiciary, police, etc.

The breaking of the rules and making extra profits systematically is possible 
only if the executive and the political class look the other way. That is, if they are 
corrupted. In India this is what has happened. There is a triad of the corrupt politicians, 
businessmen and the executive class that propagates the black economy. The 
businessmen generate the black income and share it with the politicians in power 
and the executives involved in decision making so that they ignore the illegality. There 
are petty bribes by the common man also but these do not add up to much even if 
they cause a lot of inconvenience.

How are these people investing their newly gained wealth - taking into account that 
3% still means 30 million people?

The number of people making substantial black incomes as you say adds up 
to about 30 million, a good sized nation. Out of the black incomes they generate 
annually, they make savings and investment as people do out of their white incomes. 
These investments, in addition to the assets into which white savings go, are finance 
illegal activities, like, narcotics, smuggling of precious metals and gems and jewelry. 
In addition to these, a major part of the black savings is invested abroad. About 5% of 
GDP is being lost to the economy through flight of capital. A nation which is considered 
to be poor and lacking in capital is exporting capital (illegally). In brief, the nation has 
the resources but it gives the impression of being short of resources.

The elite see nothing wrong in this. Their desire is to link up with the global elite, 
to have funds abroad and they are unconcerned with the rest of the society. They 
are split personalities or dichotomized individuals who make their money in India 
but are not interested in the overall welfare of their country.

This phenomenon is not exclusively an Indian one, I guess?

In the developing world, it may be similar. But in the advanced nations it may be 
different because a) they were never colonized and b) there are indigenous inter 
linkages. For well off Europeans, progress does not necessarily mean linking up 
with the Indian or the developing country elite. There is an internal context within 
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which the parameters of life are defined unlike for the developing world elite. The 
demonstration effect is from the advanced nations to the developing nations and not 
the other way round. Further, during the colonization process, the internal linkages 
of the colonized elites were snapped since they had to pay obeisance to foreign 
rulers. They also began to view progress as defined by the colonial masters and this 
disrupted the dynamism of the colonized societies since every thing progressive 
(technology, language, culture, science, etc.) was copied from the rulers and was 
not internally evolved.

Is there hope that the poor wake up? Is there aggression?

Yes, anger and aggression amongst the poorest has been on the rise. For example, 
this is visible amongst the Dalits who are the poorest. Sixty years back, they would 
voluntarily contribute free labor to the landlord but that is no more true in many areas 
of the country. Earlier the Dalits hardly fought back but now they are fighting injustice 
even in some of the most backward states, like, Bihar. So consciousness has been 
on the rise. Earlier people did not believe they could elect their own leaders; now 
they feel they can. In spite of rigging and election malpractices, non-performing ruling 
parties are systematically being replaced by the opposition parties. Unfortunately, 
the choice is limited because when in power the ruling and the opposition parties 
behave no differently.

Can you see this at the political plane also, i.e., taking into account the success of 
the Dalit parties?

The BSP party in north India is a Dalit party and one of the most aggressive ones. 
However, the system is powerful and is able to co-opt the leadership of the backward 
castes by giving them inducements. The corruption afflicting the traditional parties 
is also rampant in the parties supposedly representing the poor. Thus, the leaders 
who should work for the poor do not do so. New democratic parties and politics have 
to emerge for the poor to have hope. This may take decades.

How does this inscribe into democracy, change democracy?

You see two tendencies in India. One is a tendency for greater democratization 
as the consciousness alters and the other is the break down of the institutions of 
democracy. Due to the co-option of the leadership, every single democratic institution 
is under stress. Whether it is the legislature or the judiciary, etc. There is a race 
between the two tendencies but it is not clear which will win over the other. If the 
former trend wins then democracy will strengthen otherwise it would weaken and 
end up in chaos. One moves towards greater or lesser democracy and it is never in 
a final complete state ever (because there is no such thing). We need to bring about 
greater democracy by enforcing accountability of the parties to the people. This would 
result in a strong democracy, quite unlike what exists today.
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In India, the policy of “Economic Liberalization” intervenes into a social situation which 
is still feudal or at least semi-feudal. I guess that this evokes specific dynamics? 

That has always been the case, including in the West. When societies are transiting 
from feudal to capitalist structures, the latter does not operate in its own pure forms. 
It uses any available form, including the worst forms of exploitation available under 
feudalism. You are correct that the feudal elements are quite strong in the current 
Indian situation. But that was also true of the European and the American reality 
150 to 200 years back. In the initial years of capital formation in USA, slavery was 
used something even more exploitative than the feudal one. In the case of Britain 
and many other European nations, capital accumulation was based on extraction 
of surplus from the colonies. So your capital accumulation has also been based on 
many negative features.

This does not justify what is happening in India. The new policies started in 1991 
enabling the spread of global capital are being implemented in India where extreme 
forms of exploitation exist. Wages are very low, child labor is common and environment 
is being destroyed in the name of development. Exploitation is on the rise since 1991 
and it is having a negative effect on the already poor in our society. Available data is 
unreliable because the government wants to project a rosy picture of the country to 
foreign investors. What is clear is that the poor face a deteriorating environment and 
their health and educational status is declining even if their incomes are marginally 
higher. Social and political tensions are correspondingly rising.

During the past years one could observe tendencies towards a “cultural turn” in 
Cultural Studies or in Post-colonial Studies. Is there any such trend as a “cultural 
turn” in Economic Theory?

Economics is a difficult subject. Either it is trying to make sharp predictions about 
matters that are not sharply defined or it is studying a hypothetical world that does 
not exist and therefore often it does not have to relate to reality. Economics is able 
to make predictions only by defining the problem narrowly. Problems are typically 
then shorn of their wider context - social, historical, political and cultural. Questions 
relating to culture are typically left out of economic theory. There is a premium on 
what is “objective“ and “subjective“ elements are excised. Cultural matters relate 
to the subjective and therefore not capable of being dealt with by the methods used 
by economists. They also exclude ethical issues from consideration.

However, there is one sense in which economics is in tune with social developments. 
There has evolved a limited view of society and of Man himself. Man as “homo-
economicus“ - a rational individual maximizing his gains. Society is supposed to be a 
collection of such individuals. Culture is itself evolving along these lines and getting 
more commercialized (like, Christmas in the West and Diwali, the festival of lights 
in India) and passing into the control of big business so there is a harmony between 
cultural and economic developments. Consequently, diversity in life is being destroyed 
and many indigenous cultures are fast disappearing along with their language and 
the knowledge associated with them.
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Under the commercialized and marketized existence of society, Man is treated as 
merely a “sophisticated“ machine, capable of multi-tasking. An unemployed person 
is no more than a switched off machine. What happens to the family - the child who 
now has to work and quit her education or the mother who has to carry the double 
burden of inside and outside work is immaterial for the system. Society is nothing 
more than a collection of these sophisticated machines and there are no social 
costs to be taken into account. Industry becomes low cost since the reserve army 
of labor cheapens labor and social costs need not be borne by industry, so, profits 
soar. Profit at any cost is more important than social well being.

Yet, despite of these obvious limitations the economic sphere is gaining more and 
more influence on different social sectors?

This is due to the policy orientation of economics and the short time horizon 
which policy makers adopt. The world is increasingly driven by mechanical policy 
considerations based on marketization and that too in the short run. Economics is 
attuned to both these. Thus, it is seen as practical which is not the case with other 
subjects in social science. If by cultural turn we understand that it is a matter of 
being in tune with the current cultural trend, then economics is the one which is 
most attuned to the ̀ instant’ and short run culture. As suggested above, economics 
treats individuals as `homo-economicus’. Emotions, feelings and ethics do not 
matter. Increasingly alienated and atomized individuals produced by the system are 
also acting like that (mechanically, like, machines) and economics describes that 
the best, hence the influence.

This text is the modified version of a conversation in 2000, originally published as ”Globalizing 
Elites”, in Kapital and Karma. Recent Positions in Indian Art, edited by Angelika Fitz, Michael Wörgötter; 
Kunsthalle Wien, Hatje Cantz, 2002, pp. 83-93.
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Nick DYER-WITHEFORD

Cognitive Capitalism and the Contested Campus

Introduction

The advent of Academia Inc., aka Corporate U, is no longer an ominous prospect 
but an accomplished fact. Over the last twenty-five years, the universities of advanced 
capitalism have been metamorphosed, the shell of the ivory tower broken, and higher 
education firmly entrained to market-driven economic growth - in particular, to the 
development of high-technology industries. Universities are now frankly conceived 
and funded by policy elites as research facilities and training grounds for the creation 
of the new intellectual properties and technocultural subjectivities necessary to a 
post-Fordist accumulation regime. Academic traditionalists and faculty activists 
alike have clearly identified the dangers of this development: while the formal liberal 
democratic protections of academic autonomy - from tenure to civil rights guarantees 
- remain in place, opportunities for the practical exercise of such freedoms contracts 
as programme funding, research grants and curricula structuring are determined by 
their utility to the knowledge-for-profit economy.[1]

Warranted as such condemnations are, they often, however, overlook an obverse 
aspect of Academia Inc., a verso of which their critiques are actually symptomatic. 
For recent years have seen the emergence within universities of new movements 
and modes of struggles against marketisation, provoked by cognitive capital’s 
expropriation of the university, mobilising the very constituencies of students and 
faculty commercialisation has summoned into being, and reappropriating the same 
technologies - especially digital networks - for which Academia Inc. has been an 
incubator. Continuing a discussion of these ambivalent dynamics begun several years 
ago in my Cyber-Marx, and recently independently renewed by Tiziana Terranova 
and Marc Bosquet, this essay examines the changing configuration of academia 
through the lens of some theoretical categories of autonomist Marxism:  ‘general 
intellect’, ‘cognitive capitalism’, ‘immaterial labour’,  ‘biopower’ and ‘multitude’.[2]  
Its analysis is inevitably coloured by my situation as a professor of information and 
media studies in a mid-sized Canadian university, but I hope to extrapolate general 
tendencies relevant to a European as well as a North American context; I say 
‘hope’ in all senses of the term, since my ultimate argument is that the success of 
business in subsuming universities paradoxically opens the campus to intensified 
confrontation between cognitive capitalism and the emergent forces of what I term 
‘species-being’ movements.
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Managing General Intellect 

‘General intellect’ is a category given recent currency by a group of theorists including 
Antonio Negri, Paolo Virno, Michael Hardt, Maurizio Lazzarato, and Jean Paul Vincent 
associated in the 1990s with the Parisian journal Futur Antérieur - although many 
of their ideas only became widely known through Hardt and Negri’s later Empire.[3] 
The Futur Antérieur group derived the concept from Marx, who introduces it in the 
Grundrisse of 1857. Here he prophecies that at a certain moment in capitalism’s 
future the creation of wealth will come to depend not on direct expenditure of labour 
time but on the ‘development of the general powers of the human head’; ‘general 
social knowledge’; ‘social intellect’; or, in a striking metaphor, ‘the general productive 
forces of the social brain.’[4] The emergence of ‘general intellect’ is signaled by the 
increasing importance of machinery - ‘fixed capital’ - and in particular by the salience 
of both automation and transport and communication networks. 

Fragmentary as Marx’s observations on general intellect were, Futur Antérieur saw 
in them a prefigurative glimpse of today’s ‘post-Fordism’ or ‘information capitalism’, 
with its production teams, innovation milieux and corporate research consortia 
yielding the ‘fixed capital’ of robotic factories, genetic engineering and global computer 
networks. But if this is so, what happens to class conflict when capital reaches the era 
of general intellect? Marx’s dialectical prediction was that technologies of automation 
and communication, by reducing direct labour-time and socialising production, would 
inexorably render wage labour and private ownership obsolete, so that  ‘capital… 
works towards its own dissolution’.[5] Things hardly seem so simple today. On the 
contrary, high technology and globalisation appears, at least at first sight, to have 
bought an unprecedented triumph to the world market, and disarray or extinction to 
its revolutionary opposition. 

The critical issue, Futur Antérieur suggested, was not just the accumulation of 
technology - the ‘fixed capital’ of advanced machines that Marx had focused on. 
Rather, it is the variable potential of the human subjectivity that continues - to be 
vital, though often in indirect and mediated ways - for the creation and operation 
of this apparatus. This subjective element they variously term ‘mass intellect’ or 
‘immaterial labour’. It is the human ‘know-how’ - technical, cultural, linguistic, and 
ethical - that supports the operation of the high-tech economy, especially evident 
in the communicational and aesthetic aspects of high-tech commodity production. 
Negri describes ‘mass intellectuality’ as the activity of a ‘post-Fordist proletariat’,

… increasingly directly involved in computer-related, communicative and formative 
work… shot through and constituted by the continuous interweaving of technoscientific 
activity and the hard work of production of commodities, by the territoriality of the networks 
within which this interweaving is distributed, by the increasingly intimate combination of 
the recomposition of times of labour and of forms of life. [6]

The crucial question is how far capital can contain ‘this plural, multiform constantly 
mutating intelligence’ within its structures.[7] Capital, Vincent observes, ‘appears 
to domesticate general intellect without too much difficulty’.[8] But this absorption 
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demands an extraordinary exercise of ‘supervision and surveillance’, involving ‘complex 
procedures of attributing rights to know and/or rights of access to knowledge which 
are at the same time procedures of exclusion’.

Good ‘management’ of the processes of knowledge consists of polarising them, of 
producing success and failure, of integrating legitimating knowledges and disqualifying 
illegitimate knowledges, that is, ones contrary to the reproduction of capital. It needs 
individuals who know what they are doing, but only up to a certain point. Capitalist 
‘management’ and a whole series of institutions (particularly of education) are trying 
to limit the usage of knowledges produced and transmitted. In the name of profitability 
and immediate results, they are prohibiting connections and relationships that could 
profoundly modify the structure of the field of knowledge.[9]

The university is the crucial arena both for this management of general intellect, 
and for its disruption.

Cognitive Capitalism

Let us call the commercial appropriation of general intellect ‘cognitive capitalism’.[10] 
The absorption of universities into cognitive capitalism has not been a smooth path, 
but the outcome of a cycle of struggles. Its origins lie in the post-war expansion of 
universities to provide the expanding strata of managers, technocrats and scientists 
required by high Fordist capitalism. The influx of these student cadres initiated the 
transition from the ‘ivory tower’ model to the functional ‘multiversity’, a model that 
is in many ways the forerunner of today’s Corporate U. The transition, however, was 
traumatic. From Paris to California the ‘1968’ generation of students, the first mass 
intake given the time and space of higher education to reflect on their life trajectory, 
defected from the cruelties and conformities of the industrial-military complex they 
were meant to serve. Their insurgencies in turn became a vital node in a circulation 
of social unrest that linked the mass workers of industrial factories, the emergence 
of new social movements, guerrilla wars in Vietnam and elsewhere.

This tumult thrust capital on a yet faster flight into the future. Corporations went   
‘cognitive’ in the 1960s and 70s not just because computers and biotech innovations 
were available, but also because high technology restructuring offered a weapon 
against the massive unrest that beset industrial, Fordist capitalism - whether by 
automating unruly factories, networking outsourced global production costs or green 
revolutionising the sites of peasant struggle. But making the shift from industrial to 
cognitive capital - or from Fordism to post-Fordism - required pacifying and restructuring 
academia. After the immediate discipline of police action, shootings and academic 
purges, the neoliberal response was radical reorganisation. 

This reorganisation dovetailed two sets of interests - those of the state and the 
corporate sector. Governments beset by the ‘fiscal crisis of the state’ were keen to 
cut costs; business, on the other hand, wanted more control in the troublesome, but 
increasingly valuable, matter of education.[11] Over the late 1970s and 1980s rates 
of funding for university education in most capitalist economies were cut. Tuition 
fees and student debt were sharply raised. Programmes deemed subversive or - 
like many arts and humanities departments - simply of no use to industry were cut. 
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These measures, alongside a climbing unemployment rate and general economic 
austerity, chilled student protest. 

The conditions were thus set for an integration of universities and high-technology 
‘knowledge industries’. Basic research was sacrificed to applied programmes. 
Research parks, private sector liaisons, consultancies and cross-appointments with 
industry, and academic-corporate consortiums burgeoned. Moneys subtracted from 
base operating budgets were then re-injected back into programs of direct value to 
post-Fordist capital, such as schools of communication, engineering and business 
administration, and special institutes for computer, biotechnology and space research. 
University administrators moved between interlocking corporate and academic 
boards. Enabled by changes in intellectual property laws to exercise ownership rights 
over patents resulting from government funded grants, universities become active 
players in the merchandising of research results. Amidst this intensifying commercial 
ethos, the internal operations of academia become steadily more corporatised, with 
management practices modeled on the private sector.

This rapprochement with academia performs two purposes for capital. First, it 
enables business to socialise some costs and risks of research, while privatising the 
benefits of innovations. Second, it subsidises capital’s retraining of its post-Fordist 
labour-force, which is sorted and socialised for the new information economy by 
increasingly vocational and technically-oriented curricula that stresses skills and 
proficiencies at the expense of critical analysis and free inquiry. Capital becomes 
more intellectual; universities become more industrial. Bill Gate’s Microsoft’s 
headquarters is dubbed a ‘campus’; the president of Harvard University suggests 
American research universities provide a model corporate emulation, with their 
‘extensive research investment, fluid and decentralised mode of organization: the 
gathering of individuals contracted to supply “intellectual capital” under a single 
“powerful brand”’.[12] This is the dialectic of corporate-university interaction in the 
era of cognitive capital. Yet however hard Academia Inc. tries to erase the conflicts 
from which it evolved, they break out anew. We will review four of these eruptions: 
the organisation of academic labour, the contradictions of student biopower, the 
involvement of universities in counter-globalisation movements, and the unanticipated 
consequences of networking academia.

Immaterial Labour: ‘Will Teach For Food’

‘Immaterial labour’ is the term Negri, Hardt and Lazzarato apply to the form of work 
characteristic of the era of general intellect.[13] They define it as the labour ‘that 
produces the informational, cultural, or affective element of the commodity’.[14] It 
is the ‘distinctive quality and mark’ of work in ‘the epoch in which information and 
communication play an essential role in each stage of the process of production.’[15] 
Software programming, biomedical scanning, the ‘imagineering’ of media studios, 
graphics design, financial consulting and public relations are all be instances of 
immaterial labour.

Universities in the era of cognitive capital are sites of immaterial labour in a double 
sense. Along with other educational institutions, they are the locales where future 
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‘immaterial labourers’ are trained and taught. And this training and teaching is itself 
an immaterial labour, in which the information and communication is used to shape 
the emergent commodity - the student - that will result from the academic process. 
Sraffa’s famous definition of capitalism as the ‘production of commodities by means 
of commodities’ in the university setting translates into the production of immaterial 
labourers (students) by means of other immaterial labourers (instructors).[16] 

Capital’s classic labour problem occurs when the human subject objects to the 
conditions of its commodification. Traditionally, universities have been exempted 
from this problem by the privileged position of a professoriate protected via neo-
feudalistic organisational structures. But the deepening integration into cognitive 
capital has stripped much of this away. Following the ‘lean’ logic of post-Fordist 
capital, academic administrators demand their immaterial labourers do more with 
less. The one-time ivory tower witnesses intensification in the rate of exploitation. 
Instructors experience increases in the pace and volume of work. Faculty prerogatives 
of leisurely hours, time for reflection and writing, wide latitude in self-organisation of 
time are eroded, especially at the junior level, by increases in class sizes, performance 
reviews, mandatory grant getting, more required publishing, and a quiet, invisible 
perishing by stress.

The response seems, in hindsight, obvious: the self-organisation of its immaterial 
workers. Yet although the first North America faculty unions date pack to the 1960s, 
even a decade ago administrators, and professors at many major universities scoffed 
at the possibility of faculty picket lines and strike votes. But the pace of faculty 
unionisation has accelerated alongside that of university corporatisation. In the United 
States a third of public university faculty are now unionised, a proportion that is, 
as Bosquet points out, far higher than the national average.[17] The administrative 
shaping of universities to corporate specifications now has to be negotiated at the 
collective bargaining table. Strikes are not uncommon. 

By far the most militant section of university’s immaterial labour force is, however, 
its contingent workforce. A classic strategy of casualisation decreases permanent 
hiring in favour of reliance on pools of teaching assistants, sessional instructors and 
contract faculty subjected to chronic insecurity and lack of benefits, and required to 
exercise mind-bending flexibility in pedagogic preparation (celebrated in Doonesbury’s 
immortal ‘will teach for food’ cartoon).[18]  Experience of this dark-side of pedagogic 
labour makes this group a seething mass of discontent, and in some ways the most 
organisationally dynamic of all. Graduate students in particular are now an important 
constituency for labour organising. Teaching assistants’ strikes have spread across 
North American campuses, involving institutions as famous as Yale and scores of 
others.[19]

Faculty bargaining may be no more, or less, radical than the unionisation of 
various other sectors of the public service. Indeed, as Bosquet and Terranova point 
out, its logic is ambiguous. Faced with a restive mass of immaterial labour, university 
administrators’ best strategy - backed by centuries of academic hierarchy - is to ensure 
that regular and contingent faculty remains divided. Tenured faculty ‘schizophrenically 
experience themselves as both labor and management’, and in many cases have 
been ‘complicit in the perma-temping of the university’, using their newly acquired 
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negotiating power to cut deals that preserve salaries and privileges at the expense of 
flexibilised lecturers and TAs.[20] This process tends towards what Bousquet terms, 
‘tenured bosses and disposable teachers’. Only if campus labour emphasises the 
commonality between contingent and tenured workers, do universities face a radical 
and powerful union challenge.

There are, however, two aspects of faculty unionisation that deserve particular note. 
The first is that it represents one of the first large scale experiments in the unionisation 
of immaterial labor force. Cognitive capital’s technological dematerialisation of its 
production processes was aimed at automating or bypassing the factory power of 
Fordist mass worker. The ‘sunrise’ locales where the instruments and techniques of 
this process were devised, such as the production facilities of the computer industry, 
lay outside the scope of traditional labour organisation. The reappearance of collective 
labour organisation in the university - a site now made central to the development of 
high technology, and its associated techno-culture - thus represents a return of the 
repressed. This return means that many issues critical to wide swathes of immaterial 
workers, such control of intellectual property rights, payment for ‘measureless’ work 
schedules, responsibilities for the self-organisation of flexible schedules, freedom 
of expression and the protection of whistleblowers, are likely to be bought to table 
in university bargaining, which may figure as a test crucible for new forms of post-
Fordist contract and conflict.

Second, the organisation of university labour creates a new relation between 
dissenting academics and oppositional social movements. Negri and Lazzarato 
suggest that when universities were more marginal to capitalism, academics 
engage themselves with political movements from a position of apparent exteriority. 
Today, when university teachers find themselves unequivocally involved in capital’s 
appropriation of ‘general intellect’, possibilities emerge for academics to make more 
‘transverse’ connections.[21] Rather than descending from the heights to commit 
themselves to a cause largely external to their daily experience, academics become 
the carriers of particular skills, knowledges and accesses useful to movements 
- for example, those against the privatisation of public facilities, or in ‘living wage’ 
campaigns supporting service workers on campus and in local communities - in 
which they participate on the basis of increasing commonalities with other members 
of post-Fordist ‘mass intellect’. 

Student Biopower 

The other vital factor in the changing composition of academia is its expanding 
student population. The paradox here is that even as cognitive capital makes higher 
education more costly, it draws more people in, on a model that Bosquet and Terranova 
call ‘Wide access, but fee-for-service’.[22] The new entrants are mainly young people 
for whom a degree has been pre-defined as a job qualification, and course selection 
as shopping for career skills, although there is also a mature contingent undergoing 
the perpetual occupational upgrades termed life-long learning. Neoliberal apologists 
point smugly to increasing participation rates in post-secondary institutions, while 
ignoring the levels of stress and sacrifice this involves; when failure to enter the 
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ranks of immaterial labour is sentence of social exclusion, studentship becomes an 
experience no one can afford to miss. 

These new cadres of immaterial labour in training are more diverse in gender and 
ethnicity than previous generations. This is the outcome of protracted struggles for 
inclusion and recognition, both as students and teachers, by women, peoples of colour, 
aboriginal peoples, new immigrants, homosexuals and many other subordinate groups.  
These minority struggles (in the Deleuzian sense of departing from a traditional white 
male heterosexual norm) were, from the 1970s to the 1990s the most active front 
of campus politics, eliciting a furious reactionary backlash against the supposed 
menace of ‘political correctness’. But both the real success and the impassable limit 
of campus identity politics is marked by its recuperation to cognitive capital’s drive 
for a wider recruitment of social intelligence. 

An official academic credo of multiculturalism and gender-equity opens the way 
to more comprehensive and efficient commodification of intellectual labour-power. 
One positive outcome of the shattering of the ivory tower is thus a cracking of the 
academic hegemony of the white male. This is not to say this hegemony has been 
annihilated; in some cases crucial to the formation of immaterial labour, such as 
computing science and engineering faculties, where female participation rates in 
North America have actually declined in recent years, it has barely been dented. 
But despite the persistence of racism and sexism within academia, at least their 
gross manifestations are now likely to be viewed at senior administrative levels as 
undesirable obstacles to the total mobilisation of general intellect. 

This mobilisation is comprehensive, not only in terms of the numbers and 
heterogeneity of the student populations, but in the completeness of their envelopment 
in commodification processes. University students are not only, as immaterial labour 
in training, the subjects of the reproduction of labour power. Very many are already 
subjects of production, meeting high tuition fees by working their way through school, 
often in low-paid McJobs, as ‘netslaves’ in the precarious sectors of information economy, 
or, at the graduate level, as research and teaching assistants. At the same time, they 
are also subjects of a consumption-regime of unprecedented intensity. Students are 
amongst the demographic niches considered most desirable, and most aggressively 
targeted by youth culture marketers; they inhabit campuses where corporate logos, 
saturation advertising and promotional events sprout from every cafeteria, plaza and 
dedicated lecture theatre. Such a multi-dimensional, omnipresent engagement with 
commercial processes makes students quintessential examples of what Hardt and 
Negri term ‘biopower’ - that is, a subject of capitalism that taps the psychophysical 
energies at every point on its circuit: not just as variable capital (labour), but also, 
as a circulatory relay (consumerist, ‘mind share’), a precondition of production (the 
general pool of biovalues and communicative competencies necessary for ‘general 
intellect’), and even as constant capital (for example, as experimental subject).

Divided from earlier cycles of student radicalism by the cultural amnesia arising 
from neoliberal restructuring, this is a generation for whom the anti-Vietnam war 
movement or Berkeley free speech movements are items of parental nostalgia or 
retro-movie sets. Yet it has its own sources of discontent, bred from the very scope 
of their engulfment by cognitive capital. Skyrocketing debt loads means that for 
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many education seems the inauguration of indentured servitude. Working one’s 
way through school in the contingent sector gives a good look at the underside of 
the new economy, and a rapid education in the registers of post-Fordist exploitation. 
Saturation by viral advertising and the marketing ploys of cool hunters can result, 
not in a passive induction to consumerism but as hyper-vigilant cynicism towards 
corporate culture and commercial media.[23] Moreover, mobilisation as student 
biopower is contradictory. Interpellated almost simultaneously, as subjects of 
disciplined preparation for privileged managerial responsibility, as subservient and 
badly-paid service workers and as compulsive hedonistic consumption, contemporary 
students are in the cross hairs of the ‘cultural contradictions of capital’ - a situation 
of fragmenting multiplicity, generating responses that cycle through frantic self-
promotion to numbed indifference to political dissent.[24]

 
The Multitudinous Campus

From the early 1990s, new currents of activism percolated across North American 
and European campuses.[25] Many were protests against fees, debt-loads and 
declining learning conditions. They also, however, involved actions against the corporate 
branding of campus facilities, resistance to the commercial development of university 
lands; campaigns against university linkages to authoritarian foreign regimes. Very 
rapidly this radicalism connected with the wider currents of social dissent.

Here it is significant that Futur Antérieur’s analysis of general intellect arose in the 
context the great French general strikes of 1996 opposing the Juppe government’s 
neoliberal regime of privatisation and cutbacks. These strikes involved many 
technically skilled immaterial labourers - nurses and medical paraprofessionals, air-
traffic controllers, workers in the most automated car factories - and also university 
students and instructors, protesting rising tuition fees and declining conditions of 
teaching and learning. These strikes have been described as ‘the first revolt against 
globalisation’, and though this is not be entirely accurate, their eruption, bracketed 
between the Zapatista uprising of 1994 and the Seattle demonstrations of 1999, 
certainly marked the rising arc of social unrest variously known as anti-globalisation, 
counter-globalisation, the new internationalism, the global justice movement, or what 
Negri and Hardt describe as the revolt of a heterogeneous anti-capitalist ‘multitude 
against Empire’.[26] The dynamics of this broad and complex movement have been 
widely debated, so I comment here only on some points directly related to universities 
in the global North. 

It is possible to identify specific campus-based components within the counter-
globalisation movement. In North America, one could point to the emergence of 
Student Against Sweatshops; to faculty and student movements against the corporate 
patenting of anti-HIV retroviral drugs made on the basis of university research; and 
to the groups building solidarity with students studying under conditions of extreme 
repression in Indonesia or Palestine. However, such a catalogue would be deceptive, 
because student involvement has been critical to moments and movements that are 
not specifically campus based. Rather, student activism manifests as a suffusion of 
youth activism and intellectual energy into wider circuits. 



66

Thus, for example, in the cycle of street demonstrations that ran from Seattle 
to Genoa, a huge number of participants were students from universities, colleges 
and schools. To cite an instance from my own experience, at the demonstration 
against the Free Trade Area of the America in Quebec City in 2001, while trades 
unions and NGOs, afraid of being seen as ‘violent’ marched away from the fence 
surrounding the summit site to listen to speeches in a parking lot, it was students who 
confronted police at the barrier separating policy makers from populace, conducted 
civil disobedience and risked arrest in tear gas filled streets. More generally, student 
counter-globalisation politics has not treated universities as self-enclosed arenas of 
activism, but rather as nodes or platforms within wider networks. Campuses have their 
chapters of Oxfam, their Third World debt cancellation committees, and their anarchist 
affinity groups; but these are constituted in connection to an multitudinous array of 
other groups, situated in unions, churches, schools, NGO’s, housing cooperatives, 
homeless shelters or media collectives.

Although we have already inventoried some students’ grievances against 
neoliberalism, there is one additional factor that should be mentioned here to explain 
their widespread participation in the counter-globalisation movement, one that 
diametrically contradicts cognitive capitalism’s vision of homo hyper-economicus. 
This is the idealism of the young, activated in the context of global communication 
and transport networks. 

Contemporary universities are, almost unavoidably, cosmopolitan in their culture. 
Students are aware, at some level, of global inequalities. If they chance on the right 
courses, they learn about these relative and absolute deprivations. They may witness 
them first hand, either through tourism, work and study abroad, or diasporic family 
connections. Despite the massive filtering of commercial media, some glimpse of 
the scope of planetary immiseration is unavoidable in circulation of broadcast and 
digital images that inundates everyday life in general, and campuses in particular. 
To the degree that students are not fully conditioned to the affective hardening 
required by the world market, or to psychologically managing the contradiction 
between liberalism’s overt principles and its real economic basis, they are disquieted 
by the disparity between their conditions and that of the majority of the world’s 
population. They are also, often as it were in the same breath, frightened by what 
these inequalities mean in terms of the fragility of the world order of which they are 
beneficiaries. Uneasy awareness of privilege, even, or perhaps especially, by white 
upper middle-class students, and desire for a just and safer world order can be a 
radicalising effect of cognitive capital’s globalised optic.

Digital Diploma Mills and Pirate Colonies

Vincent observes that general intellect is in fact ‘a labour of networks and 
communicative discourse’; it is ‘not possible to have a “general intellect” without a 
great variety of polymorphous communications’.[27] One of the defining features of 
cognitive capitalism is its elaboration of high technology communications systems, of 
which the most famous is the Internet. Universities have been indissolubly associated 
with the Net at every moment of its paradoxical history. Its original Pentagon funded 
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development was a classic instance of the military-academic cooperation; its ad 
hoc growth as a civilian system based on public funding and open protocols was 
the work of hacker students and computer science professors;  and the launching 
of  a ‘dot.com’ boom proceeded via the  corporate privatisation of academic digital 
discoveries and spin-off effects such as those resulting from Stanford University’s 
presence in Silicon Valley. 

Academia has in turn been transformed its own invention. Campuses are today 
sites of mass digital apprenticeship, where to study means to use a computer, 
preferably to own one (possession is mandatory at some universities) and to be totally 
familiar with search engines, web sites, on-line databases, chat rooms, and email. 
In the 1990s, universities themselves became a direct target of dot.com enterprise 
with the drive towards the ‘Virtual U’ - code for the activities of corporate-academic 
partnerships entrepreneurially pushing the commercial development of large-scale, 
computer-mediated tele-learning systems. 

These experiments were promoted under the banner of accessibility, innovation 
and inevitable technological progress. But critics such as David Noble not only 
challenged the paucity of the pedagogical theory behind this project, but argued 
that such ventures aim at nothing less than the commodification of the university’s 
teaching function, converting academia into what he scathingly terms ‘digital diploma 
mills’.[28] They aim, he says, at ‘transforming courses into courseware, (and) the 
activity of instruction itself into commercially viable proprietary products that can 
be owned and bought and sold in the market’.[29] At the core of this process is a 
classic industrial strategy of deskilling and automation, downloading instructors’ 
knowledge into reusable software packages over whose use faculty surrender control. 
In recent years, administrative enthusiasm for Virtual U experiments seems to have 
waned in North America, partly as a result of the bursting of the Internet bubble, but 
also because of the active resistance of both students and faculty at a number of 
universities. Nonetheless, the ‘digital diploma mills’ issue remains alive, with university 
instructors constantly facing the prospect of technological speed up in work-loads 
through envelopment in on-line teaching requirements, complete with endless email 
solicitations, web site preparations, and monitored electronic activities.

There is, however, another side to the networking of the universities. Ironically, 
cognitive capitalism has failed to contain and control the digital communication system 
that is the greatest achievement of general intellect. In cyberspace, the vectors of 
e-capital tangle and entwine with a molecular proliferation of activists, researchers, 
gamers, artists, hobbyists, and hackers. Networking of universities means that millions 
of students have access to these subversive dynamics. The multitudinous politics 
of the counter-globalisation movement, for example, are widely recognised to have 
been impossible without the Net and the rhizomatic connections it enables.[30] From 
the emailed communiqués of Zapatista spokesperson Subcommandante Marcos 
through the networked opposition to the Multilateral Agreement on Investment, to 
the parody of official WTO web sites in ‘Battle of Seattle’, to experiments in electronic 
civil disobedience, net strikes, and other forms of ‘hacktivism’, the Internet has been 
made into a vehicle of contemporary anti-capitalist self-organisation. There are 
now circulating through cyberspace innumerable threads of discussion and critique 
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about neoliberal policies and alternatives to them, creating what Harry Cleaver has 
termed an ‘electronic fabric of struggles’.[31] Much of weaving of this fabric has 
been the work of students and academics and all of it is can be found by, whether 
by intentional search or serendipitous discovery, by others students and academics 
researching economics, sociology, political science, environmental science or a 
thousand and one other topics. 

Another consequence is that even as universities may be becoming digital diploma 
mills, they are certainly now pirate colonies. Ease of digital reproduction and the speed 
circulation are blasting gaping holes in the fabric of intellectual property. As Richard 
Barbrook notes, while the official ideology of post-Cold War North America is triumphal 
celebration of the free market, in their daily practice millions of Americans are actually 
involved in an on-line digital circulation of free and unpaid music, films, games and 
information in a culture of open source and free software initiatives and digital gift 
economy practices that in effect amounts to a form of ‘dot.communism’.[32]

These practices are part of the daily life the university students. Peer-to-peer 
networks such as Napster and Gnutella, and their more recent successors, such as 
Kazaa and Bit Torrent, which are terrorising the music, film and games conglomerates 
are very largely academia-based phenomena, created and used by students. The 
music business now seriously contemplates ‘that parents could be presented with a 
bill for their child’s downloading activities at college, and degrees could be withheld 
until someone pays’, and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology has had to resist 
subpoenas from the industry ‘seeking the names of students it suspects of being 
heavy file-sharers’.[33] The defendants in many of the landmark cases contesting the 
intensifying corporate enclosure of digital networks are student hackers, samplers 
and pirates.

‘P2P’ is the product of a student generation for whom the potentialities to freely 
reproduce and circulate digital information have become the basis of what Hardt and 
Negri call ‘a kind of spontaneous and elementary communism’.[34] The ‘electronic 
fabric of struggle’ is the organisational tissue of an anti-corporate and anti-capitalist 
politics. Many will object to mentioning music piracy in the same breath as political 
activism. But both are on a collision course with the property regime of capital in its 
most advanced forms. Although the worlds of Indymedia centres and free downloads 
do not necessarily intersect, there is a connection between them in terms of rejection 
of commodification and privatisation. In their explorations of both tactical media 
and peer-to-peer networks, students are in the midst of a very practical, hands-on 
contestation of cognitive capital’s control over the means of communication.

Armoured Globalisation and ‘Species Being’ Movements 

Forty years ago, campuses could become temporary red ghettoes, but there was 
a fundamental divorce between these enclaves and the more general conditions 
of work and exploitation. Today, the much tighter fusion of academia with larger 
social circuits - a product both of the corporate breaking of the ivory tower and of 
its associated digital diffusion - removes such relative freedom, but opens other 
possibilities. The conventional distinction between university and the ‘real’ world, at 
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once self-deprecating and self-protective, becomes less and less relevant. If students 
and teachers lose some of the latitude of action relative privilege once afforded, they 
also become potentially participant in, and connected to, movements outside the 
university. These movements in turn, are drawn into the orbits of socio-technological 
innovations, such as the Internet, where universities continue to provide a matrix of 
radical experimentation. The corporate world’s subsumption of the campus generates 
a mirror-world of counter-capitalist activity.

The current scope and the capacity of this activity should not be exaggerated. The 
forces presently challenging cognitive capital in today’s university campus are real, 
but sporadic, and unsynchronized - a scattering of micro-resistances, occasionally 
constellating in a loose mesh of affinities. This mesh could unravel. In the aftermath 
of 9-11, the ‘war on terror’ has drawn a dark, scorched line across the horizon 
towards which so many radical rivulets and transformative tributaries were flowing. 
It brings to crescendo what many heard approaching: confrontation between the 
techno-cultural whirlwind of cognitive capitalism and an array of religious-ethno-
nationalist fundamentalisms arising as a defensive response to the immiseration and 
disruptions of the world market: ‘Jihad  versus McWorld’.[35] In this neo-exterminist 
spiral, the amazing techno-scientific expressions of general intellect will not appear 
as retrovirals and open source software, but instead as swarms of robotised battle-
drones chattering to each other in the skies over smoky landscapes as they search 
for mobile, weaponised smallpox laboratories. 

In this context, there is a risk that all types of dissent will be de-legitimised and 
attacked. The chilling effect has already been felt on campuses in the United States, 
for example in the proposals to replace programmes of post-colonial studies, seen 
as over-critical imperial hegemony, with programmes that train experts in Islam and 
Arabic languages in a way that is functional to ‘homeland security’ requirements. As 
we enter a phase of ‘armoured globalisation’, in which continued expansion of the 
world market is accompanied by hyper-militarisation, we can expect further closures 
of intellectual space. So too, however, can resistance expand to these closures. 
Students and their teachers were widely involved in the massive movements of 
opposition to the Iraq war, defiantly in the United States and in the United Kingdom, 
successfully in Canada and in many parts of Europe. Currently, in the aftermath of 
a second electoral victory by the Bush regime, counter-globalisation and anti-war 
movements are in a phase of recomposition. The outcomes are uncertain. But, to 
be unabashedly speculative, and in a spirit of grounded utopianism, I would suggest 
that this moment opens towards the emergence of ‘species being’ movements.   

‘Species being’ is the term the young Marx used to refer to humanity’s self-recognition 
as a natural species with the capacity to transform itself through conscious social 
activity.[36] Today, in the era of the Human Genome Project and the World Wide Web, 
species-being manifests in a techno-scientific apparatus capable of operationalising 
a whole series of post-human or sub-human conditions. By entrusting the control and 
direction of this apparatus to the steering mechanism of marketisation, cognitive 
capital is navigating its ways onto some very visible reefs: a global health crisis, 
biospheric disaster, yawning social inequalities dividing a world well seeded with 
terrifying arms.
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Species-being movements are biopolitical activisms that contest this trajectory, 
opposed to both the world market and reactive fundamentalisms, characterised by 
cosmopolitan affinities, transnational equalitarianism, implicit or explicit feminism, 
and a strong ecospheric awareness. Generated within and against a capitalism 
that is ‘global’ both in its planetary expansion and its ubiquitous social penetration, 
species-being movements will aim to fulfill the universalisms the world-market 
promises but cannot complete. They will invoke some of the same intellectual and 
co-operative capacities cognitive capital tries to harness, but point them in different 
directions, and with a vastly expanded horizon of collective responsibility. They will 
establish networks of alternative research, new connections and alliances; they build 
a capacity for counter-planning from below. 

Universities will be key in this contestation. The possibility of such an academic 
counterflow exists because, to effectively harness mass intellect to accumulation, 
capital must maintain a certain degree of openness within the universities. Part 
of what it seeks in its invasion of academia is the creativity and experimentation 
of immaterial labour-power, qualities vital to a high-technology economy based on 
perpetual innovation. But if industry is to benefit from such invention-power, it cannot 
entirely regiment the institutions of education. However carefully it circumscribes 
the budgets and mission-statements of academia, capital’s incessant search for 
competitive advantage requires chances for unforeseen synthesis, opportunities 
for the unpredicted but really profitable idea or invention to emerge. And this gives 
a limited but real porosity to universities. 

Dissident students and academics linked to species being movements can exploit 
this porosity, to research and teach on topics of value to movements in opposition 
to capital; to invite activists and analysts from these movements onto campuses 
and into lectures and seminars; and to use the university’s resources, including 
its easy access to the great communication networks of our age, to circulate news 
and analysis that are otherwise marginalised. Earlier, I cited Vincent’s suggestion 
that capitalism’s managers are, ‘in the name of profitability and immediate results’ 
interdicting ‘connections and relationships that could profoundly modify the structure 
of the field of knowledge’. Some of these connections and relationships include: the 
establishment of new planetary indices of well-being beyond monetised measurement; 
investigation of new capacities for democratic social planning provided by information 
technologies; the development of systems of income allocation and social validation 
outside of obligatory waged labour; the emergence of new models of peer to peer 
and open-source communication systems; the critique of dominant paradigms of 
political economy in the light of ecological and feminist knowledges; the refinement 
of doctrines of  global ‘public goods’ and of concepts of global citizenship; and the 
formation of  aesthetics and imaginaries adequate to the scope of species-being. At 
the onset of the twenty-first century, cognitive capital is, in its self-appointed role as 
planetary pedagogue, posing every major question that confronts humanity in terms 
of marketisation, monetisation, competition and profit. But the more insistently it 
demands that general intellect respond to this catechism, the greater the likelihood 
it will start to get answers other than those it expects.  
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Marion von OSTEN 

Such Views Miss the Decisive Point...
The Dilemma of Knowledge-Based Economy 
and its Opponents 

1. 
In face of neo-liberal educational policies and the debate on intellectual property 

it is becoming increasingly difficult to maintain that knowledge is a common property 
and that its production and distribution may not be possessed by a certain group 
or individual and their or his/her interests. Attempts to democratize the access to 
knowledge, like for example the socialist people’s house and workers’ club movement 
at the beginning of the 20th century, appear to have become historical exceptions 
in times when knowledge is being economized and patented and education is 
being privatized and standardized, when discussions on elite universities are on the 
agenda and copying is made a crime. Today, knowledge based on ownership rights 
is treated both nationally and internationally as a promising commodity. According 
to Yann Moulier Boutang, knowledge, as an economic good, must possess two 
features to establish itself as a commodity: the principle of exclusivity and of rivalry 
in use: “Exclusivity means that by belonging to one owner everyone else is prevented 
from utilizing the rights on this economic good. Rivalry in use means that it is not 
compatible with another use.” (Moulier Boutang, 2003, p. 275) 

However, for the reason that knowledge as a commodity is also based on cooperation 
and communication – value in the actual sense is attached to it only when used 
– the neo-liberal paradigm gets stuck in a dilemma. On the one hand, knowledge is 
intended for unrestricted use, while on the other, it has to be consumed as a commodity 
to generate value. The utility value of knowledge, though, as a commodity as well, 
can never be completely controlled or measured due to its immaterial form. This is 
proven by the innumerable examples of “illegal” software and data use, alternative 
information channels, anti-globalisation newsgroups, and MPG downloads. The 
neo-liberal paradigm gets into trouble, because controlled access to knowledge 
goods and information not only creates new global differences in power, new forms 
of resistance and subversive practices, but also entails that it becomes dependent 
on knowledge practices and forms of acquisition that cannot be generated and 
administered institutionally and that are not promoted or funded, but are instead 
distinguished by the fact that they organize themselves.[1] The much-hyped market of 
neo-classical theory thus proves to be precarious in terms of providing the necessary 
resources for producing knowledge, which it in turn needs for its competitiveness. 
The fact that the existing, aforementioned logic of ownership, which turns knowledge 
into a commodity, simultaneously hinders “innovation”, constitutes a fundamental 
contradiction in the current debate on intellectual property. While it was always a 
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problem for capitalistic societies to protect private property, protection of ownership 
with regard to knowledge as a commodity now becomes an irresolvable and above 
all contestable paradox. 

Parallel to the world-wide resistance against the economisation of knowledge, 
the most radical educational reform since the introduction of compulsory school 
attendance is being carried out in Europe. Knowledge production and distribution at 
educational institutions is reorganized by the Bologna Declaration[2]; the bureaucratic 
apparatus and new structures of control (quality management, etc.) are being 
expanded. As a result, the situation of knowledge workers is becoming increasingly 
precarious, and pressure is put on students to adhere to new logics of time and 
efficiency. This means that institutes at public universities must themselves organize 
and finance their work entirely through third-party funding, while at the same time 
statements of achievement are published in glossy brochures, elite study programs 
are established, and new staff is employed to enforce the policy of reform which is 
aimed at standardizing the ways in which knowledge is imparted. It also means that 
lecturers are fired and the duration of study is reduced. All this abolishes studies in 
the literal sense of the word, while certain fields of learning and knowledge production 
are outsourced.[3] 

So the field of tension between ownership rights and common property is a 
conflictual one, not only for neo-liberal argumentation or our ways of working and 
living, but also for knowledge production in traditional educational institutions. 
This conflict is becoming increasingly intense under the conditions of a knowledge-
based economy, because what the neo-liberal knowledge managers and education 
bureaucrats are trying to enforce against the resistance of students and the teaching 
staff is based on the assumption that knowledge can be produced like in a factory 
and can therefore be accelerated and optimized, and that access to knowledge can 
be controlled in a capitalistic sense by means of issuing patents and monetization 
and by exclusively being linked to a specific use. 

2. 
The production and distribution of knowledge, however, is ambivalent and contested 

not only since recently; it is closely connected with the question of class difference, 
access to education, and exclusions based on “race” or gender. The objective of 
the socialist-oriented people’s house and workers’ club movement in Germany in 
the early 20th century was to secure access to bourgeois knowledge resources. For 
Herbert Marcuse, the socialist ideal of educating the people, of making available for 
the “masses” everything that had until then been created in culture in order to raise 
the “people’s level of physical, intellectual and moral education”, meant nothing 
more than winning over these “masses” for precisely the societal order that was to 
be attacked. The democratization of the access to the existing bourgeois knowledge 
complex thus missed the decisive point: “the supersession of this culture.”[4]

In the battles of 1968 in Western Europe and the United States, the dominant 
Eurocentric knowledge cultures and their systems of order were radically called into 
question against the background of cold war politics and postcolonial liberation struggles. 
Demanding one’s own knowledge production expands and criticizes the “concept of 
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provision” and refers to the fundamental critique of an institutionalized conception of 
democracy: Since the 18th century, and therefore also in the colonies, educational 
establishments have been able to assert the power of definition with regard to relevant 
knowledge and establish in the respective societies an order distinguishing between 
necessary and unnecessary knowledge. Knowledge originating outside academia, 
beyond the disciplines – indigenous, oppositional or everyday knowledge – was at 
best a resource for bourgeois knowledge activities and their professorial authorships. 
A system of authorship thus asserted itself along these lines in the natural sciences 
and the humanities; but it is also clear that every “invention”, discovery or finding is 
based on the research and insights of many. Although the collective and socially varied 
character of almost all knowledge is obvious, alternative and jointly organized forms 
of knowledge production were neither funded nor granted an appropriate status at the 
university in the West. What was demanded in 1968, then, was not only enhanced 
access to existing knowledge, but also collective forms of knowledge production in 
which not just upperclass students but the entire population was to participate, with 
the goal of generating “new knowledge” that would also reveal the power structures 
inherent to the traditional order of knowledge. Instead of pursuing the “transformation 
of the world into a gigantic people’s educational establishment”, emphasis was 
placed on a culture of jointly produced knowledge to which marginalized groups also 
contributed. At the same time, experiments in collective and self-organized forms of 
life and work took place that criticized the separation between manual and intellectual 
labour, between production and reproduction, and attempted to overcome these 
separations in everyday life. From then on, knowledge production could no longer 
be discussed as merely a university-specific affair, but also as a speech act and an 
act of self-assertion beyond the “ideological state apparatuses”. This perspective 
can be found in the research conducted by the Birmingham School (CCCS) as well 
as in the cultural studies of the GDR on workers’ and everyday culture. 

Today, studies on subculture, counter-publics and social movements are part of 
the university apparatus, (e.g. cultural or gender studies). In times of neo-liberal 
educational reforms – and in a strange parallelity to them – they are being set up 
at European universities increasingly as advanced qualification courses. However 
the inclusion of formerly delegitimized knowledge production does not remain 
uncriticized. At the Conference “Cultural Studies: Now and in the Future”, 1990, 
the U.S. American theorist Michele Wallace already called for contemporary cultural 
producers, who are struggling with the conflicts of high culture in various institutions 
or with pop cultures and their increasing market orientation, to be included in the 
academic discourses and their practices. 

This position propagates a politics of bringing together knowledge produced at 
universities with the social, cultural and political players, instead of using (sub)cultural 
practices in a speculative fashion as formulas for theorizing. The transgressive, non-
institutional knowledge practices and those conducting research along with their 
subjects of study should be set in a new relation, one that reflects an involvement 
in power relations as much as it does a participation in cultural and political 
emancipation movements. 
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The critique of objectifying the subject of research or the assumption of a dichotomy 
between university knowledge and political practice, as well as the demand for 
including the players on which research is being done, however all miss the decisive 
point: the trans-disciplinary, social and collective character of knowledge production 
on the campus and elsewhere. The “subjects of research” have long since produced 
relevant knowledge themselves; some come from the university apparatus but have 
chosen a different career, because “their” issues were not discussed in academia or 
not reflected upon under the conditions of their social production, with regard to their 
consequences in everyday life or for political practice. Moreover, social movements, 
such as feminism, the African-American liberation movement, or queer culture, 
have created new contexts of knowledge and their own theoretically relevant and 
socially active discourses. The inclusion of political and popular debates and players 
in academia is only one of the many answers to the question as to who, under the 
prevailing institutional paradigm, participates in what way in producing which kind of 
knowledge under which circumstances and with which resources.[5] In addition, the 
building of bridges between (sub)cultures and science still appears to presume that the 
one side conducts research, while the other predominantly acts, (i.e. “makes” politics 
or culture), without grasping the university practice as a space of action as well. 

3.
 With the concept of the “plurality of intelligences”, Deleuze and Guattari described 

a multitude of knowledge forms as relevant and set them in opposition to the Cartesian 
dualism of thought and action. This approach is based on the notion that knowledge 
is produced, represented and conveyed in a specific as well as general way – in 
affective, symbolic, societal, and action-oriented forms, and not merely in scientific 
systems. The traditional university-specific concept of knowledge was regarded to a 
large extent as reductionist. What is important here, is Deleuze/Guattari’s reference 
to the production of art that includes various cognitive, technical and sensory abilities 
and for this reason is a very special mode of knowledge production. 

The art historian Irit Rogoff assumes that contemporary art and visual culture no 
longer makes available, illustrates, analyses, or translates already existing knowledge 
through other means. Instead, art today is both a genuine mode of research and a 
means per se for producing knowledge.[6] So beyond the relevant forms of institutional 
critique, particularly in the field of art and cultural production, a new perspective on 
social, collective and transdisciplinary methods has evolved which is also a point 
of reference for those participating in the 6th Werkleitz Biennale’s “Halle School of 
Common Property”. Even though Irit Rogoff’s assumption describes the essential core 
of the new form of cultural production, it remains too general, as it simultaneously 
obscures the actual context of this development. The paradigm change has not only 
occurred within art but in a dialogue with social movements, subcultures and popular 
cultures, and corresponding theoretical debates. After all, “art” itself is a diversified 
mode of production ranging from artworks created by individuals to collaborations 
between artists and co-operations with persons from the most diverse fields of 
knowledge. In addition, not all players involved in representation are equal in social 
terms or represented in the same way. Because even if cultural knowledge is produced 
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collectively and socially, it is conveyed in a traditionalist manner via the figure of 
the individual author. In the shadow of this figure, a practice of collaboration has 
established itself over the past 30 years in the form of trans-disciplinary, temporary 
groups and self-organized “projects” that are situated between theoretical, artistic, 
filmic, curatorial and activist practices. 

Paradigmatic projects like the New York exhibition “If you lived here” at the Dia Arts 
Foundation (1989) opened up the gallery for debates, themes and groups that formerly 
had no access and included them in the joint content-related design.[7] The potential 
of alternative use of the art space lies in the origin of the institution itself: critical 
themes are not indiscriminately brought into the gallery, it is rather its character that 
constitutes a certain form of knowledge and subjectivity (like the androcentric principle 
of authorship) in which the critical practice intervenes. Opening up the space of art 
for other social groups and involving diverse culturally, politically and academically 
committed players not only shifts the hierarchy of disciplines but also facilitates new 
modes of knowledge production, which have been tested especially in feminist art 
projects since the 1970s. This practice takes up from gender-theoretical debates 
demands for establishing and empowering non-hetero-normative subject positions 
as well as questions pertaining to relations of production and collective authorship. 
In the process, the “white cube” with its artificial and semi-public character and the 
objectivity of legitimate knowledge are reinterpreted and questioned in the work on 
the respective object. Existing knowledge is not celebrated in the form of illustration 
or reconstruction, instead, own theses, methods and formats are developed in a kind 
of applied theory and practice. 

The alternative utilization of canonized spaces for debates, meetings, workshops, 
film programs, and community projects by groups of artists, leftist, anti-racist and 
feminist collectives, and consumers has commenced and can be regarded, in the 
sense of Michel de Certeau, as the attempt to appropriate and redefine hegemonic 
structures – knowing very well that they will not just “disappear”. A corresponding 
transgressive and hybrid theory-practice in the academic field, provided with the 
appropriate resources, still remains an exception.[8] In contrast to the debates in 
the cultural and activist field, the restructuring and privatization of the educational 
system, as well as the notion of knowledge as an economic good of a so-called 
(knowledge-based economy) fail to recognize the transgressive dynamics inherent 
to all knowledge, be it elitist, indigenous or popular: It changes and spreads through 
everyday readings, orally, through popular appropriation, and medial reinterpretation. 
It is altered through misuse and new interpretations, becoming a rumour or a lie; its 
meaning is increasingly shifted through contextualization or indigenization. Knowledge 
practices, then, that belong to the readers and not to the authors and the managers 
of the rights of exploitation produce new knowledge on a daily basis, knowledge that 
is linked to social relations and engenders new socialities. These forms of world-wide 
and often local knowledge practices were perhaps the most innovative long-distance 
runners in the history of knowledge production. In contrast, the fixation on authorship, 
notation, administration, and the monetary profitability of knowledge, which stands in 
a specific relation to precisely these forms of knowledge, harbours huge drawbacks 
that the current neoliberal regime is by no means willing to resolve. 
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1. The example of the often-cited “Neem Tree Case” makes the perspective and the consequences 
of issuing patents comprehensible. For centuries, peasants in India have reproduced the seeds 
of the Neem tree and planted them in their fields. The tree has an antitoxic and insect-repellent 
effect that is harmless to other plants. But the plant is also used as building material, fodder, etc. 
If W.R. Grace and Company, a multinational chemicals corporation, could have patented the plant 
in 1985, the plant would have been restricted to a single use, thus triggering a whole chain of 
massive problems. 

2. The meeting of EU ministers of education in 1999 in Bologna decided on new European 
standards for higher education and demanded “more effective” courses of study at universities. 
The background of this change is the constitution of the European Union and the associated 
standardization of degrees, as well as the dominant role of learning processes in the differentiation 
of markets and global competition. 

3. Private marketers have established themselves on the education market today. They sell 
learning andtraining units for all age-groups and all situations in life, ranging from computer-science 
courses and language travels, to esoteric seminars and creativity training. The demand for equal 
opportunities for all, as well as efforts – stemming from the reform movement – ‹to develop› the 
entire personality is replaced by an educational package that is customised to fit one’s personal 
needs and can be completed in a short period of time, albeit only by those who can afford it. 

4. Herbert Marcuse: “Über den affirmativen Charakter der Kultur“ (1937), in: Schriften, vol. 3, 
Frankfurt/ M. 1979, pp. 186 - 226. 

5. The current European educational policies promote the opposite, because they neither 
guarantee the knowledge required on the new flexible labour markets – it is instead privatized in 
often dubious advanced training offers – nor do they provide the time and resources needed to 
develop social and communicative abilities that today count as qualification. The knowledge-based 
economy “corrupts” life and social interaction in a parasitic way. 

6. Irit Rogoff: “Engendering Terror“, in: Ursula Biemann: Geografie und die Politik der Mobilität, 
Vienna 2002, p. 33. 

7. The exhibition ‹If you lived here› was initiated and organized by the US American artist Martha 
Rosler. It can be regarded as a paradigmatic example of a socio- spatial artistic knowledge practice. 
The artist, who was dedicated in her works to the relationship between public and private, as well 
as to representation and representability, examined in this exhibition processes of gentrification 
and homelessness. The gallery was located in a part of Manhattan in which an upgrading of the 
neighborhood was accompanied by massive expulsion. The project addressed the neighborhood 
itself and sought to intervene locally in a social process by means of an exhibition. The audience 
was also assigned a new role, as it was also involved in this process in various events, either as the 
new middle-class trying to move into this neighborhood, or as artists who still had a studio there 
and had to respond to the social conflicts. Rosler used the gallery not to produce representations of 
homelessness, but opened the space for selfhelp groups, critical urban planners, and art projects 
that explicitly intervened in the politics and production of homelessness. 

8. Cf. projects like Kunstraum Lüneburg, ‹critical studies› at the Malmö Art Academy, the project 
department D/O/C/K at the Hochschule für Grafik und Buchkunst Leipzig, or also the Institut für 
Theorie der Gestaltung und Kunst (ith) in Zurich. It is certainly not by chance that activities that 
conceive research and art production together are starting to establish themselves especially at 
art academies.

This text was first published in The Sourcebook edited by Peter Spillmann 6th Werkleitz Biennale, 
Germany 2004.  http://www.werkleitz.de/events/biennale2004/html_en/sb_osten.html

© Marion von Osten 2004 Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 2.0 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
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Brett NEILSON & Ned ROSSITER

From Precarity to Precariousness 
and Back Again 
Labour, Life and Unstable Networks 

In Florian Schneider’s documentary Organizing the Unorganizables (2002), Raj 
Jayadev of the DE-BUG worker’s collective in Silicon Valley identifies the central 
problem of temporary labour as one of time. Jayadev recounts the story of ‘Edward’, 
a staff-writer for the Debug magazine: “My Mondays roll into my Tuesdays, and my 
Tuesdays roll into my Wednesdays without me knowing it. And I lose track of time and 
I lose hope with what tomorrow’s going to be”. Jayadev continues: “What concerns 
temp workers the most is not so much a $2 an hour pay raise or safer working 
conditions. Rather, they want the ability to create, to look forward to something 
new, and to reclaim the time of life”. How does this desire to create, all too easily 
associated with artistic production, intersect with the experiences of other workers 
who engage in precarious forms of labour?

With the transformation of labour practices in advanced capitalist systems 
under the impact of globalisation and information technologies, there has arisen a 
proliferation of terms to describe the commonly experienced yet largely undocumented 
transformations within working life. Creative labour, network labour, cognitive labour, 
service labour, affective labour, linguistic labour, immaterial labour; these categories 
often substitute for each other, but in their very multiplication they point to diverse 
qualities of experience that are not simply reducible to each other. On the one 
hand these labour practices are the oppressive face of post-Fordist capitalism, yet 
they also contain potentialities that spring from workers’ own refusal of labour and 
subjective demands for flexibility – demands that in many ways precipitate capital’s 
own accession to interminable restructuring and rescaling, and in so doing condition 
capital’s own techniques and regimes of control.

The complexity of these relationships has amounted to a crisis within modes of 
organisation based around the paranoid triad: union, state, firm. Time and again, 
across the past fifteen years, we heard proclamations of the end of the nation-
state, its loss of control or subordination to new and more globally extensive forms 
of sovereignty. Equally, we are now overfamiliar with claims for the decline of trade 
unions: their weakening before transnational flows of capital, the erosion of salaried 
labour, or the carefully honed attacks of neoliberal politicians. More recently, the firm 
itself is not looking so good, riddled with internal instability and corruption for which 
the names Enron, Worldcom and Parmalat provide only the barest index. Clearly, the 
“networked organisation” is not the institutional form best suited to the management 
of labour and life within information economies and networked socialities. But it is 
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not these tendencies themselves as much as their mutual implications that have 
led to the radical recasting of labour organisation and its concomitant processes of 
bargaining and arbitration.

Within the ambit of social movements and autonomous political groups, these 
new forms of labour organisation have been given the name precarity, an inelegant 
neologism coined by English speakers to translate the French precarité. Although 
the term has been in circulation since the early 1980s, it is really only over the past 
two or three years that it has acquired prominence in social movement struggles. 
Particularly in the Western European nations, the notion of precarity has been at 
the centre of a long season of protests, actions, and discussions, including events 
such as EuroMayDay 2004 (Milan and Barcelona) and 2005 (in seventeen European 
cities), Precarity Ping Pong (London, October 2004), the International Meeting of the 
Precariat (Berlin, January 2005), and Precair Forum (Amsterdam, February 2005).[1] 
According to Milanese activist Alex Foti (2004), precarity is “being unable to plan 
one’s time, being a worker on call where your life and time is determined by external 
forces”. The term refers to all possible shapes of unsure, not guaranteed, flexible 
exploitation: from illegalised, seasonal and temporary employment to homework, 
flex- and temp-work to subcontractors, freelancers or so-called self-employed 
persons. But its reference also extends beyond the world of work to encompass 
other aspects of intersubjective life, including housing, debt and the ability to build 
affective social relations.

Classically, the story told about precarity is that it was capital’s response to the 
rejection of “jobs for life” and demands for free time and flexibility by workers in the 
1970s. Thus the opposite of precarity is not regular work, stable housing, and so 
on. Rather, such material security is another version of precarity, consuming time, 
energy, and affective relations as well as producing the anxiety that results from 
the “financialisation of daily life” – to steal a felicitous phrase from Randy Martin 
(2002). Among other things, the notion of precarity has provided a rallying call and 
connecting device for struggles surrounding citizenship, labour rights the social 
wage, and migration. And importantly, these struggles are imagined to require new 
methods of creative-social organisation that do not make recourse to social state 
models, trade union solidarities or Fordist economic structures.

The political challenge is to determine whether the uncertain, unpredictable 
condition of precarity can operate as an empirical object of thought and practice. 
Precarity would seem to cancel out the possibility of such an undertaking, since the 
empirical object is presupposed as stable and contained, whereas, the boundaries 
between labour, action, and intellect appear increasingly indistinct within a post-
Fordist mode of production. Can common resources (political organisation) be found 
within individual and collective experiences of permanent insecurity? Furthermore, is 
there a relationship between the potential for political organisation and the technics 
of communication facilitated by digital technologies? In sum, what promise does 
precarity offer as a strategy and why has it emerged at this precise historical moment 
as a key concept for political thought and struggle?

In order to address these questions, we first outline the distinction between 
“precarity” and “precariousness”. In surveying the various ways in which these terms 
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have circulated, we wish to establish a framework within which questions of labour, 
life and social-political organisation can be understood. The various uncertainties 
defining contemporary life are carried over – and, we argue, internal to – the logic 
of informatisation. Our aim, however, is not to collapse respective differences into a 
totalising logic that provides a definitive assessment or system of analysis; rather, 
we seek to identify some of the forces, rhythms, discourses and actions that render 
notions such as creativity, innovation and organisation, along with the operation of 
capital, with a complexity whose material effects are locally situated within transversal 
networks. Where there are instances of inter-connection between, say, the work of 
migrants packaging computer parts or cleaning offices and that of media labour in a 
call centre, software development firm or digital post-production for a film studio, we 
see a common expressive capacity predicated on the dual conditions of exploitation 
and uncertainty.

Yet to cast the experience of informational labour as exclusively oppressive is 
to overlook the myriad ways in which new socialities emerge with the potential to 
create political relations that force an adjustment in the practices of capital. Such 
collectivities are radically different from earlier forms of political organisation, most 
notably those of the union and political party. Instead, we find the logic of the network 
unleashed, manifesting as situated interventions whose effects traverse a combination 
of spatial scales. The passage from precarity to precariousness foregrounds the 
importance of relations. It makes sense, then, to also consider the operation of 
networks, which above all else are socio-technical systems made possible by the 
contingency of relations.

Uncertainty, Flexibility, Transformation

To begin to grapple with the sort of questions sketched above it is necessary to 
acknowledge that the concept of precarity is constitutively doubled-edged. On the 
one hand, it describes an increasing change of previously guaranteed permanent 
employment conditions into mainly worse paid, uncertain jobs. In this sense, precarity 
leads to an interminable lack of certainty, the condition of being unable to predict 
one’s fate or having some degree of stability on which to construct a life. On the other 
hand, precarity supplies the precondition for new forms of creative organisation that 
seek to accept and exploit the flexibility inherent in networked modes of sociality 
and production. That the figure of the creative, cognitive or new media worker has 
emerged as the figure of the precarious worker par excellence is symptomatic of 
this ambivalent political positioning. Some commentators have gone as far as to 
suggest that the collaborative processes and affective relations that characterise 
artistic work reveal the inner dynamics of the post-Fordist economy. By questioning 
the boundaries between social labour and creative practice, for instance, Brian 
Holmes (2004) follows one of the central themes of Italian post-operaista thought, 
arguing that creative linguistic relation (the very stuff of human intersubjectivity) has 
become central to contemporary labour regimes.

No doubt there is some truth to the claim that the dynamic relationship between 
material production and social reproduction converges, under contemporary capitalism, 
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on the horizon of language and communication. This argument, as developed in the 
work of thinkers like Christian Marazzi (1999) and Paolo Virno (2004a, 2004b), has 
been redeployed in any number of contexts to question the boundaries between 
creative action and social labour. It would be foolish to underestimate the utility of 
these interventions. But implicit in this tendency to collapse otherwise disparate 
forms of labour into the containing category of creativity is an eclipse of those forms 
of bodily, coerced and unpaid work primarily associated with migrants and women 
(and not with artists, computer workers or new media labourers).

In this sense, it is probably not a good thing that precarity has become the meme 
of the moment. Proclamations of the epoch-breaking character of contemporary 
labour market transformations, while doubtless augmenting the rhetorical force of 
the struggles surrounding precarity, inevitably occlude two important facts. First, 
the current increase of precarious work in the wealthy countries is only a small 
slice of capitalist history. If the perspective is widened, both geographically and 
historically, precarity becomes the norm (and not some exception posed against a 
Keynesian or Fordist ideal of capitalist stability). With this shift in perspective the 
focus also moves to other forms of work, still contained within the logic of industrial 
or agricultural production, that do not necessarily abide the no-material-product logic 
of so-called cognitive, immaterial or creative labour. Without denying that neoliberal 
globalisation and the boom-bust dot.com cycle of information technology have placed 
new pressures on labour markets in the wealthy countries, it is also important to 
approach this wider global perspective in light of a second fact: that capital too is 
precarious, given to crises, risk and uncertainty.

Labour, Communication, Movement
 

Importantly, capital has always tried to shore up its own precariousness through the 
control of labour and, in particular, the mobility of labour. It is the insight of Moulier-
Boutang’s De l’esclavage au salariat (1998) to identify the subjective practice of 
labour mobility as the connecting thread in the history of capitalism. Far from being 
archaisms or transitory adjustments destined to be wiped out by modernisation, 
Moulier-Boutang contends that labour regimes such as slavery and indenture are 
constituent of capitalist development and arise precisely from the attempt to control 
or limit the worker’s flight. In this perspective, the figure of the undocumented migrant 
becomes the exemplary precarious worker since, in the current global formation, 
the entire system of border control and detention technology provides the principal 
means by which capital controls the mobility of labour. Because the depreciation 
and precarisation of migrant labour threatens to engulf the workforce as a whole 
(and because the subjective mobility and resistance of migrants tests the limits of 
capitalist control), their position becomes the social anticipation of a political option 
to struggle against the general development of labour and life in the contemporary 
world (Mezzadra, 2001; Mezzadra, 2004).

A similar argument can be made regarding the un- or under-paid labour of women, 
both with regard to the status of the patriarchal family as the locus of the reproduction 
of labour power in capitalist societies and the preponderance of women in precarious 
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sectors such as care-work, house-work, or call centres (Hardt and Negri, 2000: 
292-293, 2004: 110-111; Huws, 2003). Indeed, the Madrid-based group Precarias 
a Deriva, which has always resisted the temptation to use the term precarity as a 
common name for diverse and singular labour situations, has devoted much of 
its research to the feminisation of precarious work. And the sheer proliferation of 
women in contemporary labour migration flows means that there is a great deal of 
convergence between approaches that emphasise the role of border technologies 
in capital’s attempts to minimise its precariousness and those that focus on the 
ongoing marginalisation and undervaluation of women’s work (Anderson, 2000; Gill, 
2002; Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2001; Parrenãs, 2001; Huws, 2003).

The point is not to replace the figure of the creative worker with that of the migrant 
or female care-worker in the discussions and actions surrounding precarity. Nor 
is it to collapse these various types of labour practice into a composite category, 
such as the much circulated term precariat (which combines the words precario 
and proletariat in a single class category). Equally, it is insufficient to subordinate 
these very different labour practices to a single logic of production (which is the 
tactic followed by Hardt and Negri when they argue that all forms of labour in the 
contemporary world, while maintaining their specificity, are transformed and mastered 
by processes of informatisation). In terms of political practice and strategy, we believe 
there is something to be gained by holding these labour practices in some degree of 
conceptual and material separation but articulating them in struggle.

For instance, the fight for open architectures of electronic communication pursued 
by many creative workers cannot be equated with the subjective practices of mobility 
pursued by undocumented labour migrants. While these actions might be conjoined 
on some conceptual horizon (through notions such as exodus or flow), they have 
distinct (and always highly contextual) manifestations on the ground. There are clearly 
important differences between copyright regimes and border control technologies, 
even if both are ultimately held down by the assertion of sovereign power, whether 
at the national or transnational level. Recognising this, however, does not mean that 
the struggles surrounding free software and the “no-border” struggles surrounding 
undocumented migration cannot work in tandem or draw on each other tactically. 
As the editorial team of Makeworld Paper#3 writes: “the demand to combine the 
freedom of movement with the freedom of communication is social dynamite” (Bove 
et al., 2003).

Precarity, then, does not have its model worker. Neither artist nor migrant, nor 
hacker nor housewife, there is no precarious Stakhanov. Rather, precarity strays 
across any number of labour practices, rendering their relations precisely precarious 
– which, is to say, given to no essential connection but perpetually open to temporary 
and contingent relations. In this sense, precarity is something more than a position 
in the labour market, since it traverses a spectrum of labour markets and positions 
within them. Moreover, the at best fleeting connections, alliances and affiliations 
between otherwise distinct social groupings brings into question much of the current 
debate around the ‘multitudes’ as somehow constituting a movement of movements. 
Such a proposition implies a degree of co-ordination and organisation that rarely 
coalesces at an empirical level beyond the time of the event. 
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Instances where such affiliations have occurred – such as the much mythologised 
“Battle of Seattle” and subsequent WTO protests – have not, at the end of the day, 
amounted to any sustained alternative force. The high moment of 2003, which saw a 
global mobilisation of protestors against the Iraq War, has become lost in the spectral 
debris of an informatised society. The massive anti-war protests of 15 February 2003 
proved impossible to match. And this loss of momentum prompted the recourse to 
depoliticising debates, such as the perennial toss-up between violence and non-
violence in protest and disobedience. While the World Social Forum (WSF) events in 
Porto Alegre and Mumbai, the European Social Forum (ESF) and, more recently, the 
participation of civil society in the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS), 
have acquired a degree of momentum, it would be a mistake to view such activity 
in terms of some kind of coherent project of opposition or refusal. Arguably, the 
new discursive legitimacy obtained by civil society within supranational institutions 
associated with WSIS is conditioned by the increasing need amongst neoliberal 
governments for NGOs and social justice organisations to fulfill the role of service 
provision in the wake of a decimated state system (Rossiter, 2005).[2]

There is little chance, then, that a coherent political opposition will emerge from the 
organised activities of civil society. Rather, what we see here is a further consolidation 
of capital. More disconcerting is the likelihood of civil society organisations becoming 
increasingly decoupled from their material constitution – that is, the continual formation 
and reformation of social forces from which they were born. This is a predicament 
faced by activist movements undergoing a scalar transformation. The system of 
modern sovereignty, which functioned around the dual axiom of representation and 
rights, cannot encompass these new modes of organisation. Nor can the postliberal 
model of governance, which rearranges vertical relations into a horizontal order of 
differentiated subjectivities. Nonetheless, the problem of scale remains. In the case of 
social movements that begin to engage with what passes for global civil society, this 
can entail an abstraction of material constitution that is often difficult to separate from 
the histories and practices of abstract sociality vis-à-vis capitalism. Such a condition 
begins to explain why there is a tendency to collapse the vastly different situations 
of workers into the catch-all categories of the multitudes and precarity. This, if you 
will, is the logic of the empty signifier. And here lies the challenge, and difficulty, of 
articulating new forms of social-political organisation in ways that remain receptive 
to local circumstances that are bound to the international division of labour.

Paradoxically, the increased institutional visibility that attends the action of speech 
– as seen, for example, by civil society actors participating at WSIS – compounds 
the invisibility of material constitution. This is why radical political movements must 
face the question of institutions – a question that brings to the fore fundamental 
issues surrounding the subject of security, both from the political and anthropological 
points of view. With shifts in the level of scalar organisation, pressures come to bear 
upon the primary organisers or advocates of social movements from participants 
and other actors who demand forms of accountability and transparency. Networks 
cannot hope to entirely transcend this relation. Even those movements that bring 
precarity to the fore risk disconnecting from the subject that conditioned their 
emergence. Thus while networks can be understood as non-representational modes 
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of organising political and social relations, they are nonetheless bound to prevailing 
discourses and expectations surrounding notions of networked governance. These 
kinds of tensions may operate as a generative force, resulting in the development 
of protocols and modes of engagement that enhance the capacities of the network, 
but they can also result in dysfunctionality and eventual breakdown.

Crucial to understanding the turn to precarity in nongovernmental politics is to 
situate it historically in relation to the anti-war protests and the difficulty in maintaining 
their momentum as the U.S. led invasion of Iraq unfolded. For many who had protested 
for the first time (or for the first time in many years) in 2003, the failure of the anti-
war actions to stop the invasion of Iraq was a severe object lesson, a harsh warning 
about the limits of political expression. Doubtless there were tactical errors and, in 
many contexts, the anti-war movement swelled its ranks by appealing to nationalist 
sentiments that immediately modulated into support for the troops once the hostilities 
began. This led to difficulties of organisation and mobilisation that severely tested 
the upbeat and progressive logic of expansion and multiplication that many had 
applied to the movement from the time of Seattle. At the same time, there was an 
increased awareness of security in the post-911 environment with heightened rhetoric 
about terrorism in the mainstream media, images of detainees bound and gagged 
in Guantanamo and the first news of the kidnappings and beheadings in Iraq. As 
many have argued, a pervasive politics of fear settled over the advanced capitalist 
nations, somewhat independently of whether they deployed troops in Iraq or not. Is 
it any accident that the concern with precarity and the increased instability of labour 
came to the fore in this situation of perceived insecurity?

We suggest the emergence of precarity as a central political motif of the global 
movement relates not only to labour market conditions but also to the prevalent moods 
and conditions within advanced capitalist societies at a time of seemingly interminable 
global conflict. Once again this brings the doubled-edged nature of precarity to the 
fore. For while precarity provides a platform for struggle against the degradation of 
labour conditions and a means of imagining more flexible circumstances of work and 
life, it also risks dovetailing with the dominant rhetoric of security that emanates from 
the established political classes of the wealthy world. This is particularly the case 
for those versions of precarity politics that place their faith in state intervention as 
a means of improving or attenuating the worsening conditions of labour.

Ontological Insecurity in the USA

Undoubtedly, current perceptions of insecurity are complex and cannot be traced 
to a single source such as global terrorism, precarity at work, environmental risk or 
exposure to the volatility of financial markets (say through pension investments and/
or interest rates). At the existential level, these experiences mix or work in concert 
to create a general feeling of unease. And the conviction that the state (whether 
conceived on the national scale or in terms of some more extensive sovereign entity 
like the E.U.) can provide stability in any one of these spheres is not necessarily 
separable from the notion that it can eliminate risk and contingency in another. Not 
only does this imply that the struggle against precarity, if not carefully conceived, 
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may bolster and/or feed off state-fueled security politics, but also it suggests that 
there is something deeper about precarity than its articulation to labour alone would 
suggest – some more fundamental, but never foundational, human vulnerability, that 
neither the act nor potential of labour can exhaust. 

 This is certainly the sense in which Judith Butler, in Precarious Life (2004), 
confronts what she calls precariousness (which should be distinguished from precarity 
intended in the labour market sense). For Butler, precariousness is an ontological and 
existential category that describes the common, but unevenly distributed, fragility of 
human corporeal existence. A condition made manifest in the U.S. by the events of 
9/11, this fundamental and pre-individual vulnerability is subject to radical denial 
in the discourses and practices of global security. For instance, Butler understands 
President George W. Bush’s 9/21 declaration that “our grief has turned to anger 
and our anger to resolution” to constitute a repudiation of precariousness and 
mourning in the name of an action that purports to restore order and to promote 
the fantasy that the world formerly was orderly. And she seeks in the recognition 
of this precariousness an ethical encounter that is essential to the constitution of 
vulnerability and interdependence as preconditions for the ‘human’.

Key to Butler’s argument is the proposition that recognition of precariousness entails 
not simply an extrapolation from an understanding of one’s own precariousness to an 
understanding of another’s precarious life but an understanding of “the precariousness 
of the Other”. Her emphasis is on the relationality of human lives and she sees this 
not only as a question of political community but also as the basis for theorising 
dependency and ethical responsibility. Rather than seeking to describe the features 
of a universal human condition (something that she claims does not exist or yet exist), 
she asks who counts as human. And with this reference to humans not regarded as 
humans, she seeks not a simple entry of the “excluded” into an established ontology, 
but an insurrection at the level of ontology, a critical opening up of the questions, 
“What is real? Whose lives are real? How might reality be remade?” (2004: 33). At 
this level, the theorisation of precariousness impinges on fundamental ontological 
questions and, to this extent, it suggests a means of joining some of the actions and 
arguments surrounding precarity to a more philosophically engaged encounter with 
notions such as creativity, contingency and relation.

As noted above, Butler’s argument, while claiming to affect an ontological 
insurrection, takes shape above all in the post-9/11 United States. A passionate 
appeal for the necessity of critique under circumstances where popular energies have 
rallied around the executive branch of government, Precarious Life understandably 
focuses on the progress of global war and the transformations of life within the U.S. 
polity. But it also presents precariousness as a general principle of the human (and 
who counts as such). And while it emphasises the uneven distribution of this basic 
human fragility, it does not analyse the workings of this unevenness in detail (as if 
they were merely given, coincidental and outside the realm of fundamental ontology). 
In other words, Butler does not explore the whole problematic of global capitalism 
and its relations to the current conflict.[3] Certainly these relations are of a complex 
order and cannot be reduced to the simple formula (“no blood for oil”) that would 
have war working always in the service of capital and vice versa.
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In a world where the operations of the global market (by which any object, 
regardless of location, can be valued and ordered) do not necessarily accord with 
the logic of strategy (by which spatially fixed resources, subject to calculation and 
command in the aggregate, are brought under control by state actors), there are likely 
discrepancies to exploit between the workings of capital and the enterprise of security 
(Neilson, forthcoming). For instance, the effort to block the flow of laundered money 
that funds terror networks requires a tightening of regulation on that very institution 
that lies at the heart of global neoliberal enterprise, the deregulated financial market 
(Napoleoni, 2003). Indeed, it may be in these gaps, where security and capital come 
into conflict, that the motif of precarious life receives its most radical articulation, 
where precariousness meets precarity, and the struggle against neoliberal capitalism 
that dominated the global movement from Seattle might finally work in tandem with 
the struggle against war. Such a realisation must be central to any politics that seeks 
to reach beyond the limits of precarity as a strategy of organisation.

Innovative Capacities and Common Resources

Key to understanding the human capacity for innovation is the recognition that 
such change is not the norm but the exception, something that occurs rarely and 
unexpectedly. Virno (2004b) pursues a reading of paragraph 206 of Wittgenstein’s 
Philosophical Investigations, concerning the impossibility of applying rules, in 
an attempt to understand the conditions of such an exception and their radical 
difference from organisational models that aim to extract an economic value from 
creative practices. Crucial for Virno in Wittgenstein’s understanding of normative 
or rule-governed behaviour is that the rule can never specify the conditions of its 
application e.g., there is no rule that specifies how high the tennis ball can be thrown 
during service. For such a specification to be made, another rule about the application 
of rules would have to be instituted, and so on to an infinite regress, just as in the 
normative legal system of judicial precedent. Creative innovation, however, requires 
a mode of action that escapes this formal space of regulation.

The parallel here to the theory of the political state of exception (explored by 
thinkers such as Carl Schmitt and Giorgio Agamben) is intentional. Just as Schmitt 
bases his political theory on the notion of the sovereign decision, which cannot be 
reduced to the infinite regress of legal precedent, so Virno contends that the innovative 
action must break with the regularity of habit and the regulation of convention. 
In the exception, the rule becomes indistinguishable from its application, or, to 
put it another way, each event or action rewrites the grammar of the system. The 
innovative action is thus not simply a transgression that breaks the rules – a kind 
of avant-garde contestation of existing institutional arrangements. Rather, it is an 
action that involves an abrogation of rules, a fundamental recasting of grammatical 
propositions, and a consequent redefining of future generative possibilities. For all 
this, it is not a sovereign action (a kind creatio ex nihilo that finds its apotheosis in the 
romantic ideal of the artist as god). Innovative action is necessarily intersubjective 
action, forged in the complex and unstable relations between brains and bodies. Its 
model is not the sovereign who decides on the exception but the language or form-
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of-life that changes through what might be called a non-sovereign decision, at once 
distributed and diffuse, or, if you like, an exception-from-below. This is why phrases 
such as “innovation culture” or indeed “creative industries” ring of an oxymoronic 
disingenuousness that wants to suggest that innovation can coexist with or become 
subordinated to the status quo. In this context, innovation becomes nothing other 
than a code word for more of the same – the reduction of creativity to the formal 
indifference of the market.

At the same time, Virno recognises that this reduction is precisely what contemporary 
capitalist production mandates. If, for Butler, human relation is possessed by a 
precariousness that furnishes a complex sense of political community, Virno argues 
that this same instability comes to invest the labour relation that, under post-Fordist 
capitalism, demands creative linguistic innovation. At stake for him is an affirmation 
of Marx’s notion of general intellect. Common to the disparate situations and 
conditions of individuals and their social horizons is a shared capacity to draw on 
the resources at hand. And this is why Virno and other post-operaista thinkers have 
advocated exodus as opposed to revolution as a political tactic. Such an advocacy of 
escape or “engaged withdrawal” does not imply a hermetic retreat from modernity. 
Rather, it involves both the recognition that capitalism removes the means for living 
other than by recourse to wage labour and the imperative to search for strategies 
and opportunities that allow collective intellect to subtract its creativity from the 
integuments of productive labour. What interests us is the form that such an exodus 
might assume within contemporary socio-technical formations characterised by a 
proliferation of networks alongside a host of institutions that are becoming increasingly 
burdened and recondite.

Whatever the current possibilities for desertion or exodus, it is hard to escape the 
observation that the corporate-state nexus increasingly asserts a sovereign command 
over the very matter of our bodies. With the informatisation of social and economic 
relations, intellectual property is the regime of scarcity through which control is exerted 
over the substance of life. Think of the rush to patent recombinant DNA sequences 
or the pressure placed upon agricultural industries and government representatives 
to adopt genetically modified organisms. Despite the dot.com crash of 2000, stocks 
in biotech industries are again yielding substantial profits – a phenomenon fueled in 
part by aging populations anxious to invest in narratives of security and technologies 
of arrested decay. This revival of biotech stocks can also be seen as a response to 
the affective economy associated with the shift of venture capital into the business 
of bio-terrorism and a move from what Melinda Cooper (2004) calls the irrational 
exuberance of nineties speculative capital into an era of indefinite insecurity and 
permanent catastrophe within a post-9/11 environment. 

Yet where resides the space of commons exterior to both the state and the 
interests of the market? Indeed, is it even possible to invoke this sense of exteriority 
within an ontological and social-technical field of immanence and political economy 
in which capital interpenetrates the matter of life? It is no longer feasible to draw a 
homology between the commons and the notion of the public – a social body too 
easily assumed as co-extensive with the citizen-subject. Both the citizen-subject and 
the public are categories that refer particularly to European and North American 
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political legacies that have long since declined as constituent powers of democratic 
polities (see Montag, 2000 and Nowotny, 2005). 

If ‘the public’ has become a non sequitur vis-à-vis the informational state, there 
is nonetheless a persistence of social desires to create ‘modulations of feeling’ 
whose logic of expression is antithetical to the structures of control set forth by the 
informational state.[4] The widespread practice of file-sharing within peer-to-peer 
networks is routinely cited by many as an exemplary instance of resistance to the 
closure of the commons by IPRs. The increasing adoption of open source software and 
Creative Commons by governments and businesses across the economic spectrum 
is another example of a kind of reverse engineering of the super-structure by the 
educative capacity of civil society and informational social movements. Certainly, we 
would not want to underestimate the positive potential of such transformations and 
redefinitions of information societies. Yet just as it is clear that such activities endow 
networks with an organisational force, so too is it uncertain whether substantive 
change will eventuate in the material situation of precarious labour and life.

One could also speak of a continuum of affect, of communication and sociality, 
that functions as the pre-individual reality or common from which the refrain of 
precarity is individuated as a series of iterations on labour and life. To be sure, 
there is a common material basis at work here, one whose constituent forces 
emerge from a growing indistinction between intellect, labour and political action. 
This intermingling, however, is accompanied by a mutable process of adaptation 
in which a symbiotic relation between labour and capital ‘has given life to a sort of 
paradoxical “communism of capital” (Virno, 2004a: 111). Such a transformation of 
capital is manifest in the attacks made in the 1960s and 70s ‘failed revolutions’ 
against the determining power of the Fordist welfare state and corrosive effects of 
wage labour upon life in general. Again, it is the doubleness of precarity that is the 
substrate of post-Fordist capital – a desire for greater flexibility and perceived freedom 
to choose one’s style of work (the expressive capacity of labour-power) coupled with 
an increased uncertainty, not to mention frequent struggle, that is normative to the 
experience of life (ontological insecurity).

Communicative Networks and Creative Expression

It is one thing to think innovation as a common resource outside the phantasm 
of total market control; it is another to consider the operation of such a resource. 
Here we find it necessary to engage the materialities of communication in order to 
illuminate further the exceptional quality of innovation. In so doing we introduce 
the political concept of the “constitutive outside” and proceed to an analysis of 
the creative industries. Our interest is to discern the ways in which the ontology 
of precariousness is immanent to networked systems of communication. How, we 
wonder, do the internal dynamics of social-technical communication constitute an 
ontology that oscillates between uncertainty, fluctuation and fleeting association 
on the one hand, and moments of intensity, hope, and exhilaration on the other? In 
what ways are global information systems embedded in singular patterns of life? Is 
it possible for the pre-individual, linguistic-cognitive common – or general intellect 
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– to operate as a transcendent biopolitical force by which living labour asserts a 
horizon of pure virtuality (unforeseen capacity to create and invent)? How might an 
ontology of networks be formulated, and does creative potential subsist in networks 
of social-technical relations?

The technics of communication are always underpinned by a “constitutive outside” 
(Rossiter, 2004). The outside holds an immanent relation with the inside. While the 
outside occupies a minor status within systems of communication, it nonetheless 
operates as a field of material, symbolic and strategic forces that condition the 
possibility of emergence of the inside (Mouffe, 2000: 12; Deleuze, 1988: 43). At 
the level of discourse, the constitutive outside functions to establish the limits of 
expression. Most creative industries policy and academic research, for instance, is 
still to address the casualised insecure working conditions of those who generate the 
intellectual property that is exploited within an informational, knowledge economy.[5] 
In this case, the needs, interests, demands and effects of precarious labour are 
excluded from the discourse of creative industries, yet, paradoxically, they are a 
primary element in the network of conditions that make possible the economic 
development derived from cultural production and service labour. 

At the level of materiality, the constitutive outside precedes the exteriority of 
technical, economic, geographic, institutional, social and cultural configurations that 
shape the hegemony of communication systems. The constitutive force of the outside 
enables the exteriority of relations that comprise the complex forms of informational, 
economic and social systems. Complexity, however, is not something that is easily 
accommodated in the genre of policy and the activities of what remain vertically 
integrated institutional settings. Much creative industries discourse in recent years 
places an emphasis on the potential for creative clusters, hubs and precincts as 
the social-urban arrangement or model that is supposedly the conduit best suited 
to the establishment of cultural economies. Along with “mapping documents” that 
set out to demonstrate “value-chains” of innovation based on the concentration of a 
range of cultural activities and stakeholders, this focus points to the inherent fragility 
of cultural economies. In short, there is little empirical correspondence between 
the topography of “mapping documents” and “value-chains” and the actual social 
networks and cultural flows that comprise the business activities and movement 
of finance capital, information and labour-power within creative economies. Such 
attempts to register the mutual production of economic and creative value are 
inherently reductive systems. Capital always exceeds regimes of control, inevitably 
destabilising the delicate balance between determinacy and indeterminacy, regulation 
and inherent precariousness. And for this reason we maintain that capital is a force 
whose dynamic is shaped considerably by cultural and social inputs whose register, 
while largely undetected, comprises a common from which new social forces and 
modes of creative organisation may proliferate.

The implication for creative expression as it manifests in the variegated patterns of 
labour within informational economies can be summarised as follows: the regulation 
of labour-power is conditioned by the dual regime of scarcity and border control. 
Scarcity consists of that which is perceived and constructed as finite and inscribed 
with economic value e.g., the logic of IPRs. Boundaries confer the expressive form of 
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creative labour and its concomitant networks with either discursive legitimacy and 
economic value or disavowal and the suspension of movement. The governance of 
networks, however, is not so straightforward or easily defined. If the ontic of networks 
is underscored by interpenetration and disequilibrium – as evidenced, for example, 
in the fragile life of mailing lists, prone as they are to rapid destruction, irrelevance 
and closure if actors such as “trolls” are unchecked (Lovink, 2003) – then it becomes 
much harder to generalise about the expressive capacity of social-technical life as 
it subsists in a state of permanent construction.

For all the talk in creative industries policy and analysis of unleashing the creative 
potential of cultural workers, what comes to pass is the reproduction of the same. 
Such an economy is, after all, exercised through the model of clusters.[6] Who ever 
said feudalism was eclipsed by the modern state system? Despite the pervasiveness 
of creative and cultural networks within government policies and academic literature, 
one is hard pressed to find evidence of networks in any operative sense. Projects that 
assemble a range of actors or stakeholders within a cultural precinct or business 
park are simply not the same as networks. For our purposes, networks consist of 
social-technical relations that are immanent to the media of communication. The 
collaborations that ensue within communicative networks are frequently promiscuous, 
unlike the “old boys” style of partnerships developed in what is much better defined 
as the cluster model of the creative industries. 

It is highly unlikely that the creative industries will begin to register in their 
mapping documents or annual reports the dark side of labour (domestic, care 
and migrant labour, for instance) and environmental degradation that attends any 
process of industrialisation. Similarly, young people working in the cultural and 
new media industries will most certainly be deprived of realising any ambitions of 
creative autonomy. Despite the various efforts to benchmark economic productivity, 
creative activities and partner linkages within the creative industries, there is great 
variation in terms of what creative industries mean for various stakeholders. The 
material complexity of cultural production is a rarely evident in creative industries 
policy, which is consistently unchanging. And while this is indicative of the limits of 
policy as a genre of expression and routine of practices, there is nevertheless an 
implicit belief that government and business interests can be realised in some sort 
of instrumental fashion.

In focusing here on labour-power and the ways in which exclusion makes possible 
the internal coherence of creative industries, our intention is not to somehow make 
secondary the situation of precarious life. The various forms of exclusion detailed 
hold implications for the capacity of living labour to maintain a sense of renewal 
within a state of ontological insecurity. Indeed, as maintained earlier, labour and 
life occupy a common space of indistinction. Yet stripped of all guarantees, life and 
labour have one option left: political action. And the potentiality for political action 
as a transformative force is what cultivates the generation of fear by the dominant 
political powers. Potentiality itself is an uncertain force – a precarious resource 
common to labour and life – and as such, is the basis for innovation from which new 
forms of organisation and life may become instituted.
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Freedom without Security

It is worth recalling that the precondition of surplus-value is cooperation. In 
this sense, the potential for alternative modalities of organising creative labour is 
inseparable from the uncertain rhythms, fluctuations and manifestations of global 
capital. Indeed, it is precisely this relation between labour-power and capital that 
defines the immanence of socio-technical networks. Given these mutual dependencies, 
it is not beyond reason to imagine that variations of living labour might, as Jayadev 
noted at the start of this essay, “reclaim the time of life”. Such interventions are not 
as radical as they might sound. But they nonetheless involve transforming precarity 
as a normative condition precipitated by the demands of capital. 

In the case of creative labour, a reclaiming of the time of life entails a shifting 
of values and rhetoric away from an emphasis on the exploitation of intellectual 
property (and thus labour-power) and reinstating or inventing technics of value that 
address the uncertainties of economic and ontological life. Engaging rather than 
sublimating the antagonisms inherent to such experiences is, in part, a matter of 
rethinking networked modes of relation. The many accounts, events and analyses 
on precarity documented earlier in this essay begin to tell the story of social-political 
networks seeking to institute creative projects responsive to situations of living 
labour. The communication of such efforts begins to comprise a history of networks 
as they subsist within an informational present. Moreover, we find here a common 
resource from which lessons, models and ideas may be exchanged and repurposed 
as transformative techniques.

Such processes, however, are by no means straightforward. By posing the question 
of the unstable ontology of networks alongside that of migration and border control, 
we are forced to think together the precarity that invests the labour relation and the 
regime of border reinforcement, which is one of the primary registers of the current 
ubiquity of war. Earlier we cited the creators of a free newspaper and collaborative 
filtering project who described as ‘social dynamite’ the attempt to combine freedom 
of communication with freedom of movement. But the effects of this social dynamite 
are disparate and, in their very multiplicity, inflate the tendency to treat these 
phenomena as separate moments. Such a disconnection again poses the question 
of commonality and the resources it might supply for the imagination of alternative 
forms of life.

The ongoing tussle between those who cast the creative worker as the precarious 
labourer par excellence and those who assign this role to the undocumented migrant 
is one symptom of this divide. Such a debate is certainly worth having, but it also 
misses the point: that being, to alter the circumstances in which capital meets life. 
All too often the precarity struggle revolves about the proposition life is work. But the 
challenge is not to reaffirm the productivism implicit in this realisation but rather to 
take it as the basis for another life – a life in which contingency and instability are 
no longer experienced as threats. A life in which, as Goethe wrote in Faust II, many 
millions can “dwell without security but active and free”.
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1. Over the past year there has been a proliferation of magazines, journals and mailing lists 
exploring the theme of precarity and the associated problematic of labour organisation. These 
include Greenpepper, Mute, Multitudes, republicart, ephemera, European Journal of Higher Arts 
Education, Derive Approdi, and aut-op-sy.

2. These issues were among many debated at the recent incommunicado.05: information technology 
for everybody else conference held in Amsterdam, 16-17 June 2005, http://incommunicado.info/
conference. See also Incommunicado mailing list archive.

3. While more expansive on the global dimensions of this problematic, David Harvey (2003) also 
remains primarily within a U.S. political imaginary.  See also Arrighi (2005a, 2005b).

4. Our use of ‘modulation of feeling’ is opposite to that of Massumi (2005: 32), who attributes 
such an operation of biopower to the Bush administration’s need to manage populations in a post-
9/11 environment in which “timing was everything”.

5. While a recent UNCTAD (2004: 3) policy report notes that ‘too often [creative industries are] 
associated with a precarious form of job security’, such observations remain the exception within much 
policy-making and academic research on the creative industries. A recent issue of The International 
Journal of Cultural Policy, edited by David Hesmondhalgh and Andy C. Pratt (2005), tables some 
of the most sophisticated research on cultural and creative industries to date. See also O’Regan, 
Gibson and Jeffcutt (2004), Gill (2002), and Ross (2003). 

6. The articles on “creative networks” published in an issue of Media International Australia edited 
by O’Regan, Gibson and Jeffcut (2004) adroitly diagnose the shortcomings of the “creative cluster” 
model. The analyses of inter-linkages between local practices of production and consumption and 
global policy frameworks goes some way toward identifying the complexity of network systems. And 
their advocacy for “strategic research and policy … [that] build[s] situated knowledges” is something 
we also support. Even so, their discussion of “creative networks” nevertheless falls short of attending 
to the problem of precarity that defines the situation for many within the creative industries. The 
contribution by Chris Gibson and Daniel Robinson (2004) on creative networks and working conditions 
in regional Australia is an exception. But their analysis of employment statistics and informal social 
networks is divorced from a consideration of the subjective dimension of socio-technical systems 
and the substantive role of subjectivity in the construction of networks. 

SITES:

aut-op-sy mailing list, http://lists.resist.ca/cgi-bin/mailman/listinfo/aut-op-sy/
Chainworkers, http://www.chainworkers.org/dev
Derive Approdi, http://www.deriveapprodi.org/
DE-BUG: The Online Magazine of the South Bay, http://www.siliconvalleydebug.org/
Dutch labour market reforms, http://www.eiro.eurofound.eu.int/1999/01/feature/

nl9901117f.html
ephemera: theory & politics in organization, http://www.ephemeraweb.org/journal/4-3/4-

3index.html
EuroMayDay 2004 (Milan and Barcelona), http://www.euromayday.org/
EuroMayDay2005 (in seventeen European cities), http://www.euromayday.org/index.php
European Journal of Higher Arts Education, http://www.ejhae.elia-artschools.org/Issue2/

en.htm
Flexicurity, http://www.chainworkers.org/dev/node/view/102
Greenpepper Magazine, 
http://www.greenpeppermagazine.org/process/tikiindex.php?page=Precarity 

+%3A+Contents+Page
Incommunicado, http://incommunicado.info/
Intermittents du Spectacle, http://www.intermittents-danger.fr.fm/
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International Meeting of the Precariat (Berlin, January 2005), http://www.globalproject.info/
art-3264.html

Molleindustria, http://www.molleindustria.it/
multitudes, http://multitudes.samizdat.net/rubrique.php3?id_rubrique=458
Mute Magazine, http://www.metamute.org/en/node/415
Organizing the Unorganizables, (dir. Florian Schneider, 2004), http://kein.tv/
Precarias a Deriva, http://www.sindominio.net/karakola/precarias.htm 
republicart, http://www.republicart.net/disc/precariat/index.htm
Precair Forum (Amsterdam, February 2005), http://precairforum.nl/ENG/index.html
Precarity Ping Pong (London, October 2004), http://greenpeppermagazine.org/pingPong.html
San Precario, http://www.sanprecario.info/
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Jacek TOMKIEWICZ

Capital Formation in Post-socialist Countries

Introduction

The change of economic and social systems in the countries of central and eastern 
Europe had serious consequences to many branches of life, especially to economy. 
The main characteristic of centrally planned economy was that  production decisions, 
so also the level and structure of production capital were made not on the basis of 
market mechanism, but according to imposed economic plans. What was produced, 
where, and in what amount depended on the decision of the government, sometimes 
not national, but overnational. Thus, the level and structure of production capital was 
a consequence of political decisions, and not a response to the demand for certain 
goods in a given amount and place. During the transition, the condition of existing 
capital was subject to verification. On the one hand, the demand, and not political 
decisions started to determine the quantity and structure of production, and on the 
other hand, suddenly producers had to face the fight for the market with foreign 
competitors. Does the level and structure of production capital in post- socialist 
countries meet the demands of market economy and international competition? 
Does the transition process force changes in the processes of capital formation? How 
do the processes of capital formation proceed in post-socialist countries nowadays, 
after over thirteen years? I am going to analyze in details the situation in three post-
socialist countries (Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary) in detail, trying to find 
some common characteristics of capital formation in these transition countries.

Level of savings in first years of economic transition

The investments and savings levels in relation to GDP in post-socialist countries 
were relatively high. However, the fast pace of capital formation did not result in 
socially demanded production structure, which caused the shortage problem in 
socialist economies. The transition shock consisting in releasing most of the prices 
resulted in sudden acceleration of inflation, which was a consequence of an imbalance 

Savings rates
Year 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995

Poland 42,7 32,8 18 16,7 16,5 16,9 18,3
Czech 30,6 29,9 36,8 27,4 20,2 20,1 20,2

Hungary 29,9 28 18,7 14,9 11,2 15 18,9
Average 34,4 30,2 24,5 19,7 16,0 17,3 19,1

Source: Denizer and Wolf (2000)
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between demand and supply. It turned out that the high level of investments financed 
by national savings is impossible to maintain in the transition to market economy. 
In the face of availability of goods previously in short supply, the national savings 
sharply collapsed.

Denizer and Wolf (2000) point at three fundamental causes of the savings collapse 
in transition economies.

1 - The change in savings determinants – during the transition from a plan to a 
market economy many factors which influence propensity for saving are subject to 
substantial change. We deal with system changes, such as reducing the role of the 
state in social activity (financing education, medical system, social insurance system) 
which theoretically should increase propensity for saving, since in the situation when the 
state cannot guarantee appropriate level of social services as it did before, additional 
savings should be kept in order to finance the access to the service if need be. On 
the other hand, the need to finance the services, which were previously ensured by 
the state, increases current expenses, thus reducing the possibility of saving.

2 - The change in liquidity preference level – in a system of shortage the society was 
forced to maintain additional liquid capital, so that in a case of unexpected access to 
previously unavailable goods, it could finance the purchase without a problem. After 
the transition from a shortage economy to full availability of goods, the necessity to 
keep additional liquidity disappears, and as a result, savings are reduced.

3 - The elimination of involuntary savings – in the case of shortage of many goods 
and services considerable amount of savings is forced by the lack of purchase 
possibility. When there is greater availability of all needed goods, the excessive 
savings sharply decline.                

                                                                                                   
 In my opinion, to the three reasons we should add the consequences of the 

transition recession, which influenced the possibility of saving in a significantly 
negative way. A collapse of economic activity level, an appearance of unemployment, 
a phenomenon new for socialist economies, had to have an impact on the society’s 
income, the reduction of which caused the savings collapse. In Poland, for example, 
recession combined with hiperinflation led to the reduction of real salary of about 
one third (Kolodko, 1999:109) – such a high decline in current income had to result 
in savings collapse in economy.

The savings collapse in transition countries draws our attention to the impact of 
the collapse on developmental possibilities of post-socialist economies. Some claim 
that the savings level (United Nations 1984) can serve as a proxy, determining the 
level of economic development in a country – the savings rate is much higher in 
developed countries than in developing ones. Rodrik (1998) shows that  countries 
of economic success, such as Japan,  South Korea, Taiwan or Chile, which caught up 
with developed countries, observed transition from low savings rates to high savings 
level. As a result, a high pace of investments made catching – up possible. Does the 
fact of the savings collapse make post-socialist countries similar to developing ones, 
and as a consequence, should the transition countries use developmental strategies 
proposed to developing countries? In my opinion, the answer to the question should 
be negative. The low savings level in under-developed countries stems from some 
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fundamental reasons, such as the very low level of national income or a lack of a 
developed financial system. Post-socialist countries cope with similar problems, but 
their range is much smaller. Besides, we should remember that in transition economies 
we observe not the fundamentally low savings level, but their collapse as a result of 
the transition shock, so in principle the situation is quite different from the one in the 
poor countries of Africa or Asia. After a great decline at the beginning of the transition, 
the savings rate in post-socialist economies increased and now it is running at an 
average world level (IMF 2002). Still, we must remember that if countries of eastern 
and central Europe want to catch up with developed economies (for example, with 
the European Union, which will accept several post-socialist countries soon), they 
must make attempts to modernize their economies. This demands high investments 
level financed by high national savings. 

Investments in Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic 
in the 1990s

In the first years of transition the deep macroeconomic imbalance put off foreign 
investors from post-socialist countries. The shortage of domestic savings could 
not be replaced by foreign savings, which had to cause a decrease in the pace of 
investments, both in relation to GDP and in absolute levels. Taking into account 
the fact that a decrease in GDP and in a relation between investments and GDP 
took place at the same time, the decline in the pace of capital formation was very 
deep. In relation to 1989, the investments level declined by 15 % in Poland, 19% 
in Hungary and 20% in the Czech Republic. Apart from the decline in consumption, 
connected with the transition depression (in comparison to 1989: 22% in Poland, 
10% in Hungary and 24% in the Czech Republic) which meant smaller demand 
discouraging to enhance the production base, investment decisions of companies 
were affected also by some factors related to the transition from a plan to a market. 
Among the factors having negative influence on propensity for investments, Buiter, 
Lago and Rey (1998) mention:

-  macroeconomic instability, understood mainly as high and unpredictable 
inflation,

-  imposing tough budget limits on companies overnight,
-  failure of financial system, stemming from capital shortage (domestic savings 

collapse) and the lack of abilities to participate in the market system.

It is worth mentioning that the industry production level is much lower than the 
decline in GDP and investments at the same time. The decline in industry production 
lower than in GDP means that the GDP structure was adjusted. It turned out that 
in post-socialist system the industry production did not meet social needs. If GDP 
declines more slowly than production, it means that GDP structure changes, a share 
of services in GDP increases at the expense of trade. After a period of decline, GDP 
and industry production increase in similar pace, so GDP structure stabilized at a 
new level. Hungary is an exception, because since 1993 industry production has 
increased faster than GDP, which is a consequence of constantly growing share of 
trade in Hungary’s GDP (21,3% in 1993 and 26,5% in 2000). 
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Another interesting situation is the relation between the decline in consumption 
and the decrease in industry production. In all three countries production declined 
lower than consumption (Poland 22% and 30%, Hungary 10% and 34%, the Czech 
Republic 24% and 35%) which means that the change in the structure of GDP and 
replacing domestic production with foreign one – in all the countries in the first years 
of transition import declines more slowly than trade production.

Production decline below the consumption level may show  that the production 
capital does not meet the demand for consumption goods. It is worth analyzing the 
behavior of such figures as production, investments and consumption in the period of 
economic growth. After the decline in all figures (consumption, investments, industry 
production and GDP), the economy enters the period of growth. The analysis of the 
relation between paces of change in consumption, investments, industry production 
and GDP can bring the answer to the question if the production capital taken after 
plan economy and verified in the transition recession is able to satisfy the level and 
structure of demand. Whether the economy is able to react to growing consumption 
with or without capital expenditures shows whether the existing production capital 
can  meet growing consumption demand. 

A fact that production capital did not fit market demands in post-socialist countries 
can be proven by the relation of capital expenditure decline to trade production 
decline in the period of transition recession. Let us notice that production in the first 
years of transition declines much lower than capital expenditures. Since production 
declines, it would be justified for capital expenditures to decrease, because declining 
production does not demand expenditures on investments (increasing production 
capital). Also, the declining production does not let us cover capital expenditures 
by future revenues. However, it did not come true, which must stem from the fact 
that the existing production capital was not able to provide appropriate amount and 
structure of goods, and they attempted to modify it already in the period of recession 
(by investments), so investments level declined in relation to 1989, but much less 
than production level.

Another argument for the thesis that the production capital in socialist countries 
was not able to meet social demand for goods is a situation, when after the transition 
recession, investments, industry production and GDP start to grow at the same time. 
If production capital fit market economy, we could expect that after the period of 
consumption decline (and as a result, production), companies have free production 
capital, being a consequence of production decline, so after growing tendency of 
consumption they can increase production with hardly any investments, using existing 
production capital. It did not happen like that – production increase is accompanied 
by increasing capital expenditures from the  very beginning, which shows that existing 
capital did not meet the demands of market economy and expenditures needed to 
be increased to modify and develop it.

For the analysis of the problem of adjusting production capital to free market 
demand, I decided to use Keynes’ acceleration model. According to this model, 
growing consumption should bring about adequately higher level of investments 
growth (the relation of consumption growth to investments growth equals the index: 
capital ratio output), and if existing production capital is able to satisfy growing 
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consumption, economy is able to react to the growth without investments, or investments 
acceleration will be much lower than capital ratio output. Precise estimation of capital 
ratio output for the whole economy is very difficult. Specific difficulties appear in the 
analysis of the index in unstable post-socialist economies, where the existence of 
many market niches. In my opinion, we can put forward a theory that the stronger 
investments react to consumption growth, the less production capital meet market 
demand, so the accelerator volume reflects the adequacy of existing production 
capital to market demand.

The very first look at the emergence of consumption and investment dynamics in 
Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic lets us notice that the two rates are strongly 
correlated. Estimations prove that, as the correlation rates (change in consumption 
– change in investments) amount to: 0,74 for Poland; 0,67 for Hungary; 0,73 for the 
Czech Republic 0,73. So high the correlation of consumption and investments proves 
that the market mechanism in the economy started to function properly – changes 
in investments level (development and modernization of production capital) are 
determined by market factors, such as undoubtedly consumption demand.

The attempt to estimate the acceleration rate in the economies of Poland, Hungary 
and the Czech Republic is not easy methodologically, because in those countries the 
process of transformation proceeded in a different way in respect of consumption 
and investments dynamics. As the beginning of time series used for estimation of 
the relation between investments ant savings I have taken the first year in which 
we observed consumption growth. In my opinion the assumption is correct – in this 
way we can check how the economy reacts to growing demand after the period of 
production and consumption collapse. Only in one of the three countries, that is in 
Poland, consumption was growing from the first year (for Poland it is 1992), and the 
next years brought constantly growing private consumption. In the Czech Republic, as 
well as in Hungary, from 1992 in certain years private consumption was declining in 
relation to the previous year. The existence of years of consumption collapse, connected 
with the very short time series we have at our disposal, causes great disturbances in 
the final result of estimating investment reaction to growing consumption. However, 
it is unacceptable to assume that for the estimation of trend inclination we should 
take into account only years of growing consumption. First, it would shorten our short 
time series. Second, it is difficult to justify the fact of ‘removing’ a few years from the 
trend only because they do not comply with our theoretical assumptions. 

The theory saying that production capital in post socialist countries did not fit 
market system, works best in Poland. The consumption and production collapse in 
the first years let us believe that with growing consumption the economy would use 
spare production capital, so increase in production does not need to take place by 
means of raising production capital. The analysis of regression (change in consumption 
vs. change in investments) brings interesting results. The inclination of regression 
line is positive and amounts to 3,5; which means that every consumption growth 
of 1% in 1992-2001meant average growth in investments of over 3,5%. Such an 
observation proves functioning of accelerator conception in Polish economy of the 
90s, which means that in Polish economy investment processes had to take place 
to meet market consumption demand.
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The situation is much more difficult to interpret in the case of The Czech Republic. 
In those countries, the inclination of regression line is positive, but below 1 (0,96 
in the Czech Republic and 0,65 in Hungary), which means that the reaction of 
investment change to consumption change in Czech and Hungarian economy is 
less than proportional. However, the appearance of consumption collapse in the 
90s changes the inclination of trend line. Taking this fact into consideration we 
can claim that the reaction of investments to consumption growth in the Czech 
Republic and Hungary is stronger than it follows from the inclination of trend line. 
To sum up, the analysis of relation between consumption change and investments 
change in the economies of The Czech Republic and Hungary does not let us draw 
clear conclusions for Polish economy. However, in my opinion we can conclude that 
also here (although to a smaller extent than in Poland) adjustment of volume and 
structure of production had to take place by investments.    
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Endre KISS

‘Discourses’ and Rhetorics 
of the Post-socialist Transition

Focusing on ‘discourses’ and rhetorics when analysing the social philosophy of 
the post-socialist transition is a legitimate endeavour for two reasons. First, because 
political processes group evidently and spontaneously into such ‘discourses’. They 
constitute the subject-matter of theoretical categorisation in the form of these 
coherent articulations. In addition to this self-evident reason, however, there is 
another immanent and specific ground for the special attention given to the analysis 
of these ‘discourses’. From the point of view of political philosophy and social ontology, 
a number of arguments suggest the conclusion that the entire transitional process 
exists in the form of such ‘discourses’. This means that these ‘discourses’ can be 
seen as representations of the various aspects of the transition, since ‘discourses’, 
labelled for instance as ‘imperialistic’, ‘postmodern’, ‘end of history’ and ‘socio-
structural’, exist independently of one another and assign their categories to the 
entire transitional process.

At the same time, the transitional process as a whole is a composite of all the 
significant ‘discourses’. Scientific research faces a completely new situation given 
this independence of individual ‘discourses’, and given the underlying intent of all 
these ‘discourses’ to categorise the entire transitional process in their own terms. 
The peculiarity of the situation results from the fact that the overall account of the 
transition will entirely depend on which (legitimate) ‘discourse’ one prefers. Needless 
to say, the possibility of choosing between different perspectives, in itself wholly 
legitimate and devoid of value judgements, can become a means of political pressure 
and even that of political manipulation.

Individual ‘discourses’ develop, of course, their own rhetoric. The relationship 
between ‘discourse’ and rhetoric is reciprocal. Each ‘discourse’ develops its own 
rhetoric and each rhetoric reproduces its ‘discourse’. New ‘discourses’ will necessarily 
create their own rhetoric, although this process can sometimes be reversed. In some 
cases new elements will first occur on the rhetorical level, indicating the foreseeable 
appearance of a new ‘discourse’.

The post-socialist transition is an unprecedented and unique historical event. This 
is partly to do with the fact that this process is constituted by coexistent ‘discourses’. 
Though sufficiently perplexing in itself, this characteristic is not alone responsible 
for the uniqueness of the post-socialist transition. Obviously, the transition as a 
historical event is also genealogically unique, since it is the only instance in history 
of a peaceful transition from the system of ‘feasible’ socialism to a free market 
economy and a democratic political system.
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Processes of the post-socialist transition, represented by individual ‘discourses’, are 
also prominent from a methodological point of view. The analysis through individual 
‘discourses’ can simultaneously keep sight of the absolute singularity of the post-
socialist transition, or to use the terms above, treat this historical event as unique 
and unprecedented. At the same time, the same analysis can rely on traditional 
and scientifically legitimate methods of the social sciences when discussing this 
thoroughly singular macro-process. This is to say that ‘discourses’ can integrate the 
two distinct methodological objectives. On the one hand, they represent legitimate 
scientific methods, but also exhibit the incommensurability and incomparability 
of the macro-process, on the other. These ‘discourses’ make it possible that the 
singular and unprecedented processes of the post-socialist transition can become 
the subject-matter of sociological research. While individual ‘discourses’ continue to 
represent singularity, the macro-process is not reduced to one or another approach 
of the social sciences (which reduction, as already mentioned, could have immediate 
political and even moral consequences).

A simultaneous analysis of important ‘discourses’ is the only expedient approach in 
another crucial respect as well. The post-socialist transition has been informed by as 
many premeditated and controlled processes as purely spontaneous developments—
these adjectives are meant here with all their possible connotations. If one starts off 
with the identification of prominent ‘discourses’, and then proceeds by defining the 
transition as a composite of these ‘discourses’, one can make sure that the ambiguity 
characterizing the transition process, controlled as well as spontaneous processes, 
will not be neglected due to the unwarranted favouring of one or the other aspect.

Granting the independence of individual ‘discourses’ and describing the transition 
as their synthesis will cast a new light on yet another feature of the post-socialist 
transition. From a scientific point of view, this aspect may be described as the most 
specific and most decisive characteristic of the transition. In addition, it also has 
the greatest practical significance. As I will often mention in the following as well, 
this crucial aspect of the post-socialist transition lies in the fact that no model can 
be associated with this formidable historical process. The problem of there being 
no applicable model (as well as the question of potential models) will be seen from 
a completely different perspective when a particular ‘discourse’ or the specific 
combination of the most important ‘discourses’ is also taken into account. Since 
this distinctive theoretical void has an ‘external’ as well as an ‘internal’ aspect, the 
model-problem will also have to be approached from two different angles. The external 
aspect concerns the issue of the so-called ‘second Marshall-plan’, while the internal 
aspect that of the potential for a comprehensive consensus. Such consensus would 
have been crucial to developing a model of the transition.

In my opinion, a democratically achieved and feasible model is (and would have 
been) necessary to ensure the optimal outcome of the post-socialist transition. 
An essential external component of this model would have been an international 
framework. This would have more or less amounted to a second Marshall-plan. An 
equally essential internal component of such a model would have been a general 
readiness to develop a comprehensive consensus. A discussion of both the external 
and internal components makes a theoretical reconstruction of prominent ‘discourses’ 
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almost inevitable and requires an interpretation of the whole of the transition as a 
combination of various ‘discourses’. As far as rhetoric is concerned, it can be argued 
that the absence of an applicable model poses an inextricable problem to political 
and social rhetoric. This absence is an ultimate theoretical abstraction, the temporary 
conclusion of complex researches, and thus those influencing contemporary rhetoric 
stand a small chance of directly articulating it.

The macro-process of the post-socialist transition is, therefore, among others, 
a process without a model. Consequently, the analysis of individual ‘discourses’ 
will also be an analysis of ‘discourses’ of the contemporary ‘model-less’ condition, 
while the analysis of individual ‘discourses’ may also reveal why no model seems 
applicable.

With respect to the imperalistic ‘discourse’ it is worth noting that the imperialistic 
dimension of the post-socialist transition has been its most important and seemingly 
unequivocal aspect from the very outset. At the same time, it has always constituted 
a covert part of the various reflections on the post-socialist transition as well. Noone 
doubted that the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the Eastern bloc would radically 
reshuffle the traditional imperialistic world order. All the more so as in this old world 
order legitimation through the existence of a super power and legitimation through 
ideology could almost become synonymous. As it was the case, in certain contexts 
the system of feasible socialism was to legitimise the existence of the Soviet empire, 
and sometimes conversely, the existence of the Soviet empire was to legitimise the 
system of feasible socialism, and even be the most important guarantee to the 
survival of the system.

The covert dimension of the imperialistic ‘discourse’ originates precisely in this 
imperialistic vacuum, since Western countries were temporarily faced with a genuine 
imperialistic void. This period of transition was the time to make a desperate choice 
between a manifestly mono-polar world, the filling of the power vacuum with a 
nondescript form of Russian democracy, the constant fear of political restoration 
and the threat of general chaos in the East. These alternatives have constituted the 
‘covert dimension’, always lurking behind the otherwise unambiguous and clearly 
enthusiastic rhetoric of the imperialistic ‘discourse’ of the post-socialist transition. 
Without going into what consequences the power vacuum left by the collapse of the 
Soviet Union in 1989 may have today in terms of global power relations, it seems 
clear that the overt and covert aspects of this ‘discourse’ could not be connected 
in a constructive fashion. The disappearance of the Soviet Union as an imperialistic 
power, as the most important representative of a social order and that of the system 
of feasible socialism could not significantly alter attitudes to the imperialistic vacuum. 
Let us only point out the slow progress of political, economic and military integration 
or the resurfacing of traditional imperialist conflicts. These conflicts are thoroughly 
inconsistent with democratic ideals (to cite a most recent example, allegations 
have been made in the international press in August this year that Western powers 
would abandon the idea of integrating democratic Baltic states in exchange for the 
admission of Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic to the NATO).

Additional elements of the imperialistic ‘discourse’ can be attributed to the structural 
characteristics of today’s new world order in which political developments are informed 
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by the co-existence and competition of regional, national and supranational integrative 
organisations. The imperialistic ‘discourse’, analysing the post-socialist transition, 
could also throw light upon the structural foundations of new East-West relations in 
Europe. Although this relationship has been dominated by an overwhelming hostility 
during the Cold War, many have entertained the idea that the ‘other’ is ‘basically’ no 
different from ‘us’, except that totalitarian rule does not allow the unfolding of this 
fundamental similarity or even identity. The fact that Europe is no longer divided in 
two has reversed this categorisation. There are no serious ‘differences’ between East 
and West anymore, thus ‘the East’ itself has to answer directly for all of its handicaps 
or less advantageous qualities. Hence the threefold Western categorisation of the 
East today. The East is judged first of all in terms of the prevailing ‘freedom’ there 
(with respect to common democratic values and the openness of the economic 
system), and secondly in terms of ‘collective guilt’. The new freedom shared with the 
West does not save the East from the shadow of collective political guilt. These two 
categories are coupled with a third aspect of the East-West relationship, namely the 
condition of ‘indebtedness’. Although the West loudly celebrates common freedom 
and market economy, it has not dispelled the shadow of collective guilt and has also 
categorised the East in terms of a debtor-creditor relationship (yet there have been no 
efforts in the West to relate this third aspect in any way either to the anti-totalitarian 
ideology or allegations of collective guilt).

The imperialistic ‘discourse’ could scarcely appear in political and social rhetoric, 
since the classical and harmonising rhetoric of the new situation has in effect morally 
prevented an open articulation of the imperialistic ‘discourse’. Who could have turned 
to the basic ideas and definitions of the imperialistic ‘discourse’ in the euphoric 
atmosphere celebrating the open society and the end of history? Who could have 
mentioned the imperialistic repartitioning of the post-socialist world or that of the 
world-economy at the time of the worldwide triumph of liberalism? This has a broader 
theoretical implication and a more concrete one as well. The broader, theoretical 
conclusion to be drawn from the temporary suppression of the imperialistic ‘discourse’ 
is that these two ‘discourses’, labelled as ‘end of history’ and ‘imperialistic’, can 
never figure together in one rhetoric. When one of these prevails, the other will only 
be used in a softer key on the political stage (it is another matter that this immanent 
relationship may cause and has indeed caused very serious political damages). The 
more concrete implication is that in a morally unambiguous situation, such as the 
emergence of a new democracy, a body politic will inevitably develop a ‘schizophrenic’ 
rhetoric when forced to use these two ‘discourses’ separately, a morally harmonious 
‘discourse’ based on democratic ideals and the imperialistic ‘discourse’ based on 
Machiavelian principles.

The ‘discourse’ of decisionism may describe other important aspects of the 
post-socialist transition. The notion has first been introduced by Carl Schmitt, the 
German political scientist and legal philosopher. It is a key category in political 
decision-making and the exercise of political power (and thus also in the exercise 
of democratically legitimised power). This notion constitutes the foundation of this 
prominent ‘discourse’ in a number of ways. First, it creates a theoretical framework 
to the understanding of Gorbatschev’s perestroika from a scientific point of view 
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(though obviously the theory and ‘discourse’ of decisionism is not the only possible 
theoretical approach to the perestroika). Though unintentionally, Gorbatschev’s 
political career has amply justified the main tenet of the theory of decisionism. 
Political actors exploiting opportunities which result from their control of decision-
making procedures can bring about changes that sociological research concentrating 
exclusively on social causes and political institutions would never be able to explain 
(and this remains the case even when their control is democratically legitimised). 
Obviously, I cannot go into all the implications that the decisionist ‘discourse’ may 
have with respect to the analysis of the perestroika. I have only tried to show in 
general the manifold sociological relevance of the illustrative connection between 
‘perestroika’ and ‘decisionism’.

The theory of decisionism, however, is also crucial to an understanding of the 
processes of the post-socialist transition inasmuch as it turns our attention towards 
the markedly decisionist elements in post-socialist democracies. These elements 
have contributed a great deal to shaping the new image of post-socialist democracies. 
Moreover, in using this ‘discourse’ one will also readily perceive the decisionist 
components in the entire post-socialist world order. The importance of decision-making 
procedures and decisionism is all the more remarkable as most political theorists, 
especially neo-liberal theorists, led by their scientific (i.e. not political) preferences, 
tend to neglect decisive aspects and favour political theories, the concepts of which 
‘prescribe’ for political actors what they deem to be adequate political action.

The ‘discourse’ of decisionism appears quite one-sidedly in political rhetoric. 
It seems evident that the rhetoric of decisionism is generated not by those who 
control decision-making procedures, that is, make crucial decisions in ‘decisionist’ 
ways, but mainly by those who have to ‘endure’ the consequences of this, nowadays 
democratic ‘decisionism’. A host of documents could be cited from the Hungarian 
press to demonstrate the social critique of decision-making procedures in Hungary. 
Anti-decisionist critique is primarily directed against leading figures of the government. 
The decisionist governing style of both prime ministers, József Antall and later Gyula 
Horn, has been critically exposed by this social rhetoric (the same is true of Péter 
Boross who briefly acted as the Hungarian premier between the two prime ministers 
mentioned above).

This anti-decisionist rhetoric has been differently expressed depending on which 
leading politician’s governing style was targeted. After a brief period of hesitation, 
József Antall’s decisionism has been interpreted as a governing style similar to that 
of Miklós Horthy, Hungary’s governor in the interwar period. Consequently, anti-
decisionist rhetoric has taken the form of an anti-Horthy’ist rhetoric, in other words, 
rhetoric has raised the critique of József Antall’s decisionism to a ‘higher level’. The 
critique of Gyula Horn’s decisionism has been expressed in a completely different 
manner. In this case, critical rhetoric has assumed an almost jovial and plebeian tone. 
Publicists and public opinion (more or less in agreement), calling him remarkably often 
by his first name ‘Gyula’, like to talk about a strange figure who can get everything 
done what he wants, is always responsive to social complaints and needs, and tries 
to remedy these problems personally by taking direct action. Needless to say, the 
fact that Horn’s style in premiership has very often been labelled by his first name 
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also tells of strong criticism and even of irony. In the final analysis, this rhetoric has 
been the very opposite of the critique of Antall’s decisionism. In the case of József 
Antall, Hungary’s first democratically elected premier, decisionism was treated as 
the symbol of an entire political regime, whereas Gyula Horn’s decisionism was 
approached and digested with a degree of understanding expressed in the plebeian 
irony of public opinion.

‘Discourses’ categorise the process of the transition, and help to throw more light 
upon this process through these categories. The next ‘discourse’ to be discussed 
is absolutely vital to an understanding of the transition process. This ‘discourse’ 
concerns the problem of elites and the replacing of one elite with another. The dramatic 
significance of this ‘discourse’ lies in the fact that a thorough replacement of one 
elite by another occurs rather seldom in history. Many observers and analysts have 
expected that the post-socialist transition, given that it is a unique and unprecedented 
historical event, will bring about such a radical supplanting of one elite by another. 
Few would have not forecasted at least a partial reshuffling of the elite.

The ‘discourse’ focusing on the supersession of elites contributes a number of 
specific insights, but it also contains critical elements which can be traced back to 
the lack of available models to explain the post-socialist transition. From the very 
outset, there has been a contradiction due to the discrepant categorisations of the 
elites of the old system. This elite has been by definition the elite of feasible socialism, 
a system that has eventually dissolved itself. At the same time, during the last two 
decades of socialist rule, the same elite has made a serious effort to underpin its 
political position with professional expertise and legitimation. Consequently, when 
relieved, the public image of this elite has no longer been unambiguous. Added to this 
difficulty of categorisation is the fact that the entire Hungarian transition has been 
conditioned by a peculiar ‘agreement’ between old and new elites. The partly explicit 
and partly tacit terms of this agreement have further complicated the situation. It is 
extremely difficult at this point to separate substantial and structural aspects peculiar 
to Hungarian political development from those generally related to the historical 
problem of the supersession of elites. The political struggle of old and new elites is in 
itself not an unusual phenomenon, but the ‘discourse’ of the supersession of elites 
has shown that the consensus and communication concerning the supersession of 
elites has quickly broken down in Hungary in the absence of comprehensive models. 
It has also been shown that the majority of the old elite has correctly perceived what 
its task ought to be under the complicated circumstances of the transition whereas 
the majority of the new elite has failed to come to terms with its own role in the 
transition. The old elite has achieved an image of professional expertise and political 
experience by means that were seen as justifiable and acceptable by public opinion. 
By contrast, the new elite could not bring public opinion to accept its own treatment 
of the old elite. They have also been rejected, of course, because they could not 
present themselves as a professionally and politically efficient elite. Added to this 
are a number of other consequences of the absence of models. One of these is also 
well shown by the ‘elitist’ ‘discourse’, namely that many groups of Hungarian society 
have very quickly had to abandon hopes of becoming part of the new elite in a new 
democratic system  whatever their past or present merits may have been.
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The ‘elitist discourse’, categorising the post-socialist transition, also figures in 
specific ways in political rhetoric and other rhetorical utterances of Hungarian society. 
Currently prevailing rhetoric concentrates almost exclusively on one particular form of 
the otherwise very complicated transition of elites. There has been a lot of attention 
given to the fact that many ex-functionaries seem to have been quite successful in 
accommodating to the new economic conditions. Thus, ‘discourse’, determining 
the course of scientific research and interpretation, and rhetoric, spontaneously 
articulated in society, will also be at variance here (which is a good example of the 
extreme complexity of the post-socialist transition). The actual social consensus has 
not been directed against managers of the latest period of socialist rule. These had 
already acted within the system of feasible socialism more as pragmatic political 
managers than functionaries in the traditional sense of the word. The close attention 
given to this group embodies rather an experience shared by many in Hungarian 
society, namely that, as mentioned above, whatever their actual merits may be, they 
stand no chance of becoming part of the elite in the new democracy.

The socio-psychological ‘discourse’ shows the post-socialist transition from yet 
another perspective. It focuses on those dimensions of the transition that earlier 
(and since then discredited) scientific terminology would have labelled as mass 
psychology. The socio-psychological ‘discourse’ of the post-socialist transition has 
indicated an unexpected and incredibly advantageous initial situation. Without 
discussing socio-psychological problems in the system of feasible socialism, it can 
be safely said that the extraordinary socio-psychological setting of the post-socialist 
transition has contributed a great deal to making it a unique and unprecedented 
historical event. The success of the new period has by no means depended on a 
socio-psychological breakthrough as the masses themselves were able to draw the 
line between old and new in Berlin, Temesvár or Moscow.

Nevertheless, it can be concluded that the new democratic elites have failed 
to sustain the enthusiastic spirit of the beginnings of the transition. In terms of 
the socio-psychological ‘discourse’, this can be attributed to the twofold failure of 
the new political elite to develop an adequate strategy. These elites have naturally 
tended to organise themselves along party lines. They have failed, however, to take 
up general tasks such as the reorganisation of society, democratic mobilisation and 
democratic education. Consequently, they could not channel the outstanding supply 
of socio-psychological energies available at the beginning into the everyday life of the 
new political system. On the other hand, they have also shown a politically motivated 
‘jealousy’ towards socio-psychological processes and occurrences that could not be 
suited to party purposes. As a result of these two developments, partly deliberate, partly 
spontaneous, the new democracies have found themselves in a socio-psychologically 
sensitive situation. Nonetheless, this situation cannot be compared to that in the 
Weimar Republic, because, from a psychological point of view, post-socialist societies 
cannot be said to have rejected the new democracy as masses in Weimar had done. 
On the basis of the various products of the socio-psychological ‘discourse’, I would 
be more inclined to categorise the manifest discontentment in the present socio-
psychological situation as an attitude of depression rather than hostility towards the 
new circumstances. It is unfortunate that many analysts, politicians and the press have 
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treated these indications of discontentment and depression as trivial phenomena, 
neglecting meanwhile the great historical dimensions of the socio-psychological 
‘discourse’. They have tried to ignore the fact that coming to terms with the legacy 
of feasible socialism is inevitable and that, from a socio-psychological point of view, 
new democracies should have in any case relied on the psychological potential 
accumulated in the ‘shadow society’ of feasible socialism.

The sociocultural ‘discourse’ surveys the process of the post-socialist transition 
from another viewpoint. This approach describes the true changes in the status of 
important social groups during the transition. The speciality of the sociocultural 
‘discourse’ lies precisely in the fact that sociocultural groups have existed in a rather 
unnatural, ‘frozen’ state in the period of feasible socialism. The areas exposed by 
the sociocultural ‘discourse’ are of great theoretical significance. No society can be 
expected to be enthusiastic when its genuine sociocultural and sociological networks 
are brought to light by scientific research or a democratic public. This is not surprising 
since a faithfully reconstructed sociocultural network discloses many more hidden 
dimensions and hardly legitimate inequalities than rhetoric generalisations of the 
public and the press.

No society is enthusiastic about having to see its own network of sociocultural 
groups, but the society of feasible socialism was particularly reluctant to acknowledge 
the existence of these groups and connections. Theoretically, ‘classes’ never existed 
in this society and the transparency of actual sociocultural groups would have 
amounted to a minor political disaster. Let us only imagine the consequences, had 
the ‘new class’ of feasible socialism, the ‘nomenklatura’, theoretically described by 
Vozlenski, publicly appeared as a real and distinct sociocultural group. 

The approach of the sociocultural ‘discourse’ to the post-socialist transition may 
contribute two significant and original insights. Firstly, it reconstructs the sociocultural 
network of feasible socialism. Secondly, it recounts important changes in the status 
of various social groups in the course of the transition on the basis of available 
research and evidence. I have identified seven important sociocultural groups in 
1989-1990. These have constituted the ultimate sociocultural network of the last 
period of feasible socialism.

The sociocultural ‘discourse’ offers once again a striking picture of the post-
socialist transition. It is clear that two great sociocultural groups of the last period 
of feasible socialism had ceased to exist in a sociocultural sense by 1996. Both of 
these groups, the industrial proletariat and ‘collectivised’ peasantry had previously 
represented a large part of the population. The left-wing populist sociocultural group 
can also be said to have ceased existing (due to the complete transformation of the 
political scene rather than existential problems). 

The sociocultural group of the so-called ‘Christian middle-class’ has also suffered 
a decisive defeat, although this group constituted the sociocultural basis of the 
political elite of Hungarian democracy after the first elections. The two socioculturally 
triumphant groups of the post-socialist transition are the ‘pragmatic’ managers of 
the latest period of feasible socialism and the so-called metropolitan-urbanised 
sociocultural group. Nevertheless, their triumph cannot be said to be final at present 
due to the unpredictability of the transition processes.
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The political and social rhetoric reflecting the transformation of the sociocultural 
structure has been rather fragmentary and one-sided. In this respect, this rhetoric has 
been quite similar to the rhetoric focusing on the supersession of elites. The rhetoric 
of the sociocultural transformation is certainly discrepant with the significance and 
magnitude of current sociocultural changes in society. The figures of this rhetoric 
have hardly given voice to the disintegration of the two largest sociocultural groups 
of the last period of feasible socialism (the industrial proletariat and ‘collectivised’ 
peasantry—the former being socioculturally more distinctly characterisable than 
the latter). The critical weakening of left-wing populism has also not become a part 
of current rhetoric. The return of the ‘Christian middle-class’ (as a sociocultural 
group), its political victory in 1990 and its political defeat in 1994 has only surfaced 
selectively in political and social rhetoric. For instance, in its search for legitimation 
the government often referred to the ‘Christian middle-class’ as an epitome of 
certain values before the 1994 elections. With respect to the two groups that for the 
time being seem to be triumphant, it is surprising that the success of the ‘political 
managers’ has dominated the pertaining rhetoric almost exclusively. The success 
of the other victorious group has hardly surfaced in social rhetoric.

The ‘discourse’ of nationalism, that of a specifically post-socialist nationalism, 
throws once again a new light on the various processes of the post-socialist 
transition. Incipiently, post-socialist nationalism may have seemed to inform political 
developments in two important ways. Firstly, as the entire post-socialist transition 
was a unique and unprecedented historical event, it has also been expected that 
the post-socialist variant of nationalism would also be unique and unprecedented. 
The second expectation concerning the emerging form of post-socialist nationalism 
was outlined by Theo Sommer in his so-called ‘frigidaire’ theory of the transition 
as early as 1989. He argued that from all the political ideologies and phenomena 
kept frozen in the fridge of feasible socialism for almost half a century, nationalism 
could become the greatest threat to new democracies. This threat could either be 
direct or be indirectly posed by the failure of new democracies. Consequently, as 
the prospects of new democracies have been regarded less and less optimistically, 
fears of a nondescript form of nationalism have become more and more manifest. 
Many Western politicians and political theorists have prepared themselves to use 
the appearance of the new nationalism to explain the foreseeable unsuccessfulness 
of the new democracies which has particularly increased the significance of post-
socialist nationalism. This attitude has been indicated by Zhirinovsky’s career in 
the international media, which lasted several years, or explanations of the war in 
Yugoslavia. This war has been seen as the first example of the new post-socialist 
nationalism and thus used to evaluate post-socialist developments in the wake of 
the collapse of feasible socialism in 1989.

I have attempted to analyse and categorise on a number of occasions in what 
forms post-socialist nationalism has eventually manifested itself. The nationalist 
‘discourse’ clearly shows that all pure forms of post-socialist nationalism have 
failed. This means that all forms of nationalism have failed that were hostile to or 
aimed to exclude post-socialist liberalism. This liberalism has epitomised the new 
historical situation, and thus could not be associated with one particular political 
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party. The present situation, however, carries implications beyond these temporary 
conclusions (which is not to say that new tendencies could already be outlined with 
absolute certainty). Nationalism has failed, but it has not been replaced by new 
and constructive integrative models and opportunities. Driven by their short-term 
objectives, various political and economic interests groups have tried instead to fill 
the present vacuum. Hence the diffident, indecisive and hesitant attitudes in reaction 
to the defeat of nationalism.

The various expectations concerning post-socialist nationalism have also been 
well represented at the level of political and social rhetoric. Two important notions of 
Hungarian political terminology have been derived from the ‘discourse’ of nationalism: 
‘populism’ (previously not in use in Hungarian political terminology) and ‘exclusion’ 
(also only interpretable within the framework of the nationalist ‘discourse’). The 
defeat of nationalism is also reflected in current rhetoric (and so are the two most 
important consequences of this defeat: the transformation of nationalism into one 
particular movement of the well-known ‘New Right’, and the post-nationalist state 
of general intellectual confusion).

The application of the ‘end of history’ ‘discourse’ to the analysis of the post-socialist 
transition relies on Francis Fukuyama’s famous theory. With some exaggeration it 
could be argued that Fukuyama’s theory is the only systematic intellectual response 
to the changes in 1989. It deserves credit for recounting the ‘conflict of values’, in 
the course of which the values of human-rights oriented liberalism, emerging in the 
middle of the 1970s, have overcome the values of feasible socialism (provided that 
socialism in its pragmatic phase has concerned itself with the representation of 
values at all). It is also remarkable that Fukuyama has extended his account of the 
conflict of values, tracing the values of feasible socialism back to Marxism, Marx’s 
original notions and Hegel’s philosophy. In this way he is able to put Gorbatschev’s 
abandoning of the legitimations and aspirations of feasible socialism into a historical 
and even universal perspective. Fukuyama’s theory cannot present an exhaustive 
interpretation of the various processes of the post-socialist transition anymore. 
Nevertheless, the insufficiency of his theory is not due to any  particular shortcoming, 
but to the fact that there has been no formal theoretical attempt to put a concretised 
version of Fukuyama’s universal theory to use in individual instances. This insufficiency 
corresponds precisely to the fact that the post-socialist transition lacks a theoretical 
model. For in one way or another this theoretical model should have been based on 
Fukuyama’s theory.

The ways in which political and social rhetoric reflected the philosophically-oriented 
‘end of history’ ‘discourse’ has also failed to fulfil previous expectations. Political 
journalism has represented one level of this rhetoric with almost ritualistic critical 
attacks on Fukuyama, always arguing that history does go on and ‘it has not come 
to an end’. This negative rhetoric does not only reveal an indifference towards the 
philosophical substance of Fukuyama’s theory (unjustifiably reducing a theoretical 
‘discourse’ to an ordinary political utterance), but also exposes distinct political aims. 
Those rejecting Fukuyama at this rhetorical level understand his theory to be claiming 
the victory of liberalism as a political movement which would also imply the defeat of 
conservative or socialist movements. It is unfortunate and will not be without further 
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consequences that the theory on the ‘end of history’ has hardly played any role in 
the rhetoric of the transition.

The recognition that society is facing an entirely new and unprecedented situation 
has figured at another level of social and political rhetoric. This experience has probably 
been much more fundamental than what is reflected in social and political rhetoric. 
The experience of this new historical situation and the articulation of this experience 
may also be far removed from each other, because having to concentrate on their 
survival, social groups have little time to give expression to the new experiences in 
a differentiated manner.

The postmodern ‘discourse’ of the post-socialist transition has been closely linked 
with the ‘end of history’ ‘discourse’. This connection is based on the concordance of two 
main tenets of the postmodern, ‘interdiscursiveness’ and the end of ‘metanarratives’, 
with conclusions drawn from the hypothesis on the ‘end of history’. Tangible structures 
and intellectuals products are through and through informed by postmodern features 
in our world. Relying on the postmodern ‘discourse’ in exploring this new reality may 
yield important new results. These postmodern features could hardly be brought to 
light through other ‘discourses’. The fact is already of historical significance that the 
post-socialist transition has taken place in countries already strongly characterised by 
postmodern attitudes. The combination of anti-totalitarianism, limited consumerism 
and self-seeking individualism is a social reality. The processes of the post-socialist 
transition would be unimaginable without them.

Not a few elements of the postmodern ‘discourse’ are markedly present in political 
and social rhetoric as well. This presence, however, hardly ever becomes explicit. 
Rhetoric exposes the intense ‘arbitrariness’ of the current state of affairs, the prevalence 
of a multifaceted ‘eclecticism’, the ‘interdiscursiveness’ of intellectual products and 
political and social relations. This rhetoric also represents the various instances of 
postmodern ‘deconstruction’. Both political and social rhetoric shows, therefore, no 
awareness that several rhetorical figures can be related to the intellectual outlook of 
the postmodern. It is also remarkable that the postmodern ‘discourse’ establishes 
the community of East and West. We can only wish that constitutive elements of 
the postmodern condition will not be divided between East and West as were the 
elements of Marxism. At the time, the East inherited Marx, while the West inherited 
the capital (and the ‘Capital’ with capital C). Now it is unfortunately conceivable that 
the West will espouse postmodern ‘interdiscursiveness’, while the East will only get 
postmodern ‘deconstruction’.

I have tried to offer a survey of the most important ‘discourses’ of the post-socialist 
transition. It is important to note, however, that the transition process as a whole 
should always be seen as a composite of these ‘discourses’.
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Sanjin DRAGOJEVIĆ

Utjecaj kulturnog, društvenog
i simboličkog kapitala na razvoj zemalja 
Srednje i Istočne Europe 

Primjena analitičkih pojmova kao što su “kulturni kapital“, “društveni kapital“ i 
“simbolički kapital“ – od kojih prvi inzistira na stupnju personalizacije nadindividualno 
utemeljenih znanja, umijeća i statusa; drugi pak na utilizaciji aktualnih i potencijalnih 
resursa društvenih skupina i mreža; dok treći usmjerava pažnju na razvojnu 
kontekstualizaciju ukupnog kulturnog pamćenja i tradicije zajednice – omogućuje 
“dubinski“ uvid u raspoložive razvojne performanse tranzicijskih zemalja. Ovaj 
kategorijalni aparat, u isto vrijeme, omogućuje transdisciplinarnu analizu načina 
uspostavljanja i funkcioniranja društvenih elita; osnovnih karakteristika i tendencija 
u postavljanju institucionalnog dizajna; te načina uspostavljanja, poštivanja i 
kontroliranja osnovnog skupa društvenih procedura.

Dijagnoza analitičkog stanja

Unatoč mnogim kontroverzama koje se pletu oko dvaju ključnih razvojnih termina što 
bi trebali prekriti svu međusobnu nesvodivost i neusporedivost stanja zemalja Srednje 
i Istočne Europe, a riječ je, dakako, o terminima „tranzicija“ te „transformacija“[1] 
– jedno ostaje neosporno: i jedan i drugi od ta dva termina prije govore (ako govore) 
o željenom tempu i zacrtanoj naravi razvojnih procesa u tim zemljama nego što 
naznačuju osnovni faktor ili faktore koji „tiho a sveprisutno“ dijele ta društva i čine 
da ona ni u kojem slučaju ne startaju s istih pozicija, niti imaju iste razvojne šanse 
i mogućnosti.[2]

Drukčije rečeno, pravi analitički napor i nije dijagnosticirati izvanjsku narav 
razvojnih procesa ovih heterogenih regija već označiti, precizirati i izlučiti one ključne 
odrednice koje bistre analitički pogled, te onemogućavaju međusobno zamjenjivanje 
pojedinih „slučaja-država“. Još detaljnije, ukoliko se i složimo da su navedene zemlje 
„zemlje u tranziciji“ – upravo je taj termin dovoljno širok i neprecizan da nam to 
širokogrudno omogućava – i nadalje ostaje sporno što je to što nam ne dopušta da 
Poljsku sravnjujemo s Rumunjskom, Hrvatsku sa Češkom, te Rusiju s Bugarskom.

Jer, intuitivno znamo, takvo zamjenjivanje je nemoguće, ne samo zbog trenutnog 
političkog, ekonomskog ili kulturnog stanja u svakoj od njih, ili pak (kako se to u 
posljednje vrijeme voli kazati) zbog njihove različite „naklonjenosti i otvorenosti prema 
tranzicijskim promjenama“ koje ih karakterizira[3], nego i zbog nekih „dubljih faktora 
koji zamiču površinskom analitičkom instrumentariju, a koji će ipak, naposljetku, učiniti 
svoje tako da će – i u jednoj novoj konstelaciji – Poljska i nadalje ostati Poljskom, 
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upravo kao što će to jednako tako biti i s Rumunjskom, Hrvatskom, Češkom, Rusijom, 
Bugarskom i svim ostalim zemljama ovih regija.

Jedan dio našeg napora sastoji se u tome kako bismo pokazali da upravo pojmovi 
kao što su „kulturni kapital“, „društveni kapital“, odnosno „simbolički kapital“ 
omogućavaju ne samo dublje razumijevanje posebnosti svake od zemalja, već i bolje 
razumijevanje različite dinamike njihovih razvojnih tendencija. Naposljetku, razrada 
tih pojmova – sadašnja i buduća – na primjeru zemalja regija - trebala bi omogućiti 
uspostavu finijeg prosudbenog aparata za uvid u „racionalnost“ razvojnih tendencija u 
tim regijama, jednako kao i uvid u „racionalnost“ korištenja i unapređivanja razvojnih 
performansi koje im stoje na raspolaganju.

Izazovi treće modernizacije
Vratimo li se još jednom prethodno već spomenutim pojmovima razvojne teorije i 

udubimo li se u njihovu primjenjivost na – kao se većina teoretičara slaže – posebne 
i unikatne „slučajeve“ zemalja Srednje i Istočne Europe, moraju se konstatirati barem 
tri temeljne postavke. 

Prva postavka je metodološke naravi i govori o tome da je upotreba pojmova 
„tranzicija“ i „transformacija“ vrlo dugog vijeka, da je opterećena bivšim korištenjem, 
te da je indikacija izostanka napora da se stvori jedan poseban kategorijalni aparat 
za dijagnosticiranje specifičnog razvojnog stanja zemalja u tim dvjema regijama.

Druga postavka je analitičke naravi i kaže da se širokom i sveobuhvatnom 
upotrebom ovih pojmova na međusobno nesvodive razlike kako među ovim dvjema 
regijama tako i među pojedinim zemljama, analitički pogled dodatno zamućuje do 
te mjere da je uvažavanje specifičnosti unaprijed onemogućeno. Drugim riječima, ne 
radi li se o „normativnim i praznim pojmovima“ koji od zemlje do zemlje poprimaju 
sasvim različite i međusobno počesto proturječne aktualizacije?

Naposljetku treća konstatacija objedinjuje obje netom izrečene, ali ih obrće i 
opravdava tvrdeći: „To što se razvojne tendencije u zemljama obiju regija imenuju 
poznatim „modernističkim“ kategorijalnim aparatom i nije slučajno. Sve zemlje 
sučeljavaju se s tipičnim modernističkim izazovima tako da upravo pojam „tranzicija“ 
– a mnogo manje „transformacija“[4] – razgoljuje i definira narav i bit promjena koje 
im predstoje.

Modernizacija kao proces (koji je unutarnja jezgra modernističke paradigme 
razvoja), naime, ne sastoji se ni u čemu drugome nego u postizanju skupa poželjnih 
razvojnih parametara (ekonomskih, političkih i kulturnih) koji su u načelu negdje 
već postignuti i realizirani, ili je jedno takvo postignuće i realizacija jasno priličiva 
i moguća. I to bez obzira na startne pozicije, identitet i resurse entiteta o čijem se 
razvoju radi. Takav se proces, dakle, odvija kao prijelaz od stanja kakvo jest u jedno 
drugo – u načelu definirajuće i poželjno – stanje. Ili, maksimalno pojednostavljeno, 
modernizacija gotovo uvijek podrazumijeva uzor i ravnanje prema njemu. U ovom 
slučaju to su zemlje razvijenog demokratskog svijeta.

I mada je očito da dobar dio parametara koje te zemlje trebaju ostvariti predstavlja 
inkarnaciju sasvim recentnih tekovina društva koja su već zagazila u postindustrijsku 
ili postmodernu fazu razvoja, to ne mijenja bit i karakter tih – kada su one u pitanju 
– modernizacijskih promjena. Dapače, to je samo znak da će se spomenuta 
tranzicija ostvarivati na težak, delikatan, nepredvidljiv način. S posve neizvjesnim 
rezultatima.
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Da ova terminološka određenost nije tek izvanjske i puko formalne naravi, te da 
je upravo modernizacijska paradigma razvoja prevladala i u teorijskim i praktičnim 
aspektima kad su zemlje ovih dviju regija u pitanju, govore i dominantni analitički 
obrasci koji su primijenjeni u razjašnjavanju njihovih razvojnih pozicija i mogućnosti 
da ih u skoroj ili daljoj budućnosti promijene.

Iako je nesumnjivo točno da je razdoblje koje nas dijeli od početaka takozvanih 
tranzicijskih promjena prekratko za bilo kakva temeljitija uopćavanja teorijskih 
pristupa razvoju ovako heterogenih područja, ipak se već dade uočiti da prevladavaju 
tri međusobno povezana pristupa. Želimo li ih nabrojiti i barem okvirno imenovati, 
onda je prvi pristup integralističke tj. kulturno-povijesno-političko-ekonomske naravi 
i najbolje se utjelovljuje unutar teorije o suodnosu europskog centra, poluperiferije  i 
periferije; drugi je pristup sociološke naravi te anticipaciju uspješnih ili neuspješnih 
ishoda tranzicijskih napora pojedinih zemalja dviju regija izvodi iz njihovog inkliniranja 
homogenim odnosno heterogenim zajednicama; treći  pak pristup uvažava uglavnom 
ekonomska polazišta i ishod tranzicijskih promjena po pojedinim zemljama izvodi i 
pretkazuje iz raznih indikatora njihove (dosadašnje) mogućnosti odnosno nemogućnosti 
da uspješno izvedu proces treće modernizacije.

Našu pažnju, u daljnjem razmatranju, posvetit ćemo samo prvom pristupu (teorijska 
shema centar-poluperiferija-periferija), jer nam se čini da upravo on ima najjaču 
eksplanatornu snagu u razjašnjavanju razvojnog položaja zemlje regija, te stoga što su 
mnoge (ili gotovo sve) praktične razvojne konzekvencije drugog i trećeg pristupa već 
sadržane u prvome.[5] Upravo zato ukupne dvojbe koje pred zemlje regija postavlja 
trenutno razdoblje možemo imenom definirati kao izazove treće modernizacije, što 
je istoznačno potrebi za novim centriranjem Europe, odnosno tranziciji Srednje i 
Istočne Europe od homogenih prema heterogenim zajednicama.

Integralni karakter teorije o suodnosu europskog centra, poluperiferije i periferije 
izvire iz četiri osnovne odrednice takvog pristupa:

1.  Razvojne mogućnosti jednako kao i ograničenja svake od zemalja promatraju 
se kao plod jedne vremenski duge i neravnomjerne akumulacije kapitala, znanja i 
umijeća. Ta akumulacija zbivala se unatoč svim rascjepima, sukobima, rezovima i 
dezintegracijskim procesima, ali je nesumnjivo da je diskontinuitet bio njezino jače 
obilježje nego kontinuitet. Pritom analizirani vremenski odsječak zahvaća najčešće 
razdoblje od sredine prošlog stoljeća do naših dana.

2.  Stvarni i potencijalni razvojni identitet svake od zemalja derivira se iz njezinih 
kulturnih, obrazovnih, znanstvenih, administrativnih i ekonomskih odrednica, te se 
ističe da one nisu do kraja razumljive ako se ne uzme u obzir dinamička analiza 
utjecaja nadnacionalnih, tj. regionalnih političkih, ekonomskih i kulturnih konglomerata 
te interesnih sfera kojima su te zemlje pripadale, kojima pripadaju ili kojima bi (su) 
željele pripadati.

3.  Kako je upravo na ovom velikom prostoru susretište svih dominantnih (pa i 
nekolicine onih manje dominantnih) europskih kulturnih i civilizacijskih obrazaca i 
matrica, ove su zemlje „osuđene“ biti „zemlje-komunikatori“ za što najčešće nisu 
niti dovoljno sposobne, niti to žele, niti su te vlastite (neizbježne) uloge potpuno 
svjesne. Otuda se razumijevanje njihovog čestog „razvojnog urušavanja“ ne dade 
razjasniti bez analize „komunikacijskih blokada“ koje u jednom takvom prostoru 
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jednostavno nisu moguće bez izrazito razornih kulturnih, etničkih, vjerskih, političkih 
i ekonomskih posljedica, koje opet generiraju te iste blokade mutirane na nov i 
nepredvidljiv način. 

4.  Naposljetku, osnovno i najvažnije obilježje ovoga pristupa jest njegov eminentno 
sveeuropski karakter. I geopolitički i ekonomski položaj bilo koje od europskih zemalja 
nepojmljiv je bez shvaćanja Europe kao cjeline. Čak kad ta cjelina i ne funkcionira kao 
cjelina (što je gotovo uvijek bio i jest slučaj) to isto nefunkcioniranje neobjašnjivo je 
– koliko god to sofistički zvučalo – bez cjelovitog pristupa europskoj necjelovitosti.

Upravo u ovako ambiciozno postavljenim metodološkim odrednicama navedenog 
pristupa leži i njegova osnovna mana i ranjivost: sistematizaciju i selekciju svih, 
gotovo neprebrojivih, činjenica i faktora koje je potrebno uzeti u obzir unutar ovako 
razgranatog i zahtjevnog pristupa jednostavno nije moguće izvesti ako iza takvih 
postupaka ne stoji jedna jasna, ali više-manje apriorna, analitička shema.

Teorijska shema o suodnosu europskog centra, periferije i poluperiferije to 
nesumnjivo omogućuje, ali – namećući unutar procesa selekcije i sistematizacije rigidnu 
vrijednosnu podjelu na „relevantne“ i „nerelevantne“ činjenice i faktore – diskreditira 
„objektivnost“ vlastitog pristupa. Otud je unutar ove jedne te iste teorije moguće 
nazreti dvije struje – „tvrdu“ i „meku“. Prva od njih ističe dominantnost ekonomsko-
političkih faktora i činjenica, a druga (koja prvi pristup relativizira, dovodi u pitanje ali 
ga nikad do kraja ne dokida) inzistira na onim široko pojmljenim kulturnim.

Posvećujući pažnju „tvrdoj“ struji[6] za nas u ovoj prilici neće biti od važnosti 
mijene i preoblike koje ova plodna teorija doživjela kroz relativno dugi vijek svoga 
trajanja.[7] Naprotiv, za nas značenje ima samo onaj njezin dio koji je razvojno 
aktualan i koji ima najjaču eksplanatornu snagu u razjašnjavanju ishoda i mogućih 
smjerova tranzicijskih promjena u zemljama regija.

Ukoliko, dakle, maksimalno pojednostavimo i suzimo dvojbe koje nam ovakav 
teorijski diskurs donosi, te ga učinimo maksimalno aplikativnim, najveći dio sadašnje 
i buduće razvojne dinamike tranzicijskih zemalja izvodi se iz (ne)mogućnosti tih 
zemalja da u relativno brzom razdoblju postanu punopravne članice Europske unije, 
što bi bilo istoznačno pomicanju europskog centra prema istoku. Njezin integralni 
dio, ali i protuteža, jest anticipacija o (ne)mogućnosti novog centriranja Europe oko 
ujedinjene Njemačke. Centriranje koje bi nekim zemljama regija, ako ne i svima 
njima, dalo posve novu ulogu i značenje.

Ne bi se moglo reći da su uvjeti koje je potrebno postići za primanje u punopravno 
članstvo Unije obavijeni maglom. Dapače, gotovo sve pojedinosti ekonomskog i 
financijskog života potencijalnih članica obrađene su do potankosti. Sličan je slučaj 
i s odredbama iz područja političkog ustroja i prateće regulative, znanstvenih i 
tehnoloških standarda, kao i onih obrazovnih ili socijalnih.[8] U čemu se onda sastoji 
problem? U tome što su članice Europske unije jasno dale do znanja da, kad je u 
pitanju moguće punopravno članstvo zemalja Srednje i Istočne Europe, neće biti, 
pojednostavljeno rečeno, primijenjen grčko-portugalsko-španjolski model integracije 
već onaj austrijsko-švedsko-finski.

Ili, drugim riječima, Unija neće pojedinim zemljama Srednje odnosno Istočne Europe 
dodijeliti status koji bi im jamčio punu financijsku, zakonodavnu, administrativnu i 
socijalnu potporu tranzicijskih procesa, već će ispred svake od zemalja postaviti niz 
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parametara čije će ispunjavanje redovito pratiti, te će prema njihovu postignuću 
selektivno odlučivati o punopravnom članstvu.[9] 

Kako Europska unija ipak nije mogla, s jedne strane, dopustiti nastajanje potpunog 
vakuuma unutar statusa najuspješnijih tranzicijskih zemalja, i kako je, s druge, 
morala selektivno odrediti i razinu i obujam pomoći tranzicijskim procesima, te kako, 
s treće, nije mogla do kraja diskreditirati ideju „jedinstvene i integrirane Europe od 
Atlantika do  Urala“ (koja je, barem kao intencija, njezin cilj i ideja-vodilja), rješenje 
i kompromis je pronađen u statusu „pridruženog člana“ za pojedine (tranzicijski 
uspješne) zemlje Srednje i Istočne Europe.[10]

Time je, paradoksalno, upravo Europska unija (unatoč svim suprotnim očekivanjima 
zemalja regija) učvrstila, a možda i cementirala, podjelu na europski centar, 
poluperiferiju i periferiju. Ne pomaže tu mnogo konstatacija o načelnoj mogućnosti 
svih zemalja da aktivnim zalaganjem (re)definiraju svoj status. Dapače, čini se da je 
ovakva politika Europske unije dodatno razmrvila europski prostor, te je zemlje regija 
još više razdijelila dijeleći ih prema principu „triju pristupnih ešalona“.[11] Koje su 
posljedice ovakve podjele, i koja je razina razvojne i tranzicijske frustracije njome 
dodatno prouzročena dosad, nije do kraja ispitano niti poznato.[12] 

Uloga ujedinjene Njemačke (Kurtz, 1993) i njezinog mogućeg utjecaja na ovu 
dinamiku izvodi se iz gore navedenih uvjeta. Upravo stoga obrisi toga mogućeg 
novog centriranja mogu biti maksimalno i minimalno zacrtani. U svom maksimalnom 
obujmu podrazumijevaju da će se integracijski procesi relativno brzo i kontinuirano 
odvijati, te će se – prema unutarnjoj logici toga procesa – centralna os europskog 
razvoja primicati Njemačkoj i području Srednje Europe. Tim procesom bi područje 
poluperiferije kroz dogledno vrijeme nestalo, a periferija bi postupno postajala 
integralnim dijelom istinski ujedinjene Europe.

Tome nasuprot, minimalni scenarij pretkazuje dugoročno cementiranje već 
uspostavljene konstelacije, što znači da europska razvojna os kroz duže vrijeme 
neće moći biti značajnije pomaknuta, te će samo zemlje u najbližoj okolini njemačke 
emitivne ekonomske sfere imati istinske i realne šanse za uspješan proces integracije. 
Drugim riječima, neće biti pomaknut europski centar, već će – prema istoku – biti 
pomaknuta crta europske poluperiferije.

“Meka“ struja[13] u svojoj kritici rigidne trodijelne podjele europskog razvojnog 
prostora vraća se na izložene postulate i imperative integralističkog pristupa, te tvrdi: 
jedino ako u obzir uzmemo prvenstveno ili samo ekonomsko-geopolitičke faktore kao 
ključne, jedna takva podjela ima eksplanatornu snagu.  Ako, međutim, u središte naše 
pažnje uvedemo kulturno-intelektualno-duhovne faktore vrlo lako ćemo uvidjeti da 
je, barem u razdoblju od 1848-1938. (Johnston, 1993) ovo područje bilo svojevrstan 
„duhovni centar“ Europe.[14] 

Zahvaljujući dvama „izručenjima“ Srednje Europe (ponajprije nacističkoj Njemačkoj, 
a potom staljinističkom Sovjetskom Savezu), Europa se u kontinentalnim razmjerima 
dvostruko decentrirala. Ponajprije je izgubila centar u sebi samoj (tako da je pojam 
Srednje Europe postao praktično nemišljiv), da bi naknadno – unatoč da je uglavnom 
bila jedinstven prostor – postala razdijeljenom u dva područja bez međusobne 
komunikacije, koja su politički i vojno bila kontrolirana iz zapadnog odnosno istočnog 
centra (od kojih je prvi neeuropski, a drugi upitno europski).
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Upravo nas ta nedavna „tragedija Europe“ poučava da je ovaj prostor od ključne 
(komunikacijske) važnosti, sa zasebnim funkcijama i autentičnom razvojnom 
dinamikom. Relativno kratko razdoblje će pokazati da li se Srednja Europa može još 
jednom konstituirati kao specifična razvojna cjelina, te time pridonijeti očuvanju ne 
samo „europske ideje“ već i zaustavljanju, mundijalno gledano, razvojnog stagniranja 
kontinenta.[15] 

Utjecaj kulturnog, društvenog i simboličkog kapitala 
na razvojne performanse zemalja Srednje i Istočne Europe

Uvažavajući većinu osnovnih nalaza dominantnih teorijskih obrazaca koji su 
prevladali u razjašnjavanju razvojnog stanja i mogućnosti zemalja regija – rijetko tko, 
naime, može nijekati da će vjerojatno neki od izloženih razvojnih uvjeta i determinanti 
kroz dogledno vrijeme razlučiti zemlje „s perspektivom“ od onih bez nje – mora 
se ipak konstatirati njihova manjkavost koja dolazi do izraza kod svakog takvog ili 
sličnog „pristupa odozgo“.

Takav pristup, duboko modernistički u svojoj biti, relativno lako naznačuje:
▪ razvojni cilj, odnosno skup osnovnih postignuća koje je potrebno doseći, kao i 
▪  osnovna sredstva i načine za njihovo postignuće (određujući ih tzv. „polugama 

razvoja“). 
Međutim, ne naznačujući nikakav drugi istinski alternativni izbor (nasuprot 

propoziranom razvoju uvijek stoji izraziti ne-razvoj), takav pristup otvara preširok zjap 
koji jednostavno najveći broj zemalja ne može svladati i premostiti.

Očito je, naime, da je količina „socijalnih troškova“ koje takvo „premošćenje“ 
uključuje (gubitak položaja i moći društvenih elita, društvena i ekonomska 
dezintegracija, kratkoročni ili dugoročni gubitak životnog standarda, urušavanje nekih 
elemenata identiteta zemlje itd.), tako visoka da uvjetuje negativni ili jako usporeni 
tijek tranzicijskih procesa (iako istovremeno postoji visoko ili jednodušno slaganje 
o njihovoj neizbježnosti).

Otud uvid da je razvojni realitet tranzicijskih zemalja mahom određen „visokim 
stupnjem neracionalnog individualnog i društvenog ponašanja“, ne predstavlja 
nikakvo iznenađenje. Društvena integracija se postiže na sasvim drugim razinama 
od očekivanih i poželjnih (obično nacionalnoj i ideološkoj), dok proklamirana lista 
ciljeva i prioriteta upravo kao i skup procedura za njihovo postignuće postaje 
„protokolarnom oplatom“ i izvanjskim, drugotnim i dodatnim faktorom stabilizacije 
i afirmacije ukupnog društvenog sustava zemlje.

Drugim riječima, sva tri naznačena pristupa, s jedne strane, konstatiraju posvemašnji 
manjak (infrastrukture, ekonomskog kapitala, znanja, društvene inteligencije), dok 
s druge propoziraju postignuće razvojnih parametara koje ovisi upravo o dovoljnoj 
zastupljenosti takvih resursa. Istovremeno je, kao što smo to već pokušali pokazati, 
izostao bilo koji napor sustavne vanjske (do)kapitalizacije. U igri tako uglavnom ostaju 
interne produktivne snage (naročito one sistemskog karaktera) čija bit, karakter i 
struktura obično zamiče pažnji klasičnog funkcionalističkog pristupa.

Takav pristup naročito postaje dvojben uvažimo li „postmoderni produkcijski realitet“ 
koji je široko nastupio u osamdesetim godinama. Transplantirajući terminologiju 
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uobičajenu unutar informacijskih znanosti na tranzicijske probleme zemalja regija, 
može se reći: ukoliko je društveni hardver (tj. strojna tehnologija i njezino korištenje) 
u međuvremenu izgubio na važnosti, a društveni softver (tj. društvena i intelektualna 
tehnologija) tu istu važnost poprimio, ne znači li to da i razvojne performanse tzv. 
tranzicijskih zemalja treba drugačije i sagledavati i dizajnirati?

Još jednom, dakle, nije sporno da se tehnološki sklop uvodi u središte promatranja. 
Međutim, novo je definiranje tehnologije; ona se promatra kao skup znanja i umijeća 
kojima se nešto čini na ponavljajući način (Bell, 1973). Upravo stoga društvena 
tehnologija (koja je istoznačna sredstvu za organiziranje mreže usuglašenih društvenih 
odnosa radi postignuća unaprijed zadanih svrha i praktičnih zadaća), te intelektualna 
tehnologija definirana kao skup procedura kojima se vrši dosljedno zamjenjivanje 
intuitivnih sudova algoritmima koji operiraju informacijama) dovode značenje strojne 
tehnologije (kao korištenja znanstvenih uvida za stvaranje strojeva i kontrolu njihova 
operiranja) na razinu pukog sredstva, a sam strojno-tehnološki iznalazak svode na 
razinu običnog i banalnog svakodnevnog noviteta ili pomagala.

Drugim riječima, uslijed nevjerojatno brzog procesa usložnjavanja oblika operiranja 
i održavanja svih društvenih produkcijskih mikrostruktura (nije važno je li riječ o 
hotelu, bolnici, fakultetu, „turističkoj sezoni“ ili nečem sličnom), od ključne važnosti 
postaje razina njihove „uhodanosti“, koja je gotovo uvijek upravo proporcionalna 
razini njihove tehnologiziranosti (dakako, u smislu gore navedene društvene i 
intelektualne tehnologije) pri postignuću zacrtanih ciljeva (Robinson, 1986). Bez 
visoke razine algoritmiziranosti njihova operiranja (koja onda jamči ako ne visoku, 
onda bar predvidljivu kvalitetu proizvoda, odnosno usluga), nestaje bilo kojeg čvršćeg 
preduvjeta za kontrolirano, utemeljeno i efikasno tranzicijsko djelovanje.

Kako upravo predvidljivost postaje ključem razvoja – jer omogućuje tzv. „programirani 
razvoj“ – može se reći da četiri ključna faktora generiraju skup osnovnih razvojnih 
odrednica zemalja u tranziciji, jer omogućavaju predviđanje njihova razvoja i racionalno 
planiranje. 

▪  To je ponajprije usvojeni sustav društvenih nomenklatura kojim se određuju 
društvene uloge, statusi i zvanja pojedinaca i grupa. 

▪  Drugi faktor je izgrađeni institucionalni format kojim se propoziraju poželjne i 
dopuštene ustanove, te oblici društvenog organiziranja. 

▪  Treći faktor možemo nazvati skupom aktualnih operativnih procedura (ekonomskih, 
financijskih, pravnih, političkih, administrativnih) kojima se definira i određuje djelatno 
funkcioniranje pojedinaca, grupa i ustanova.

▪ Naposljetku četvrti faktor možemo nazvati uobičajenim nizom usvojenih 
komunikacijskih protokola kojima se objedinjuju informacijske, koordinacijske i 
kontrolne funkcije vezane uz naprijed navedene razvojne subjekte.

Analitičkom oku, koje žudi doći do jednostavnog, brzog a po mogućnosti i najkraćeg 
puta u postignuću tzv. „programiranih razvojnih ciljeva“, pričinilo bi se da je dovoljno 
učiniti troje:

1.  konstatirati usuglašenost i koherentnost svih odrednica i procesa koji proizlaze 
iz netom navedenih razvojnih faktora na nacionalnoj i podnacionalnim razinama, i 
to s obzirom na zacrtane razvojne ciljeve;

2.  ispitati njihovu usuglašenost s prevladavajućim trendovima u svijetu;
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3.  preformulirati ciljeve, odnosno transformirati odrednice koje nisu usuglašene 
i dograditi one koje manjkaju.

Ono, međutim, što je ključno nisu niti „razvojni faktori“ niti „razvojne odrednice“ 
pa čak ni „razvojni ciljevi“, već, nazovimo ih tako, „razvojne performanse“. I razvojne 
odrednice, i razvojni faktori, i razvojni ciljevi u jednom tranzicijskom razdoblju prazni 
su okviri normativne naravi (bez obzira na koji način bili popunjavani: prema uzoru 
na Europsku uniju, Francusku ili Japan), jer je ono što određuje mogući razvoj 
tranzicijskih zemalja skup njihovih „razvojnih performansi“. Upravo one i jedino one 
omogućuju korelaciju praznih normativnih razvojnih okvira sa stvarnim resursima 
za njihovo postignuće.

Naime, svi dominantni razvojni činitelji u tzv. postindustrijskom razdoblju uvijek se 
izvode iz djelovanja tzv. „ljudskog faktora“, tako da stvarne „razvojne performanse“ 
tranzicijskih zemalja čini suodnos njihovih ljudskih resursa (koji su uvijek – već i 
unaprijed – strukturirani!) sa skupom propoziranih, normiranih i prepoznatih razvojnih 
ciljeva, faktora i odrednica. Drugačije rečeno: „ljudski kapital“ nikad nije moguć u 
„rasutom“ odnosno nestrukturiranom stanju, tako da su stvarne „razvojne performanse“ 
tranzicijskih zemalja temeljno i suštinski određene unutrašnjim strukturom triju 
osnovnih formi „ljudskog kapitala“ i njihovim mogućim srazovima sa propoziranim 
razvojnim ciljevima, te aktualno djelujućim razvojnim faktorima i odrednicama.

Te tri forme ljudskog kapitala su kulturni, društveni i simbolički kapital.[16] Nositelj 
prve vrste kapitala je pojedinac, druge je grupa, dok je treće ukupna zajednica.

Kulturni kapital [17] se procjenjuje prema stupnju i kvaliteti personalizacije 
nadindividualno (često i globalno) utemeljenih znanja, umijeća i statusa. Nesumnjivo 
je da su obrazovni sustav i drugi sustavi akumulacije znanja osnovni generatori 
gomilanja kulturnog kapitala. Razvoj intelektualne tehnologije pak je nezamisliv bez 
dovoljne ili velike koncentracije kulturnog kapitala.

Društveni kapital [18], s druge strane, predstavlja rezultat utilizacije aktualnih i 
potencijalnih resursa društvenih mreža i skupina, kojom njihovi pripadnici olakšavaju 
postignuće vlastitih ciljeva.

Ključna važnost društvenog kapitala dolazi do izražaja kod tranzicijskih zemalja 
upravo stoga jer je on spona što povezuje norme (koje „iznutra“ reguliraju društveni 
život i ponašanje pojedinaca) s institucijama (koje „fiksiraju“ norme i brinu se za njihovo 
očuvanje), te što te iste norme i institucije dovodi u suodnos s društveno propoziranim 
vrijednostima (definiranim i aktualiziranim u pojedinim razvojnim politikama). Upravo 
stoga strukturu društvenog kapitala određuje šest funkcija (Coleman, 1990):

1.  suodnos obveze i očekivanja;
2.  veličina informacijskog potencijala društvenih aktera;
3.  način procesuiranja normi i efikasnost sankcija pri njihovoj povredi;
4.  karakter i osobine društvenog autoriteta;
5.  oblici i raznovrsnost društvenih organizacija;
6.  opća usmjerenost intencijskog djelovanja.
Razvoj društvene tehnologije direktno je ovisan o strukturi i kakvoći društvenog 

kapitala.
Naposljetku, simbolički kapital je sposobnost zajednice da elemente ukupnog 

kulturnog pamćenja, tradicije i identiteta (jezik, religija, povijest, umjetnost, kulturno 
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i prirodno nasljeđe) razvojno kontekstualizira i time stvori autohtonu i prepoznatljivu 
„razvojnu gramatiku“[19]. Simbolički kapital, upravo zbog svoje povijesno-temporalne 
utemeljenosti, predstavlja najznačajniji resurs društvene mobilizacije te tako može 
imati dva svoja vida:  manifesni i funkcionalni. 

Prevagne li manifesni vid simboličkog kapitala, zajednica – kojoj je svojstven 
– nosive elemente vlastitog simboličkog kapitala demonstrirati će prvenstveno kroz 
razne forme ritualizacije društvenog života. Društvena kohezija (i socijalna mobilnost) 
postizat će se manifestativnom i jasno izraženom identifikacijom pojedinaca i grupa 
sa skupom sistematiziranih i izlučenih komponenti simboličkog kapitala zajednice, 
najčešće okupljanih oko određene ideje etniciteta.

Tome nasuprot, zajednice u kojima prevagne funkcionalizirani vid simboličkog 
kapitala orijentirat će se na korištenje tih istih komponenti simboličkog kapitala 
kako bi podigli razinu razumijevanja konteksta u kojemu se moraju održati i razvijati. 
Time će posredno „ugrađivati“ transponirane elemente simboličnog kapitala u svaki 
„komunikacijski akt“ s okolinom, te će i svaki rezultat takvog akta (proizvod, usluga, 
artefakt itd.) biti istovremeno djelatni izraz toga simboličkog kapitala kao i generator 
njegova bogaćenja i nove aktualizacije. 

Vratimo li se sada – na kraju naše analize – još jednom imperativu uvida u dubinske 
razvojne performance zemalja u tranziciji, može se reći:

▪ ukoliko nije funkcionalan suodnos između skupa društvenih nomenklatura i 
kulturnog kapitala njegovih nositelja, to znači da ne postoji mogućnost programiranja 
„individualnog uspjeha“, što je istoznačno nemogućnosti predviđanja načina uspostave 
i daljnjeg funkcioniranja društvenih elita;

▪ ukoliko pak, s druge strane, ne postoji funkcionalan suodnos između skupa 
predviđenih institucionalnih formata i društvenog kapitala grupa i mreža, to znači da 
ne postoji takav institucionalni dizajn koji omogućuje efikasno proizvodno i društveno 
organiziranje;

▪ te ukoliko, s treće strane, skup operativnih procedura i niz komunikacijskih 
protokola nije u suodnosu s funkcionalnim tipom simboličkog kapitala zajednice, 
to znači da je razina društvenog razumijevanja razvojnih ciljeva, politika i načina za 
njihovo ostvarivanje vrlo niska, te da će se društvena kohezija zbivati na tranzicijski 
disfunkcionalan i nepredvidljiv način.[20] 

This article is originally published as an authentic scientific work in: Revija za sociologiju 
[The Sociological Review], 3-4/1995, Zagreb: Hrvatsko sociološko društvo [Croatian Sociological 
Association], 177-188.

1 Zanimljivo je da razlikovanje pojmova kao što su „tranzicija“ i „transformacija“ – posebno ako 
se oni primjenjuju na tako raznovrsne zemlje kao što su to zemlje Srednje i Istočne Europe – ostaje 
nedovoljno propitano. O tome i raznim drugim aspektima „tranzicijskog procesa“ usp. Švob-Đokić 
(1994.).

2 Sa stajališta disciplina ovaj problem dobro obrazlaže Bjorn Hettne (1988:3): „Razvojna teorija 
usmjerava svoju pažnju na promjenu, što je tipično za tradicionalne discipline unutar društvenih 
znanosti kao što su to ekonomija, sociologija ili političke znanosti, i to prvenstveno stoga jer se 
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njihove analize mahom temelje u jednom vidu funkcionalizma ili komparativne statistike. Razvoj, s 
druge strane, podrazumijeva strukturnu transformaciju koja uključuje kulturne, političke, društvene 
i ekonomske vidove jedne ukupne promjene.“ 

3 Već se ustalilo smatrati da se ova „naklonost i otvorenost tranzicijskim promjenama“ promatra 
s obzirom na mjere i napore pojedinih zemalja u ostvarivanju i uspostavljanju triju procesa 
pluralizacije: 

(1) Procesa pluralizacije vlasništva, unutar kojega treba biti otvorena pretežnost privatnog 
vlasništva.

(2) Procesa pluralizacije tržišta koja će omogućiti tržišnu evaluaciju proizvoda jednako kao i 
tržišno formiranje cijena.

(3) Procesa pluralizacije političkog sustava, odnosno uspostave višestranačkog parlamentarnog 
sustava kojim će se poštovati ljudska prava i slobode (Vojnić, 1994.).

Nije trebalo dugo čekati kako bi niz teoretičara ustanovio da su „nove demokracije“ uspješnije u 
uspostavljanju puko formalnih okvira navedenih „pluralizama“ (vlasničkog, tržišnog, političkog), nego 
u provedbi niza složenih mehanizama kojima takvi „pluralizmi“ uopće postaju smisleni, mogući i 
djelatni. Prvu fazu, dakle, zamijenila je faza kritičkog otrežnjenja  - što je neminovno morala nastupiti 
nakon petogodišnjeg tranzicijskog iskustva – a ponajviše je reprezentirana u sve češćem inzistiranju 
na „izgradnji civilnog društva“ kao jedinog sistemičnog unutrašnjeg mehanizma kontrole formalno 
postavljenih „pluralizama“.

4 Iako je pojam „transformacija“ očito „mekši“ i elastičniji, jer ne podrazumijeva mehaničko kretanje 
(prijelaz) prema jednom unaprijed naznačenom modelu i ne poriče uključenost i determinirajuću 
ulogu specifičnosti društva ili zajednica koje su u procesu transformacije (Rist, 1990), ipak ne izmiče 
„modernističkoj klopci“. Naime, i ideja transformacije u bilo kojem određenijem skiciranju ciljeva i 
strategije razvoja nužno se naslanja na već dostignute razvojne parametre svjetske zajednice (koji su 
opet mahom tekovine takozvanih razvijenih zemalja) i to bez neke druge alternative, tako da u svojoj 
biti predstavlja korigiranu i redefiniranu teoriju modernizacije. Kako opet kod teorije transformacije 
nužno izostaje ne samo jasna izvedenost ciljeva koje treba postići, već i probir osnovnih strategija 
u njihovu postizanju, jednako kao i temporalizacija i prvog i drugog (mada, kako smo rekli, osnovna 
os razvoja ostaje naznačena), ne treba se čuditi da je pojam „tranzicija“, dominantan (Berthoud, 
1990). To s druge strane naznačuje da je još uvijek prisutan optimizam u konačan i ukupni ishod 
tranzicijskog procesa.

5 Teorija koja ishode tranzicijskih procesa unutar pojedinih zemalja regija izvodi iz njihove pripadnosti 
homogenim odnosno heterogenim zajednicama, polazi većinom od poznatog Durkheimovog (1972) 
razlikovanja procesa segmentacije od procesa fragmentacije koji obilježavaju suvremena svjetska 
društva. I dok segmentacija podrazumijeva pojedinca potpuno izvedenog iz kolektiviteta (pa je kao takav 
bezuvjetno i potpuno solidaran sa zajednicom), u procesu fragmentacije pojedinci i grupe – uslijed 
visoko razvijene podjele rada – postaju izuzetno međuzavisni, dok istovremeno opada intenzitet 
veza među njima. Ili, drugim riječima, dok segmentacija zbližava ljude unutar grupe, fragmentacija 
pojačava veze između grupa, ali istovremeno slabi veze unutar grupe. Moderni i postmoderni razvoj 
prvenstveno potiče ekstenzivni proces fragmentacije, te tako uvjetuje uspostavljanje takozvanih 
heterogenih zajednica (koje odlikuje jasna diferenciranost ekonomskih, političkih i kulturnih elita; 
razdioba vlasti; podijeljenost i dobra razvijenost prvog, drugog i trećeg društvenog sektora – tj. onog 
privatnog, vladinog i nevladinog itd.). Ukoliko je trend suprotan, ne postoji dovoljna mjera funkcionalne 
društvene diferenciranosti, što će usporiti razvoj (u ovom slučaju tranzicijske procese) takve zajednice. 
O tome šire u Putnam (1994) i Watson, Kumar & Michaelson (1993). Teorija treće modernizacije, 
s druge strane, konstatira činjenicu da su zemlje Srednje Europe prvu modernizaciju zabilježile 
sredinom prošlog stoljeća. Taj proces je u svom evolucijskom tijeku bio nasilno prekinut implantacijom 
industrijsko-kolektivističkog tipa modernizacije nakon Drugog svjetskog rata, te su sad pred zadatkom 
uspostave treće modernizacije prema parametrima postindustrijskog razvoja koje obilježava razvoj 
razvijenih zemalja Zapada. O osobinama prvih dviju modernizacija vidi Berend & Ranki (1974), dok 
o problemima vezanim uz „treću modernizaciju“ podrobnije vidi u Volten (1992).
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6 Teorijski obrasci koji zemlje kontinenta promatraju mahom kao zemlje prijelaza od europskog 
centra (Zapadna Europa) prema europskoj poluperiferiji (mahom zemlje Srednje Europe) te 
zemljama europske periferije (Istočna Europa) – a koji uglavnom proizlaze iz ekonomsko-politološke 
determiniranosti ukupnog promatračkog sklopa (Berend & Ranki, 1974; Chirot, 1989; Shils, 1975) 
– svakako zaslužuju nemalu pažnju. Unutar ovakvog jednog uvriježenog načina gledanja razlika 
među pojedinim zemljama ovih posljednjih područja, pojednostavljeno rečeno, sastoji se u tome 
koliko je koja od njih „poluperiferija“, a koliko „periferija“, te u njihovoj mogućnosti da svoj razvojni 
status promijene nabolje.

7 Upravo u toj dugovječnosti i teorijskoj plodnosti treba pronalaziti uporište činjenici da se najveći 
broj studija i analitičkih napora koji smjeraju razjasniti temeljna novovjeka razvojna strujanja na 
kontinentu bazira na stajalištima „tvrde“ struje teorije o europskom centru i periferiji i to bez obzira 
da li se u žarište analize uvodi geografski ili duhovni faktor kao temeljan. Kao što je dobro poznato 
prema ovome stanovištu prava novovjeka povijest Europe počinje otkrićem prekomorskih teritorija 
koji su bili uzrokom ustanovljenja novog europskog centra na Atlantiku, za razliku od prijašnjeg koji je 
bio na Mediteranu. Drugo pak stajalište (s utemeljiteljem Maxom Weberom) novonikli centar Europe 
izvodi iz novovjekog crkvenog raskola. Taj raskol povod je stvaranju protestantskog reda vrijednosti 
koji je zasnovan na radu, što postupno dovodi do stvaranja novog europskog centra oko dominantnih 
protestantskih zemalja Europe. Teorija je naknadno obnovljena i znatno promijenjena primjenom na 
„zemlje u razvoju“. Ta problematika, međutim, nije predmetom naše analize iako su mnoga „razvojna“ 
iskustva tih zemalja, upravo kao i razmimoilaženja dviju osnovnih škola promišljanja njihova razvoja 
(onih „funkcionalista“ i onih „dependentista“) itekako relevantna za „zemlje u tranziciji“. O ovoj 
problematici vidi šire u Katunarić (1992).

8 Status punopravna člana u EU može s formalno-pravnog stajališta zatražiti svaka europska 
država. Dodatni uvjeti postavljaju se pred buduće članice u trenutku podnošenja zahtjeva, a obuhvaćaju 
sljedeće: zemlja kandidat mora u pravnom, administrativnom i gospodarskom smislu imati snagu 
da prihvati dosadašnja postignuća Unije (tzv. acquis communautaire), mora razvijati institucije koje 
garantiraju poštivanje ljudskih prava, demokracije i manjinskih prava, mora podržavati političke, 
gospodarske i monetarne ciljeve Unije, razvijati tržišnu privredu kako bi mogla izdržati konkurenciju 
iz EU, te općenito ostvarivati pretpostavke koje se postavljaju pred punopravnim članstvom u Uniji. 
Prema: European Agreements… (1994), te Samardžija (1994).

9 Koliko taj proces može biti mukotrpan i dug pokazuje iskustvo Austrije, kojoj je trebalo čekanje 
duže od tri desetljeća za status punopravnog člana, i to unatoč izuzetno visoke – ako ne i potpune 
– harmonizacije svih elemenata društvenog i proizvodnog života zemlje prema standardima EU. 
Uostalom,  prema nekim izrazito pesimističnim predviđanjima eksperata unutar same Unije, puni 
prijam pojedinih zemalja koje budu uspješno završile svoju prilagodbu tržištu i demokratskim 
institucijama kakve su uobičajene unutar EU ne očekuje se prije 2020. godine (XXVI General Report 
on the Activities of the EC 1992, Luxembourg, 1993.).

10 Za razliku od uobičajenih ugovora o trgovini i suradnji koje je EU potpisala na raznim područjima 
s većinom zemalja Srednje i Istočne Europe, sa zemljama koje prednjače u tranzicijskim promjenama 
potpisuje se tzv. „Europski ugovor“ (European Agreement) kojim takve zemlje dobivaju status 
„pridruženog člana“ ili „pridružene zemlje“ („Associated Country“). Ugovor se potpisuje između EU i 
njezinih članica, s jedne strane, te s pridruženom zemljom Srednje odnosno Istočne Europe, s duge. 
Prva stane se obvezuje da će potpomoći proces tržišnih i demokratskih promjena osiguravanjem 
tehničke pomoći i financijske suradnje, dok druga strana preuzima obvezu daljnjega slijeđenja političkih 
i ekonomskih reformi uz stalni monitoring od strane EU prema njezinim unutarnjim odrednicama i 
standardima funkcioniranja. Prema: Europe Agreement(s)… (1993, 1994).

11 Dosad je status „pridruženog člana“ odnosno „pridružene zemlje“ dobila Poljska, Mađarska, 
Češka, Slovačka, Rumunjska, Bugarska i Slovenija. Kako je međutim, vidljivo da proces reformi i 
prilagodbi i unutar tih zemalja ne teče jednakim tempom i uspješnošću, zemlje „prvog pristupnog 
kruga“ (za, dakako, punopravno članstvo) bile bi Poljska, Mađarska i Češka. One drugoga bile bi 
preostale zemlje iz popisa, dok bi trećem krugu pripadale sve nespomenute. To, dakako, ne znači da 
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je nemoguće preskakanje u viši „krug“ ili ispadanje iz njega. Važno je, međutim, uočiti da je načelna 
podjela na „pristupne krugove“ posve udomaćena unutar analitičkih shema raznih eksperata koji 
se bave problematikom EU.

12 Ova podjela i integracijska politika je, naime, u slučaju nekih zemalja – među njima barem zasad, 
nesumnjivo i u Hrvatskoj – prouzročila svojevrstan „udar“ na bitne elemente njihovog samopozicioniranja 
i razvojnog prepoznavanja. Međutim, još važnije je napomenuti da takvim pristupom problem tzv. 
europske periferije postaje gotovo nerješivim. Ukoliko se pridoda tome vremenska neizvjesnost i 
dugoročnost integracijskog procesa i kod onih najuspješnijih zemalja, vidi se da je „integracijski 
mamac“ EU nedovoljno jak za „racionalno ponašanje“ velikog broja zemalja regija.

13 Kao istaknutog predstavnika ovoga pristupa navodimo Milana Kunderu u čitavom nizu njegovih 
javnih istupa. Upravo je on, uostalom, svrnuo pažnju na pojam Srednja Europa – značajno prije 
nego što su nastupile tranzicijske promjene. Međutim, svakako treba spomenuti i W. Johnstona s 
njegovim poznatim djelom: „Austrijski duh“ („Austrian Mind“, 1993), koje je po mnogo čemu i danas 
središnje djelo ovakvog integralnog pristupa. Jednim dijelom pristupu kao autori pripadaju Morin 
(1989) i Domenach (1990) s navedenim djelima.

14 To će potvrditi i Domenach (1990): „Najblistavije razdoblje europske kulture dugujemo 
judejsko-germansko-češkom kulturnom krugu između 1880. i 1930.“.

15 Ovdje se, dakako, misli prvenstveno na uzdizanje „pacifičkog bazena“, kao, potencijalno, 
razvojno dominantnog područja u novom tisućljeću. Vidi o tome u Silva & Sjögren (1990)

16 Nesumnjivo je da ovako postavljen kut gledanja priziva u sjećanje metodološki sasvim već 
udomaćene pristupe koji za svrhu imaju razjašnjavanje unutarnjih integracijskih mehanizama nacija-
država. Gotovo sve takve analize u fokus svoje analize uvlače nekoliko sistemičnih kulturoloških fenomena 
koji imaju cjeloviti učinak. To su posebno jezik, obrazovni sustav i mediji. Među golemom literaturom 
napisanom na ovi temu po svojoj klasičnoj jednostavnosti izdvajamo Schudson (1994).

17 Određenje za koje se ovdje zalažemo mahom se temelji na Bourdieuovoj razradi utjelovljenog 
oblika kulturnog kapitala. Sam Bourdieu (1980, 1984, 1990) ga određuje na sljedeći način: „Većina 
svojstava kulturnog kapitala mogu se izvesti iz činjenice da je u svome bitnom stanju vezan uz 
tijelo i da pretpostavlja utjelovljenje. Akumulacija kulturnog kapitala iziskuje utjelovljenje koje, kao 
stanje kojemu prethodi rad prisvajanja, zahtijeva vrijeme i to vrijeme koje investitor treba osobno 
uložiti. Kulturni kapital je imetak koji je postao biće, utjelovljeno svojstvo koje je postalo dio ličnosti, 
habitus. Taj osobni kapital ne može biti odmah prenosiv darovanjem ili nasljeđivanjem, kupovinom ili 
razmjenom. On ne može biti akumuliran mimo sposobnosti usvajanja pojedinačnog sudionika.“.

18 Određenje društvenog kapitala pak, uglavnom se temelji na Colemanovim (1990) razumijevanjima 
koji ga određuje kao zbroj povezanih odnosa među grupom ljudi koji se uspostavljaju i mijenjaju s 
ciljem olakšanog djelovanja i bržeg postignuća ciljeva.

19 I na svjetskoj razini nisu česte zemlje koje imaju jasno prepoznatljivu „razvojnu gramatiku“. 
Unutar europskog prostora po tome pitanju nesumnjivo najviši respekt, s obzirom na poslijeratne 
pozicije, zaslužuje Austrija. Dosljedno pridržavanje principa „nježnog“ odnosno „decentnog“ razvoja, 
nije je omelo da istovremeno zabilježi najvišu stopu ekonomskog rasta u Europi. Bruto nacionalni 
proizvod u toj zemlji nakon Drugog svjetskog rata povećan je za devet puta, dok je u Švedskoj povećan 
za šest, a u Njemačkoj za četiri puta. (Hettne, 1990:153) Nesumnjivo je da se u razradi pojma 
kao što je „razvojna gramatika“ treba mahom oslanjati na Braudelove (1990) analize gramatika 
pojedinih civilizacija.

20 Sva ova tri uvjeta vrijede, dakako, ako se i u prvom i u drugom i u trećem slučaju pretpostavlja 
da razvojni parametri koje treba postići nisu sporni, jer su oni uglavnom izvedeni i priličivi na drugoj 
razini, kao što je to na primjer posrijedi kad je EU u pitanju.
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Jim McGUIGAN

Neo-liberalism, Culture and Policy

Introduction

We live in an age of neo-liberal globalisation. This is a profoundly hegemonic 
condition, though not without contradictions and resistances. What are the relations 
between a global process of neo-liberalisation and culture in both general and particular 
senses? Is it even feasible to pose such a wide-ranging question at all in a complex 
and baffling world? In what follows I will make some preliminary observations that do 
not by any means exhaustively cover the various aspects of neo-liberalism, culture 
and policy but are intended to open up debate.

Neo-Liberal Globalisation

How should we characterise and name the present condition? There is no shortage of 
candidates, such as ‘the global age’, ‘the information age’, not to mention the variants 
of ‘modernity’ and ‘postmodernity’. Recently, the term ‘neo-liberal globalisation’ has 
been used increasingly by critics and activists. This may be an offputting nomination 
for many since it seems to imply a reduction to political economy and the dreaded 
economic determinism of classical Marxism. However, the emphasis on neo-liberal 
globalisation does have the distinct virtue of avoiding the kind of cultural reductionism 
that is so prevalent in social analysis today.

Neo-liberalism refers to the extraordinary ‘revival of doctrines of the free market’ 
(Gamble, 2001: 127) over the past thirty years. The free-market revival coincided 
with the crisis of Fordist capitalism during the 1970s and the subsequent collapse 
of soviet communism. Transferring manufacture from richer to poorer countries, 
reducing the social wage, expanding global business and speeding up communications, 
all contributed to the victory of market ideology and practice in the recent period. 
Incidentally, the new international division of labour generally encompasses a new 
international division of cultural labour whereby capital ruthlessly seeks out cheap 
sources of production for making films and the like (Miller et al, 2001). The IMF 
(International Monetary Fund), the World Bank and the WTO (World Trade Organisation) 
all subscribe to neo-liberal doctrines of ‘free trade’, privatisation and deregulation. 
And, from a cultural policy point of view, the operations of GATS (General Agreement 
on Trade in Services) and TRIPS (Trade- Related Intellectual Property Rights) are of 
cardinal importance.

It is vital to appreciate the historicity of neo-liberalism and to remember that not 
long ago such rabid capitalism was thought to be untenable both economically and 
with regard to social cohesion across the political spectrum from left to right. As well 
as changing structural conditions in global economy and governance, neo-liberalism 
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has been remarkably successful ideologically around the world (Yergin & Stanislaw, 
2002 [1998]). Neo-liberal globalisation represents a truly hegemonic project but not 
an eternal one, by no means ‘the end of history’.

There is a danger in depicting neo-liberalism as the zeitgeist manifesting itself 
in exactly the same way ‘everywhere and in everything’, as Andrew Gamble (2001) 
warns. It is wiser to deconstruct neo-liberalism, to analyse its particular doctrines and 
operations in different places and fields of activity, such as cultural policies locally 
and globally (McGuigan, 2004). Critical geographers interested in the impact of 
neoliberalism on urban change in North America and Western Europe recommend a 
case studies approach to the path dependency and contested character of neoliberal 
regeneration within the general context of intensified uneven economic development 
(Brenner & Theodore, 2002). The connections between ‘marketoriented economic 
growth’ and the development of conditions favourable to ‘elite consumption practices’ 
in de-industrialised cities are especially significant from the point of view of cultural 
policy. Civic boosterism, toy town architecture, ‘postmodern’ festival and spectacle 
generally, are very congenial to the professional-managerial class (Harvey, 1989).

There is a broader concern with international development that nowadays is 
conceived in a neo-liberal and global framework rather than nation-state directed 
modernisation, as in the not-too-distant past. From the point of view of development, 
tourism is the biggest game these days. Travel and tourism make up the largest 
industry in the world in terms of gross domestic product, exports and employment; 
and it is growing at the rate of nearly 5 per cent a year, according to the WTO at 
the turn of the millennium. For developing countries, tourism represents a crucial 
comparative advantage because such countries still have a mainly non-industrialised 
environment that can be represented as a pre-lapsarian paradise to those from 
more economically developed countries. Moreover, the debt crisis that broke out 
in the 1980s brought tourism increasingly to the fore as a foreign currency earner 
and generator of employment. This fitted neatly into the neo-liberal paradigm of 
development. The way forward for developing countries was no longer to be confined 
to state-sponsored mimicry of advanced industrial states but, instead, carving out 
a niche in the global economy so that the poor might more efficiently service the 
rich by concentrating on what they are good at. That suited the Western consumer 
nicely, not only in ‘cool’ clothing but also in getaway places.

The rhetoric of tourism addressed to the consumer of any kind always emphasizes 
escape from the drudgery of everyday life, whether the promise is realised or not. Yet, 
it is well known that tourism has a down side, that paradise ceases to be paradise 
when flooded with vulgar tourists. The search is on, therefore, for a kind of holiday 
unspoilt by tourists. Educated members of the Western middle class are attracted to 
such a prospect, to a culture and environment where they can search for themselves. 
So, even ‘eco travel’, in spite of its progressive self-understanding, is caught up in 
the neo-liberal paradigm of development (Duffy, 2002).

In the 1990s, neither UNESCO’s Our Creative Diversity (WCCD, 1996 [1995]) nor the 
Council of Europe’s In From the Margins (ETFCD, 1997), announcing a new paradigm of 
‘cultural development’, had much to say about tourism. This was symptomatic of both 
reports’ ambivalent and contradictory attitude to neoliberalisation. Was the rhetoric 
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of cultural development meant to be a resistant counter-point to neo-liberalism or a 
means of accommodating to it? The evidence  suggests the latter.

We need to consider the ideological mediation of culture and economy at different 
levels and in various contexts. Theoretical critique of neo-liberal thought and practice 
is necessary but what captures my attention most, as a cultural analyst rather than 
a political economist, is the command of neo-liberalism over popular consciousness 
and everyday life.

Culture and Ideology

Quite apart from strengths and weaknesses at the philosophical level, ideological 
sway is greatest at the popular level, in effect, when it becomes common sense. This 
is most evident in ordinary discourse, our mundane use of words and the contexts 
in which we use them (Cameron, 2000). Neo-liberalism promotes the language of 
branding, consumer sovereignty, market reasoning and management but not only at 
work. It is painfully evident in what Alissa Quart (2003) calls ‘the buying and selling of 
teenagers’. Also, you have a Harvard business professor, Rachel Greenwald, publishing 
an advice book for young women, The Programme – 15 Steps to Finding a Husband 
After Thirty, written in the language of management and marketing. Female singleton’s 
are exhorted to adopt ‘a strategic plan’ and to cultivate ‘a personal brand’ in order to 
situate themselves advantageously in the marketplace of coupling and improve their 
terms of trade in close relationships (Walter, 2004: 25). Love just don’t come into. 
This is merely one symptom of a much more pervasive sociological process that has 
been described as ‘the commercialization of intimate life’ (Hochschild, 2003).

Somewhere between the higher reaches of theory and the lower reaches of 
popular culture on the ground is the role of expertise in a neo-liberal frame. In their 
diatribe against neo-liberal discourse, the late Pierre Bourdieu with the aid of Loic 
Wacquant (2001) identified two types of expert. First, there is ‘the expert’ proper 
employed in ministries, company headquarters and think tanks whose task is to 
come up with technical justifications and scenarios for neo-liberal policy decisions 
that are actually made on ideological rather than spuriously technical grounds. 
Second, ‘there is the communication consultant to the prince’, who is not only your 
run-of-the-mill spindoctor but a much grander type as well. The consultant may 
be ‘a defector from the academic world entered into the service of the dominant, 
whose mission is to give an academic veneer to the political projects of the new 
state and business nobility’ (p5). Bourdieu and Wacquant’s exemplary instance of 
such a figure is the British sociologist, Anthony Giddens, theorist of ‘the Third Way’ 
and ideologue for neoliberalism in social-democratic clothing at home and abroad, 
Tony Blair’s own Dr Pangloss.

Bourdieu and Wacquant argue that what they call ‘NewLiberalSpeak’ is a ‘new 
planetary vulgate’. Certain words are repeated continually, such as ‘globalisation’, 
‘flexibility’, ‘governance’, ‘employability’, ‘underclass’, ‘exclusion’, words that are 
difficult for any of us to avoid using. Other words are not so speakable in polite 
company, indeed virtually unspeakable, such as ‘class’, ‘exploitation’, ‘domination’ 
and ‘inequality’.
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More specifically to do with culture and economy, Jeremy Rifkin (2000) has 
examined the emergence of what he calls ‘cultural capitalism’. According to Rifkin, 
‘Cultural production is beginning to eclipse physical production in world commerce 
and trade’ (p8). This is the era of cultural capitalism. Culture is becoming utterly 
commercialised. By cultural capitalism, Rifkin doe not just mean the priority of 
an information and service economy over an industrial economy, he means the 
commercialisation of experience itself. The driving force is technological innovation, 
the Internet and all that. In this high-tech world, networking and access to desirable 
and meaningful experiences are becoming more important than producing and 
possessing things. All economy and culture are coming closer to the prototype 
cultural industry of Hollywood, dealing in dreams and meanings. In this ‘Weightless 
economy… the physical economy is shrinking’ (p30). Rifkin cites the Nike model 
of outsourcing product manufacture as the exemplary business case. With regard 
to the motor industry, Rifkin (2001: 35) remarks, ‘If companies like Ford had their 
way, they would likely never want to sell another automobile again’. It is preferable 
to lease cars out on an endlessly renewable contract.

The operative term in currently advanced marketing strategy is ‘lifetime value’ 
(LTV). Market share is no longer a business priority, amazingly, in Rifkin’s account. 
Now, the task is to obtain a share of the customer, mapping individuals’ lifetime 
wants and serving them from cradle to grave. Instead of selling things to customers, 
why not sign them up for life to pay the rent? Then, it gets really sinister. The goal of 
cultural capitalism is to commodify human relationships tout court, catching them 
young, cultivating and servicing their every need, deploying something called R 
(relationship) technologies.

Rifkin also discusses the depletion of cultural resources by their incessant mining, 
paralleling ruthless and unsustainable exploitation of nature. Under cultural capitalism, 
marketing is at the heart of this procedure. As Rifkin (2000: 171) says, ‘Marketing is 
the means by which the whole of the cultural commons is mined for valuable potential 
cultural meanings that can be transformed by the arts into commodifiable experiences, 
purchasable in the economy’. Further on, he observes, ‘The culture, like nature, can 
be mined to exhaustion’ (p247). Rifkin argues that world music, for instance, is a 
gigantic cultural mining and commodification of difference. ‘Countercultural trends 
have been particularly appealing targets for expropriation by marketeers’ (p174), 
he notes. Anything can be commodified and packaged up for a wider audience by 
marketing these days. An obvious example would be the trajectory of hip-hop and 
rap from black radicalism to mainstream and largely white youth culture.

How strangely bereft is research in cultural studies of critical insight when confronted 
with such trends, which are both evident yet no doubt somewhat exaggerated by 
Rifkin. In fact, the obsession of much cultural studies with popular consumption 
and the ruses of the consuming subject, it might be suggested, is actually complicit 
with neo-liberalism, as Thomas Frank (2001) has argued strenuously in his book 
on market populism. Whether this is really so or not, there is undoubtedly a curious 
homology between the active audiences, cyber surfers, readers, shoppers, spectators, 
strollers and visitors of cultural studies with the sovereign consumer of neo-liberal 
market ideology (McGuigan, 1997)
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Cultural Policy

Cultural capitalism is one thing; the residual role of the public sector in relation 
to culture is something else. That is the usual provenance of cultural policy, 
distinguishable up to a point from a communications policy where the rules and 
regulations governing commercial media are addressed. The domain assumption 
of cultural policy is that there is some sort of need for public provision in the field of 
culture for whatever reason. Neo-liberalism puts even this modest counterweight to 
cultural capitalism into question.

The American economist Tyler Cowen (1998) has made out a powerfully optimistic 
case for market forces and the profit motive in artistic, cultural and technological 
innovation; and he challenges a long line of cultural pessimists from Left and Right 
who believe that authentic culture is undermined and distorted by commerce. He 
argues that the history of aesthetic culture since the Renaissance, at least in Europe 
and the West, has brought art increasingly into the market sphere to great effect. He 
remarks, ‘Today most of the important work in film, music, literature, painting and 
sculpture is sold as a commodity’ (p36). According to Cowen, the role of government 
in relation to culture should not be that of a patron providing subsidy but, rather, as a 
customer buying its products in the marketplace. Moreover, the market is libertarian 
with regard to taste and not at all censorious like the state.

At least Cowen’s attack on public cultural policy is a full-frontal assault whereas 
other attacks are less open and more insidious, which is most notably so of corporate 
sponsorship of publicly funded culture. Chin-tao Wu’s (2002) study, Privatising Culture, 
examines how the visual arts in Britain and the USA have become the plaything of 
corporate business. My own research on London’s Millennium Dome shows how in 
excess of £850 million of public money was spent in order to promote the interests of 
corporate business, which contributed something in the region of only £150 million of 
sponsorship to the exposition (McGuigan, 2003). In this research, I make a distinction 
between associative sponsorship and deep sponsorship. Business sponsorship is 
moving from kudos-enhancing association with artistic culture and other forms of 
culture, particularly sport, to the actual constitution of the cultural object itself in 
pursuit of corporate goals, which is what I mean by deep sponsorship. Generally 
speaking, what we see here is the corporate violation of public culture. 

In broadcasting, a fatal combination of neo-liberalism with technological determinism 
has eroded public service. This is not just a matter of proliferating commercial 
channels and de-regulation diminishing the space of public service broadcasting 
but the insertion of market principles into ostensibly public service institutions 
themselves such as the BBC in Britain. We are witnessing the neo-liberalisation of 
the public sector itself, not only in cultural institutions in the narrow sense but also 
in areas such as education, health care and social services. The British term for 
these developments is ‘the new public management’, including ‘a set of ideas for 
managing all institutions in the public sector and involving devices such as internal 
markets, contracting out, tendering and financial services’ (Gamble, 1994 [1988]: 
135). Much of the thinking and practice here is consistent with the recommendations 
of the American management theorists David Osborne and Peter Gaebler that were 
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set out in their 1992 book, Reinventing Government – How the Entrepreneurial Spirit 
is Transforming the Public Sector.

There is an ironic contradiction between neo-liberal rhetoric – trust business 
rather than government – and the governmental processes through which the aims 
of corporate business are realised. In effect, governments sponsor neo-liberalisation 
rather than business sponsoring progressive change in delivery of public goods cultural 
or otherwise. My final example of the process is the European Capital – formerly City 
- of Culture programme, promoted by the EU.

The annual European City of Culture, inaugurated in the 1980s, was a means of 
celebrating universally acknowledged great cities. In 1985 it was Athens, in 1986 
Florence, in 1987 Amsterdam, in 1988 Berlin, in 1989 Paris. Then, in 1990 it was 
Glasgow – Glasgow? If it had been Edinburgh or London, nobody would have been 
surprised: but Glasgow! The selection of Glasgow signalled a turning point in the 
competition. No longer was it merely about honouring what already existed; it had 
become about something new, about regeneration. Glasgow had been famed in the 
past for its shipbuilding and, indeed, radical politics. By the 1980s, it was in a terrible 
state, a decrepit place of de-industrialisation and mass unemployment.

Debate over Glasgow’s year as European City of Culture still goes on. The rebranded 
Glasgow is now said to be second only to London in the British Isles for shopping. 
58,000 of its inhabitants are employed in what is loosely categorised as tourism 
whereas building ships, even at its height, employed only 38,000. Yet, Glasgow 
contains the three poorest constituencies in Britain where life expectancy is more than 
ten years below the national average. It might be concluded from such contrasting 
evidence that cultural policy is no substitute for social policy.

A distinctive but seldom mentioned feature of neo-liberal development is to translate 
issues of social policy into questions of cultural policy. And, in its turn, cultural policy 
ceases to be specifically about culture at all. The predominant rationale for cultural 
policy today is economic, in terms of competitiveness and regeneration; and, to a 
lesser extent social, as an implausible palliative to exclusion and poverty. A similar 
process to the paradigmatic case of Glasgow is occurring with regard to Britain’s 
designated European Capital of Culture for 2008, Liverpool.

Similarly to Glasgow, the port of Liverpool on the Mersey Estuary in the North West 
of England experienced a precipitate decline in the post-Second World War period. 
Its population has fallen by over half, from 850,000 to 400,000. So, it was not just 
a place for the Beatles to leave. On every index of deprivation, with the possible 
exception of culture, Liverpool scores highly. Like Glasgow, however, Liverpool has an 
impressive mercantile heritage of architecture and bourgeois arts venues as well as 
a great tradition of popular culture. It might also lay claim to being the oldest multi 
cultural city in Britain, with a longstanding relation to the Atlantic’s black diaspora 
(Gilroy, 1993) as well Irish and other Celtic communities.

The Liverpool Culture Company has great plans for 2008. There are major flagship 
developments such as the ‘Fourth Grace’, a futuristic centre for art and culture on 
the waterfront; the Paradise Street retail development; and a new tram system. The 
Capital of Culture programme has multiple purposes of which the Culture Company is 
well aware; so urban development for economic growth is combined with strategies for 
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social inclusion. Where is the money for all of this coming from? Mainly, from public 
purses: local, regional, national and international (EU funds), with a comparatively 
small amount of corporate sponsorship. It is, therefore, reasonable to ask what the 
balance of benefit will be between corporate business and the public. Neo-liberals 
would say, of course, that these two kinds of benefit are not really distinguishable 
from one another: what’s good for business is good for the public.

This article was first published in The International Journal of Cultural Policy Volume 11 Issue 3 
2005 and appears here by kind permission of the publishers Taylor & Francis. 
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Sandra BRAMAN

Art in the Information Economy

Derrida, in his extended rumination over relationships among different types of 
changes taking place in Europe, The Other Heading (1992), weaves a complicated 
argument about the relationship between the decline of the state and the loss 
of cultural capital. This is the important next step in the developing conversation 
about types of cultural capital, the distinction between cultural capital and cultural 
resources, and ways in which cultural capital is created, maintained, and grows. 
(Cultural capital is proficiency in the consumption of and discourse about generally 
prestigious [institutionally screened and validated] cultural goods that in turn yields 
improvement of social position and potentially of economic position [Bourdieu, 1991].) 
Derrida points out that when the institutions that can create cultural capital decay 
or dissolve, as happens concurrent with the decline of the state, the capital those 
institutions created and maintained is lost as well.

A second means by which cultural capital disappears, Derrida also argues, is 
through the loss of the individuals whose efforts and interests are also critical to 
the formation and maintenance of cultural capital:

What puts cultural capital as ideal capital into a state of crisis (“I have witnessed 
the gradual dying out of men of the greatest value for their contribution to our ideal 
capital ...”) is the disappearance of these men who ̀ `knew how to read--a virtue now 
lost,’’ these men who “knew... how to hear, and even how to listen,” who “knew how 
to see,” “to read, hear, or  see again”--in a word, these men also capable of repetition 
and memory, prepared to respond, to respond before, to be responsible for and to 
respond to what they had heard, seen, read, and known for the first time. Through 
this responsible memory, what was constituted as “solid value” ... produced at the 
same time an absolute surplus value, namely, the increase of a universal capital: 
“... whatever they wished to read, hear, or see again was, by recapitulation, turned 
into a solid value. And the world’s wealth was thus increased.” (Derrida, 1992, p. 70; 
quotations are from poet Paul Valéry’s History and Politics, 1939, pp. 201-202)

Talking about the same changes in Europe, Enzensberger describes the result 
as a spread of mediocrity in which the increase in degrees of freedom, possibilities, 
and decision points produces the recombination which has been considered one 
characteristic of art in results not historically considered to be art. The consequent 
variety, he claims, does not arise from individual rationality, but from a process of 
social combination. But ultimately genetic reproduction or writing are also based on 
nothing else but a code made up of standardized elements. Equally, the evolution of 
mediocrity also leads to unpredictable results. It does not produce a homogeneous 
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population; it displays quite on the contrary, within its limits, an endless variability. 
(Enzensberger, 1992, p. 178)

In this environment, Enzensberger argues, it is the newspaper that has become 
the ultimate art form.

Discussion about the loss of cultural capital is just part of the renewed attention 
to the subject of capital triggered by recent geopolitical changes as well as by the Big 
Bang in the financial world. This discussion features the hot subjects of knowledge 
capital and intellectual capital as well as the politically sensitive topic of linguistic 
capital and concern over the losses of social, cultural, and moral capital. The different 
types of capital interact with each other in ways that can enhance the processes 
of capital accumulation and deaccumulation. Proficiency in art consumption, for 
example, is a form of cultural capital that also enhances linguistic capital by providing 
a vocabulary, a domain of discourse, venues for discourse (such as art galleries), 
and media of both distribution and legitimation.

Baudrillard (1993) describes the practice of speculation in today’s environment 
as an “ecstasy” of value; we are “metamorphosing into a transeconomics of 
speculation which merely plays at obeying the old logic (the law of value, the laws of 
the market, production, surplus-value, all the classical laws of capital)” (p. 35). The 
two--speculation with capital and the dispersion and resultant loss of cultural capital--
are similar processes and both are based on endless multiplication of the numbers of 
symbols exchanged, for digitization has permitted an inflation of all forms of symbolic 
capital never before experienced. (Of course, each “new information technology” has 
contributed to the expansion of this domain, from memory and speech on.)

In this context, then, the interrelationships between economics and art must be 
reconsidered. We have historically understood art to be a resource (as evidence, or 
data), a commodity, a process, a technology, a community, and capital. Of these, the 
role of art as producer of and storage for cultural capital, it will be argued here, is the 
most important for society as a whole. Each type of economic approach to art will be 
discussed, concluding with an exploration of trends in the economic treatment of art 
and the economic characteristics of art at this stage of the information economy.

ART AS A RESOURCE

Art is a resource when it provides data about the current shape of society, the 
future shape of society, and potential market niches and commodities. This feature 
is useful to those who manufacture and distribute artistic products, to policy makers, 
and to communities struggling to retain critical elements of their unique identities 
under today’s conditions.

Art as marketing data

Art is considered to provide records of taste; Durkheim, for example, included art 
among the types of empirical evidence he examined (Smelser, 1976). Appreciation of 
art is clearly a positional good, providing information about class and rank within class. 



136

Taste in art is to some degree “endogenous” or natural, though choices in art also 
depend upon the menu of choices offered and upon other people’s preferences.

The latter is significant because fine art is a snob good in which it is possible to 
create a cartel, as was alleged in the court case involving Jackson Pollock (David 
Kramer v. The Pollock-Krasner Foundation, 1995), a case that will be further discussed 
below in the section on art as a commodity. Some argue that snobbery and gains in 
status made at the cost of others, which characterize the collection of fine art, should 
be treated as anti-social preferences in more general economic calculations.

Art as policy input

Those who are responsible for maintenance of a culture’s “heritage” must decide 
which works should receive the kind of storage and care that will permit them to 
survive into the future, for art provides some evidence of the ways in which society 
sees itself at present and directions in which it would like to go in the future. Making 
decisions about which works to maintain requires aggregating taste in some way. 
In complex and highly articulated societies, such as Great Britain, such a question 
would be approached using economic tools. In more traditional societies, this is a 
simpler (though not conflict-free) problem.

The choices made by producers, consumers, and distributors of art provide data 
useful in the identification of products and product niches, as well as markets and 
market niches. In this, art as a resource contributes to the accumulation of capital 
by providing data that is useful as a raw material in the processes of analyzing trends 
in society, the position of individuals within society, and directions in which society 
desires to move.

Art as raw material

Art serves as a resource to traditional communities undergoing penetration 
by modernization processes who find themselves using art as a means of storing 
traditional knowledge. The Warlpiri of northern Australia provide one example of this; 
when physically removed from a number of their sacred sites and accustomed to 
drawing ephemeral pictures in the sand (among other forms of symbolic transmission 
of their culture), they painted the doors of their schools with those symbols instead 
(Michaels, 1994). In Soviet Eastern Europe, forced commoditization of those aspects 
of the traditional cultures that are the artistic manifestations of cycles of communal 
life, personal life, and the seasons did not prevent communities and artists from 
simultaneously continuing their symbolic and ritual lives. In most cases they were 
forced to do so in conjunction with participating in spring rituals conducted for 
tourists, or while carving symbol-laden wooden doorways or weaving textiles for sale, 
simply because each of these activities consumed so much time that there would 
not also be time for conducting any of these activities in secret. (More aspects of 
this function of art in traditional communities will be further discussed under the 
section on art as a process.)
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Among the niches identified by art, therefore, is the local, since cultural processes 
always emerge from specific locations under specific conditions of existence that vary 
from location to location, resulting in dispersion and differentiation. The economic 
manifestation of this is seen most obviously in tourism, claimed by some to be the 
single largest industry in the world.

Competition for art as a resource

Some of the tensions inherent in the art world become understandable when the 
different entities competing for the value to be gained from art as a resource are 
examined. For example, identification of a previously uncommodified form of traditional 
art serves the community producing that art--until others outside the community start 
creating copies to compete for the market for these products. In another example, 
expansion of the public for art products of a particular sensibility may serve some 
of the producers and distributors of such products for a while--but the response of 
the elite art market is likely to be a turn away from interest in such products so that 
their prices, and the profits to be earned from them, ultimately fall.

ART AS PRODUCT

It is most traditional to conceive of art from an economic perspective as a 
commodity, a product that can be bought and sold; something produced by one 
person and consumed by another who, in our common understanding, contributes 
nothing to the creation of the product. As an industrial sector, art is not insignificant; 
some studies have shown the size of the art sector to be as large as that of fuel and 
power, or vehicles (for example, Myerscough, 1988).

Reproducibility issues

Art products differ in the degree of their reproducibility, from those items that 
cannot be reproduced at all, such as a live theater experience which requires physical 
presence at a specific time and place; to those that can only be reproduced with 
a significant loss of subjective and exchange value, such as oil paintings; to those 
which can be easily mass reproduced, such as films.

Walter Benjamin pointed to changes in the nature and experience of art that derive 
from mass production, shifts that have the effect of intensifying the commodification 
of art. The first in-depth analyses of the industrialization of culture were those by 
Adorno and Horkheimer (who may have coined the phrase “cultural industry” [Miège, 
1989]) in the 1940s. Since those beginning analyses of cultural industries--by 
scholars more interested in commodities and markets than in culture and steeped 
in an Old World elite art sense of art--have vastly grown in range and sophistication, 
with treatments ranging from sociological treatment (Becker, 1984), to network 
analysis of art as an innovation that diffuses (Lievrouw & Pope, 1994), to studies of 
cultural policy (e.g., Wallis & Malm, 1993), to the use of cultural studies approaches 
(e.g., Ramet, 1994).
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It is one of the features of the industrialization process that art works, too, have 
largely changed from handmade pieces, each of which is unique, to mass-produced 
cultural phenomena such as those made by Madonna. The fragmenting of “the 
audience” or “culture” occurs at both the social and the individual levels. At the social 
level, the multiplication of objects dissolves social cohesion by pulling individuals in 
different directions. This diffusion at the same time creates an environment in which 
individual identities are pulled in multiple directions, with the result that items of 
attention for each individual receive less attention over time. At the social level, this 
fragmentation of social cohesion has been discussed as audience fragmentation. At 
the individual level, it might be measured in level of concentration, amount of time 
spent on or with a type of art object, and amount of time spent on or with individual 
art objects. The result is that the multiplication of objects reduces the cultural capital 
built up by each individual as well as the general fund of cultural capital in society. 
(Reproducibility issues also intersect with authenticity issues and intellectual property 
issues, which are unfortunately beyond the scope of this paper.)

The art world as a set of market roles

Viewing art as a commodity has implications for how the various roles and 
institutions in the art world are understood. The function of art criticism in recent 
years can be understood as that of a more or less sophisticated public relations 
or promotion apparatus. Critics historically have stood between the artist and the 
marketplace as economic gatekeepers who play a significant role in determining 
price. Intellectuals can play the role of brokers or mediators, bringing art in from 
other places and times, commissioning it, translating it, criticizing it, and publicizing it 
(Forgacs, 1990). Journalists, too, have been described as translators of art, bringing 
it to a mass public (Carey, 1989).

Those holding the curatorial role in museums traditionally competed in terms of 
cultural capital. As museums have become massified, however, the role has become 
one of marketing, with design decisions governed by product design concerns rather 
than those of aesthetics or another logic (Goldberger, 1994). Blockbuster shows that 
provide, most importantly, monetary capital for museums struggling to stay alive 
are often sponsored by corporations. In such instances, it is the corporations that 
gain the cultural capital in exchange for financial support, while museums to some 
degree have lost cultural capital in the bargain. Marketing practices, like those used 
in film, are now using sophisticated psychological testing to gauge audience response 
before art is displayed. With pop art, art itself became part of the advertising world, 
significantly contributing to the creation of a culture oriented towards consumerism 
as a means of expansion at a time when corporations were blocked from expanding 
by mergers and acquisitions by antitrust law (Mamiya, 1992). A less influential but still 
significant subset of art as a consumer product is art as decor, with pieces chosen by 
interior designers to fit a particular “look” in a room, and in the appropriate colours. 
A number of people also treat art as an investment.

The two auction houses through which prices for fine art are set, Sotheby’s and 
Christie’s, play such a strong role in making the art market that they have been taken 
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to court on the accusation of antitrust violations. In the case mentioned previously 
(David Kramer v. The Pollock-Krasner Foundation, 1995), the auction houses were 
discussed as “essential facilities” under antitrust law. A collector who had bought 
what he believed to be a Jackson Pollock painting sued the two auction houses and 
the Pollock estate under antitrust law for forming a cartel. Because Pollock signed 
few of his paintings and has been much imitated, there is a certification board that 
provides the determinations as to whether or not a specific painting is actually by 
Jackson Pollock, which is relied upon by the auction houses before they will accept 
a painting for auction. The collector, who had bought a painting quite cheaply which 
he believed to be by Pollock, claimed that the certification board, run by the estate 
and others, had deprived him of income by not certifying his painting as a Pollock. 
Because, as a result, the auction houses would not accept his painting for sale at 
what the collector expected to be significantly more than what he had paid for the 
painting, he had been financially damaged. The auction houses and estate had a 
motive in restricting the number of certified Pollock paintings, he argued, in order to 
artificially sustain a particular price level by restricting the product.

Art as innovation

Art can also be understood as an innovation, susceptible to analysis using the 
tools of diffusion theory and network analysis (Lievrouw & Pope, 1994). Implementing 
its appreciation of this aspect of art, Xerox PARC has undertaken and continues 
the practice of teaming artists with engineers because they find the combination 
stimulates innovation; at the end of the period of working together, the artists own the 
art works that have been produced, while Xerox PARC owns the intellectual property 
rights for any technologies or processes that may have been developed in order to 
facilitate the fulfillment of the artists’ intentions.

(It is interesting to note that the first corporation to hire an artist full-time on its 
staff was Cray, maker of what was for a long time the world’s fastest computers and 
an organization famous and infamous for its encouragement of creativity among all 
its employees. In one probably apocryphal tale, it is said that Seymour Cray would 
build a sailboat each year, use it for the season, and then destroy it at the end of 
the season, starting over to build a new and better one next year.)

Innovations are a particular type of product in which the emphasis is on what is 
new. Lievrouw & Pope (1994) note that, in the case of art, both the ideas and the 
objects can be treated as innovation, each following its own diffusion path. As ideas, 
artistic innovations can also be understood as processes, and will be discussed as 
such below.

Problems with art as a commodity in the information economy

The number of types of art products has multiplied in this environment. This has 
the effect of reducing cultural capital in multiple ways. Artists are discouraged from 
producing when they do not receive recompense from distribution of their work 
through different media. In an extreme but vivid example of this problem, actors are 
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now concerned about the fact that their movements are becoming digitized so that 
it is possible to “use” them without hiring them. (One actor “completed” a film in 
this way after his death.) The assignment of intellectual property rights over digitized 
works is still being debated, but control at this point lies clearly in the hands of the 
transnational corporations that market the works rather than in the hands of the 
creators. With the multiplication of types of artistic products, cultural capital is also 
lost because no genres or works are receiving the multiple and sustained attention 
required to generate, in the words quoted earlier, the “solid value” that produces 
cultural capital.

It is difficult in the electronic environment even to identify just what the artistic 
“piece” is. Artist Jeffrey Schulz, for example, produces works as Hyperformer in 
which he rollerblades from ATM machine to ATM machine on Wall Street in New York, 
conducting a transaction at each. In addition to this act as performance piece, Schulz 
does a stage performance version that adds text and visuals. Collectors give Schulz 
their own bank cards and receive, for their collections, the group of slips from the 
ATM machines. Maps of his travels and slips from ATM machines form visual pieces 
that are part of Schulz shows in art galleries. Art aficionados also see this work as 
a piece of conceptual art. Each of these items is the “piece,” but no single object 
embodies the piece in its totality. This difficulty in identifying the art object in the 
electronic environment is posing multiple challenges to art galleries and those who 
make their living off of the marketing of art.

Identifying the artist is also problematic in this environment. Artists coming to the 
electronic environment from work with other media find they must work collaboratively 
in order to accomplish their pieces. A number of those we have designated as artists 
now turn to their computer programmers as the real artists involved in the creation of 
their pieces. The problem of economic analysis of joint production in art is a subset 
of the range of problems found in the treatment of information via neoclassical 
economics (Braman, 1995a).

ART AS PROCESS

From the perspective of the economics of art, the opposite of dealing with art 
as a product is to treat it as a process--or processes, for a single artistic product or 
activity may participate in multiple processes at once. And as a process with its own 
time structure(s) (Eco [1994] notes that several different types of time are involved in 
reading a book--discourse time, reading time, and story time), art affects the timing 
and nature of other social and individual processes.

Art and the process of community formation

Most significantly, art--both individual art and communal art--contributes to the 
process of community formation and maintenance. Bruck & Raboy (1989) specifically 
contrast art with markets, for the latter “alter the ideas that people have about material 
things and social meanings, reassign meanings, produce value, and coordinate 
informationally complex social activities of vast populations” (p. 5). Community art 
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is collaboratively created and often associated with a ritual schedule. This is art in 
which there is relatively low consumption value to an outsider who experiences it, 
though it is precisely commodification of such forms that comprises tourism. The 
purpose of communal art is indirect--to bring communities together and to give 
people the pleasure of creating per se. Works of art created by individuals can also 
facilitate the process of community formation by providing needed images, carrying 
on traditions, generating objects used in communal activities, and so forth.

In path-breaking work, poet Daphne Marlatt (1975) found a way of acknowledging 
the value of traditional stories and practices while serving community maintenance. 
Marlatt exchanged the intellectual property rights to her oral history of the Japanese 
fishing community, Steveston (near Vancouver, British Columbia), with that community 
for the ability to enter the community and collect the stories. In demonstration of its 
understanding of the value of those property rights, the Steveston community forbade 
the Canadian government to reprint the book that resulted once it was out of print; 
their concern was to record their history for their own community, and that purpose 
had been served. Intellectual property rights of the book of poetry by Marlatt (1974) 
that also came out of the project resided with Marlatt.

In the early 1980s, the Ojibwe community of North America decided to release 
some--not all--of their story cycle to the general public in the form of extremely 
beautiful, clear, and inspiring children’s books. Feeling aggressed against by those 
anxious to “hear” and thereby acquire their stories for retransmission in commodity 
form, in this way the Ojibwe felt they could satisfy curiosity, provide some stories in a 
commodity form (the books were well designed and affordable), and still protect what 
they felt should remain secret and within their own community--thus simultaneously 
protecting their social capital. 

Eric Michaels (1994), picking up from the Warlpiri activity described above, brilliantly 
found a way to bring together the communal aspects of art with its commodity 
aspects. In his introduction to Bad Aboriginal Art, Dick Hebdige describes what 
Michaels accomplished:

The negotiations Michaels helped to inaugurate with tribal elders, dealers, and 
buyers over the terms of entry into the international art market of Aboriginal paintings 
demonstrates the delicacy and complexity of the issues raised here. Questions of the 
collective ownership and tribally restricted access to iconographically transmitted 
knowledge, of the imbrication of surface, medium, and ground in Warlpiri art, of 
the transferability or otherwise of site-specific sacred paintings to portable formats 
and of their translatability into the elaborated codes of modernist abstraction or 
neo-expressionism in the galleries and art museums of Sydney or New York--each 
question becomes, in turn, the subject of lengthy debates not just with readers and 
cited authors but with the Warlpiri individuals who “own” (i.e., are responsible for 
and have reproduction rights to) the original designs. Among the outcomes of this 
debate are at least three linked products: an illustrated book of Yuendumu door 
paintings, Aboriginal paintings of the same designs, and Michaels’ article documenting 
and interpreting the translation /transmission process. All three products circulate 
internationally as commodities. (Michaels, 1994, p. xxiii)
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It is, as it was in the examples of the Ojibwe and the Japanese-Canadian fishing 
community, central to the success of this process that deliberate and controlled 
commodification of a portion of the group’s traditional knowledge and artistic 
practices provided the funds that enabled the society--forcibly removed from their 
land and made to live some distance away--to continue to pass on that traditional 
knowledge and engage in their traditional practices. This was accomplished by using 
funds generated by sales of their art for purchasing trucks that permitted them to 
revisit the sacred sites for which they had the responsibility of maintenance through 
continuance of those practices. Whether or not our artistic activities play or can play 
this role, however, is to a large degree the result of policy decisions made about the 
structure of media industries. Brecht for this reason argued for the transformation 
of radio from a mechanism for the distribution of events and opinions into an 
autonomous production process of experiences that functioned by putting people 
into contact with each other (Negt, 1978).

Another aspect of the role of art as the site of community in today’s environment 
has become evident in the trend towards public body mutilation as performance 
art; as Kroker (1992) notes, art is no longer a representation of a sacrifice but the 
scene of sacrificial violence. Closely related to the role of art in building community, 
art serves the maintenance as well as the creation of community, playing a critical 
role in the passing on of traditions of many kinds (Bourdieu, 1991). Ulmer (1994) 
notes that learning is more like invention than verification, so that the innovative 
aspects of art-making should imbue all learning processes. Intertemporal issues in 
the economics of art--discussed above as the “heritage” issue--of necessity assume 
community issues, including maintenance of the stock of cultural capital, issues 
associated with taste change, and choice of an appropriate discount rate.

Hyde (1983) notes that art can exist simultaneously in two economies--a market 
economy and a gift economy--but “Only one of these is essential, however: a work 
of art can survive without the market, but where there is a no gift there is no art” 
(p. xi). He emphasizes that while art can exist simultaneously in both economies, it 
often does not: “if it is true that in the essential commerce of art a gift is carried by 
the work from the artist to his audience, if I am right to say that where there is no 
gift there is no art, then it may be possible to destroy a work of art by converting it 
into a pure commodity” (p. xiii).

There are interactions between the two roles of art as commodity and as community-
building process, as with the development of the technological capability to produce 
mass circulation periodicals that included images as well as type and the emergence 
of mass culture in the middle of the nineteenth century (Anderson, 1991). The City 
of Manhattan acknowledged the economic role of the arts in its economic life in 
some aspects of its urban policy during the 1980s, though it appears to no longer 
be doing so.

A special case of art as the process of community formation is its role in the 
building and maintenance of the cultural aspects of the nation as distinct from the 
bureaucratic aspects of the state (Braman, 1995b). A spate of research is currently 
underway examining the contribution of various art forms to the sustenance of the 
nation-states in which they are found; see, for example, Chakravarty (1993), Shell 
(1993), Kruger (1992), Paulin (1992), Helgerson (1992), and Oshima (1992).
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Art as process in manufacturing

Art can be both product and process when it serves as a secondary good, a 
product used in the process of producing something else. It is for this reason that 
Derrida (1992) can claim that, at this point in history, the relationship between the 
base and superstructure has been reversed, with the superstructure providing the 
construction materials out of which the base is increasingly made.

John Seely Brown of Palo Alto Research Center (PARC) argues that a design logic, 
rather than linear logic, should govern problem-solving in today’s environment. 
He uses the model of the practice of architecture, in which multiple constraints 
and needs are taken into account in the development of an aesthetic solution to 
problems, with the solution of the aesthetic problems serving as a critical part of 
the general problem-solving process. It has long been acknowledged that there has 
been an aesthetic stimulus to invention; in metallurgy, for example, it was sensual 
engagement with the materials that led to most inventions historically (de Landa, 
1991). A revived appreciation of the common root for both art and technology in 
techne dominates contemporary discussions of art in cyberspace and art as a key 
feature of cyberspace.

The role of art as process is particularly important from the perspective of 
self-organizing systems theory, on several levels. The basic principle of systems 
methodology is design. Self-organizing systems that have experienced turbulence 
or chaos require what are called “attractors” around which an emergent order may 
articulate itself. Encouragement of creativity of all kinds is thus necessary in order 
to survive turbulent periods, for only in this way will new alternative formations be 
generated. Artistic activity, therefore, can provide guidance and leadership in a 
turbulent environment (Braman, in press).

Art as capital

Art is a premiere example of cultural capital. Cultural capital can be distinguished 
from other cultural resources on the basis of collective investments in formal 
organizations devoted to its maintenance and consecration (DiMaggio, 1991). The 
category of cultural resources includes the mastery of a symbolic system, the ability 
to access and distribute information using that system, the capacity to use that 
mastery within specific relational contexts, and the capacity to gain additional mastery 
and to learn and use other symbolic systems. As Valéry pointed out, cultural capital 
enriches with surplus value the significations of memory and cultural accumulation 
on the part of the individual.

The history of the development of cultural capital is closely linked to that of other 
forms of capital:

For a society to have cultural capital--sets of cultural goods and capacities that 
are widely recognized as prestigious--there must be institutions capable of valorizing 
certain symbolic goods and social groups capable of appropriating them. A society 
with cultural capital must have a common focus of public life; its culture must be 
differentiated to some degree, universal enough to admit a common currency of 
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interactional exchange, and hierarchically organized into genres with some ritual 
potency. In other words, it must be a society with a state, a relatively high level of 
political incorporation, and substantial institutional differentiation. Thus, the symbolic 
economy associated with cultural capital comes into being with industrial capitalism. 
(DiMaggio, 1991, p. 135)

Because of this dependence upon social institutions and a stable political 
order, the dissolution of these has concomitant effects upon culture: changes in 
social structure and the rise of an open market for cultural goods have weakened 
institutionalized cultural authority, set off spirals of cultural inflation, and created 
more differentiated, less hierarchical, less universal, and less symbolically potent 
systems of cultural classification than those in place during the first part of this 
century. (DiMaggio, 1991, p. 134)

At the level of the nation-state, cultural capital is now acknowledged to be extremely 
important. Brazil offers an extreme example of a nation-state that deliberately took 
control over information and communications industries for the purposes of creating 
and protecting cultural capital as well as for other purposes (Mattelart & Mattelart, 
1990). Through tourism, many states create cultural capital out of their images, 
as “Certain aspects of the culture of the people are transformed into the nation’s 
cultural capital, represented as a `heritage’ or `tradition’ of that country, and then 
marketed for tourism” (Leong, 1989, p. 76). The state also creates and protects 
its cultural capital through control over communications, though this is done most 
successfully when transmitted through decision makers at the local level (Mattelart & 
Cesta, 1985). And the state can reduce the cultural capital created by its citizens by 
permitting access and other resources for the individual to go up in cost or become 
more difficult to obtain in other ways (Hills & Papathanassopoulous, 1991).

Objects, events, and processes are not intrinsically those of cultural capital; rather, 
cultural capital is formed through activity on the part of institutions and collectivities 
of people, and in ways that vary from place to place. DiMaggio (1991) describes four 
dimensions of symbolic classification along which societies differ from each other:

1.  differentiation--the extent to which cultural goods are grouped into a few or 
many types or genres;

2.  hierarchy--the extent to which genre distinctions and hierarchies are commonly 
recognized;

3.  universality--the extent to which genre distinctions and hierarchies are commonly 
recognized; and

4.  symbolic potency--the extent to which transgressions of boundaries and 
hierarchies are commonly recognized.

He further notes that changes in the organization of cultural authority and the 
mode of allocation of cultural goods have an impact on systems of classification. 
Structural forces affect symbolic classification systems by influencing the capacity of 
actors to organize and the uses to which individuals may put cultural resources.

Consumer markets for cultural objects emerged several centuries ago, but the 
extension of the market to new forms of expression and new publics represented 
a disjunctive step. In the U.S. before 1850, the arts were generally created and 
enjoyed in the home or in public venues characterized by a mixing of genres and 
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classes. After 1870, the arts increasingly became the business of organizations 
of two kinds--high and popular. Once this system was in place and linked to higher 
education, mass communications, and the apparatus of consumer capitalism, there 
was a growth in the role of taste and style in the construction of selves in many 
domains (Ewen, 1988). By the beginning of the twentieth century, there was an 
integrated, increasingly monopolistic, interpenetration of market, scientific know-
how, industrial and finance capital, and communications networks (Ewen & Ewen, 
1982). There was a shift over time towards professionalization of the management 
of arts organizations, many of which are still committed to elite concepts of high 
culture. Universities are acknowledged as playing a significant role in the formation 
of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1991; DiMaggio, 1991).

Art, then, is a form of cultural capital when it is created, enjoyed, and studied. As 
such, it is also social capital when it facilitates creation and maintenance of communal 
life; intellectual and linguistic capital on the part of the individual who makes, enjoys, 
and studies art; and intellectual capital when it spurs and contributes to innovation, 
the engine of today’s economy.

ART IN THE INFORMATION ECONOMY

Several trends can be identified in the treatment of art and the evolution of the 
art world in the information economy:

• Art is being valued most significantly as a source of innovation rather than as 
a good in itself.

• The role of art in community formation and as a resource to minority cultural 
communities is coming to be recognized and art may, for those communities, become 
an avenue towards a specialized niche in the global information economy.

• As symbolic forms and the use of symbols expand exponentially, and the 
manipulation of symbols becomes so easy that its exercise becomes trivial, the 
general stock of cultural capital is declining.

• As the economic value of all forms of information is acknowledged, efforts are 
beginning to quantify cultural capital.

• The dissolution of the fund of cultural capital should be a matter of concern to 
civil society as a whole, and reversing this trend will be a communal decision rather 
than a move by specialists.

In the information society, the most important economic contribution that is being 
made by art is via its role contributing to the innovation processes that are today the 
engines of the economy. Evaluating this role quantitatively so that it can be taken into 
account for policy-making and decision-making purposes is just one example of the 
problems that we face in trying to deal with information creation, processing, flows, 
and use with existing economic tools. Art distinguishes itself in this role from the 
rampant recombination of symbolic forms now endemic to society by its coherence 
and particular insights, as the cluster of specific types of information processing we 
together refer to as “the design process” comes to be recognized as critical “secondary 
goods” in the manufacture of other types of goods and services. Identifying specific 
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works of art and those who may be designated “artists” has become more difficult 
in this environment, however, as these lines, too, blur.

Art has become less valuable as a resource as the content and referentiality of its 
symbolic forms decrease, individuals and communities decreasingly pay sustained 
attention to artistic processes or specific works, the range of types of art products 
and products itself multiplies, and most art comes to be mass manufactured. Art 
has retained its value for the marketing community as a way of identifying product 
niches, but doing so in most cases reduces its value as cultural capital.

In the special case of minority cultural communities seeking to survive under 
today’s conditions, art may, however, provide a critical survival resource. This role in 
community formation--also difficult to quantify--is increasingly acknowledged, while 
its impact on policymaking continues.

While the forms of art and the number of art commodities available have multiplied 
and the information economy as a whole has grown, cultural capital has declined. 
Increasingly, art is valued less for how it speaks to the past, and more for how it 
speaks to the future; less for its role as a static product in a commodity-driven 
market, and more for its ability to stimulate innovation and contribute to production 
processes in an economy governed by harmonized information flows; less for what 
it requires in terms of knowledge and sustained attention, and more for its ability 
to simply do something different; less for its ability to exalt, and more for its ability 
to solve problems.

Art has always involved both a reconsideration of the past and innovation. Among 
the factors affecting the relative balance of each during a particular period or in the 
work of a specific artist have been the constraints upon and the resources available 
for different aspects of the creative and distribution processes. It is a particular 
feature of this stage of the information society that there has been a radical shift 
in the relationship between the transportation and the storage of symbols: While 
historically it was easier to store information than to transport it, today this relationship 
is reversed (Braman, 1993). The shift, in turn, has contributed to a shift in the 
balance between the roles of the past and of the future in a particular culture, and 
in specific works of art.

Both of these shifts in significant parameters of the information and communication 
environments require a significant rethinking of pertinent policy issues. Those who 
are taking part in the effort to rethink accounting systems in such a way as to take 
account of the various forms of intellectual capital (Stewart, 1994) approach some 
of these issues, but need to do so in a more explicit and self-aware way. There is 
other work to be done learning how to place a valuation on cultural goods created by 
communities working within their own specific tradition; surely, in an environment in 
which it is acknowledged that every time information is processed, value is added, 
there should be some way to take into account, for example, the thousands of years 
during which traditional information has been processed, and the thousands of 
people who each performed that information processing as both tellers of tales and 
as participants in the communities in which the telling and hearing of such stories 
served to hold the world together.

On a different level, the problem of the loss of cultural capital needs to be addressed 
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not by accountants but by civil society. Here the insights into the relationship between 
the decline of the state and the loss of cultural capital offered by Derrida (1992), 
Baudrillard (1993), and Enzensberger (1992) are invaluable. As the state becomes 
less important and other social forms are constructed, the contributions of art need 
to be deliberately considered.

The author, who worked as a professional storyteller throughout the 1970s and early 1980s, 
participated in story exchanges with the Ojibwe and  learned of the processes by which the stories 
were released from members of the community involved in those processes.
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Wolfgang ULLRICH

Kunst in der Wirtschaft – Wirtschaft durch Kunst? 
Analyse einer Grenzüberschreitung

Kunst und Märchen haben etwas gemeinsam: In beiden geht es oft um 
Grenzüberschreitungen. Man denke an die traurigen Stieftöchter, armen Müllermädchen 
und Jungfrauen aus einfachem Hause, die von einem Prinz entdeckt und zu Prinzessinen 
erhoben werden. Sie dürfen die sonst streng gewahrten Grenzen ihres bescheidenen 
Sozialmilieus passieren und erwachen eines Tags in einer völlig anderen Welt. Innerhalb 
der Kunst verhält es sich ähnlich: Immer wieder wird bis dahin nicht Kunstwürdiges 
über die Grenze des Profanen hinweg zu ihren Orten gebracht, und am reinsten ist 
ein Readymade wie ein solches armes Mädchen, das auf einmal zur Prinzessin wird; 
es erzählt die rührselige Geschichte von einem wundersamen Aufstieg und verkörpert 
die Utopie durchlässiger Grenzen. Die Künstler sind längst die eigentlichen Prinzen, 
die überall nach Aschenputtels und Mette-Marits suchen und sich freuen, wenn sie 
etwas von Staub und Mißachtung befreien und mit Wertschätzung adeln können. 
In jedem Transfer von Nichtkunst in den Kunstbetrieb wiederholt sich somit noch 
einmal das Schicksal jener Heroinen des Märchens. 

Es gibt aber auch Märchen, die von Grenzüberschreitungen ohne Happy End 
berichten. Die Geschichte vom Fischer und seiner Frau Ilsebill dürfte am bekanntesten 
sein. Diese wünscht sich von einem verwunschenen Butt immer noch mehr, ist nicht 
zufrieden, als sie sogar König wird, will Kaiser, Papst, schließlich wie der liebe Gott 
selbst sein und über Sonne und Mond regieren. Die Strafe für so viel Maßlosigkeit 
läßt nicht auf sich warten – und Ilsebill endet da, wo Aschenputtel begann, nämlich 
im Elend. Insoweit ist die Moral der Märchen einfach: Wer von sich aus, von Ehrgeiz 
getrieben, Grenzen zu überschreiten versucht, wird scheitern, während Glück dem 
beschieden ist, der die Gunst der Mächtigen erfährt, ohne diese dazu zu nötigen. 
Unreflektiert bleibt im Märchen jedoch, wie die Mächtigen selbst zu ihrer Macht 
gelangten. Mußten sie – oder ihre Vorfahren – nicht ihrerseits Grenzen überschreiten, 
um sich über andere erheben zu können? Bezogen auf die Kunst lautet diese 
Frage: Was bringt Künstler von Marcel Duchamp bis Guillaume Bijl überhaupt in die 
Position von Prinzen, die Aschenputtels entdecken und aus ihrer unterprivilegierten 
Situation befreien – über eine Grenze bringen – können? Verdanken sie ihre Macht 
vielleicht einem Benehmen, das genau dem der Ilsebill entspricht? Und profitieren 
sie nicht davon, daß der Kunst immer wieder andere, jeweils noch weitere positive 
– statusträchtige – Eigenschaften zugesprochen wurden? So viele, daß der Begriff 
der Kunst ähnlich maßlos – grenzüberschreitend – empfunden werden könnte wie 
das Treiben der Isebill?
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Die Mechanik des Kunstbegriffs

Tatsächlich läßt sich nur deshalb Neues in das Terrain der Kunst überführen und 
dabei veredeln, weil deren Begriff zuvor so stark mit Bedeutung aufgeladen wurde, 
daß er auf alles ausstrahlt, was in Kontakt mit ihm gelangt. Wie Ilsebill sich mit allen 
gesellschaftlichen Statussymbolen zugleich schmücken wollte und ökonomische, 
politische sowie religiöse Macht in sich zu vereinen suchte, hat sich der Kunstbegriff 
im Verlauf der beiden letzten Jahrhunderte mit jeweils neuem – geltungsstarkem 
– Vokabular angereichert, sich Macht erworben und damit den Wert all dessen erhöht, 
was unter ‚Kunst‘ firmiert. Anders formuliert: Der Gefräßigkeit des Kunstbetriebs, der 
nach immer neuen Aschenputtels sucht, liegt eine Gefräßigkeit des Kunstbegriffs 
zugrunde, der wie Ilsebill Wertsachen akkumuliert. Nochmals anders formuliert: Erst 
indem sich der Kunstbegriff mehrere favorisierte, als mächtig und wertvoll angesehene 
Jargons vereinnahmt hat, kommt denen, die in seinem Namen agieren, die Macht 
zu, selbst favorisieren und etwas für wertvoll erklären zu können.

Jedesmal wenn wieder ein Leitdiskurs auftauchte, wurden Eigenschaften 
reformuliert, die der Kunst bereits zuvor – in anderen Worten – zugesprochen worden 
waren, veränderte sich aber auch ihr Profil. Ein paar Beispiele: In der Romantik 
hielt eine religiöse Sprache Einzug, die Kunst wurde sakralisiert. Galt sie Schiller 
noch als Instanz, die den Menschen zu sich selbst befreit, bevorzugte Wackenroder 
bereits ein Vokabular der Erlösung und Transzendenz; die Kantische Zweckmäßigkeit 
ohne Zweck reformulierte Schelling als Heiligkeit und Reinheit der Kunst, und zum 
Mysterium oder zur Offenbarung wurde verklärt, was zuerst noch vom Impetus der 
Aufklärung geprägt gewesen war. Dieses Umschreiben des Kunstbegriffs in eine 
neue Sprache führte dazu, daß Kunstwerke wie Reliquien verehrt wurden, daß 
man ihnen Museen – heilige Hallen – baute, daß sich Kunstbetrachtung zu einem 
Pendant des Gottesdiensts entwickeln konnte – kurzum: daß die Wertschätzung für 
Kunst religionsähnliche sowie institutionalisierte Ausmaße annahm und ihre Pflege 
zu einer hoheitlichen Aufgabe wurde.

Die Sakralsprache des Kunstbegriffs wurde dann im späten 19. und frühen 20. 
Jahrhundert martialisiert, als der Darwinismus bzw. Biologismus sowie das Militär 
an Reputation und Wichtigkeit gewannen. So wurde aus dem tradierten Gedanken, 
daß der Künstler naturhaft schaffe und (qua Genie) nicht in seiner Gewalt habe, was 
er mache, bei Nietzsche die Deutung des Künstlers als Raubtier und aggressives 
Gewaltwesen, die Stilgeschichte der Kunst zum Beleg für die These vom Recht des 
Stärkeren. Und selbst ein relativ gemäßigter Autor wie Thomas Mann schrieb, „daß 
es der schlechteste Künstler nicht sei, der sich im Bilde des Soldaten wiedererkenn[t]“. 
[1] Ohne das (Selbst)verständnis des Künstlers als eines heroischen Kämpfers wäre 
auch die Begeisterung nicht erklärbar, die zu Beginn des Ersten Weltkriegs gerade Maler 
oder Dichter erfaßte. Für eine Generation, die ihre Rolle militärisch als Avantgarde sah, 
war der Krieg die Fortsetzung der Kunst mit anderen Mitteln.

Die sakrale Dimension der Kunst brauchte deshalb jedoch nicht aufgegeben 
zu werden. So vereint sich etwa im Bild des Blauen Reiter die romantische Blaue 
Blume – als Chiffre der Transzendenz – mit dem Ideal des heldenhaften Ritters und 
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Kämpfers, der mutig vorangeht und in Symbiose mit dem Tier, auf dem er reitet, 
zugleich ganz naturnah ist. Kurzum: Erlösung wird hier kriegerisch und naturhaft 
codiert – oder umgekehrt die Sehnsucht nach Revolution und Ausnahmezustand, 
nach Überwindung der naturfernen Zivilisation, sakral überhöht.

Weitere Leitdiskurse wurden vom Kunstbegriff adaptiert, so aus der Wissenschaft, 
zumal aus der Physik, wodurch der Künstler zum Forscher und Experimentator 
aufsteigen konnte. Wiederum mußte deshalb aber keine andere Bestimmung 
dementiert werden; vielmehr erwarb sich die Kunst um so mehr Exzellenz und 
Autorität, je breiter ihr diskursives Einzugsgebiet wurde. So kann der als Forscher 
verstandene Künstler nach wie vor über heroische Fronttugenden verfügen und 
zudem als Seher mit übersinnlichen Kräften ausgestattet sein. Das alles zusammen 
läßt ihn als unvergleichlich charismatische Gestalt erscheinen. 

Man braucht nur Künstlermonographien und Kunstkommentare zu studieren, um zu 
bemerken, wie oft die verschiedenen, nach und nach angesammelten Leitvokabulare 
simultan aktiviert werden. Für nüchternere Zeitgenossen und erst recht für Puristen 
bieten viele Kunstkommentare damit ein Horrorbild der Hypertrophie, und sie 
fühlen sich von jedem “zugleich” und “aber auch” alarmiert, mit dem einem Werk 
oder Künstler sonst kaum vereinbare Eigenschaften gleichermaßen zugesprochen 
werden – oder wodurch verwischt werden soll, aus welch unterschiedlichen Diskursen 
einzelne Bestimmungen stammen. Meist gelingt letzteres auch, und entsprechend 
superlativisch, flackernd vor Bedeutung erscheint die Kunst. Deren Statusanhäufung 
ist sogar noch gewaltiger als im Fall der Isebill, da diese ihre jeweiligen Insignien 
wieder verliert, sobald sie ein neues Amt bekleidet und etwa vom Kaiser zum Papst 
wird. Sie macht nur Karriere, während der Kunstbegriff kaum noch hergibt, was er 
einmal geschluckt hat. 

Dabei wurde die Besonderheit der Kunst, Ort paradoxer Eigenschaftsmischungen 
zu sein, schon früh erkannt, und eventuell verstand mancher ihre Fähigkeit zu einer 
‘coincidentia oppositorum’ später sogar als Lizenz, in ihren Begriff gerade auch 
Elemente zu integrieren, die bis dahin als unpasssend empfunden worden waren. 
Einer der ersten, die das Sowohl-Als-auch der Kunst proklamierten, war Schiller, als 
er in seinen Briefen Über die ästhetische Erziehung des Menschen (1795) von der 
antiken Büste der Juno Ludovisi schwärmte und daraus, daß sie Anmut und Würde 
verkörpere, ja “beides zugleich” sei, ableitete, wie sich der Betrachter “zugleich in 
dem Zustand der höchsten Ruhe und der höchsten Bewegung” befinde, dies eine 
paradox-komplexe Seelenverfassung, “für welche der Verstand keinen Begriff und 
die Sprache keinen Namen hat”.[2] Jenes Zugleich wurde hier zur Grundstruktur der 
Kunst erklärt, was seit Schiller erstaunlich oft in der Geschichte des Kunstbegriffs 
anzutreffen ist. Schon 1817 heißt es in einem Lexikon, daß in den schönen Künsten 
“die höchste Ruhe und Bewegung sich verbinden, und alle streitenden Gegensätze 
vereinen”.[3] Aus solchen paradoxen Verbindungen (neben der Einheit von Ruhe und 
Bewegung etwa die Verbindung von Sinnlichkeit und Intellekt oder die Vereinigung 
von Freiheit und Notwendigkeit) hat der Kunstbegriff seither seine Aura gewonnen 
und immer wieder neu behauptet, erscheint ihm zufolge die Kunst doch als etwas, 
das die Alltagslogik übersteigt: Widersprüche stören nicht, sondern werden zum 
Qualitätssignum.
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Doch so aktuell und vielseitig, nicht zuletzt robust der Kunstbegriff durch die 
Aufnahme jeweils neuer Diskurse blieb und so sehr er über allen Wertewandel hinweg 
Flexibilität bewies, so kritisch ließe sich der Vorgang des Kumulierens prestigeträchtigen 
Vokabulars andererseits sehen: Ist es nicht nur ein opportunistisches Eingehen 
auf Moden, was das Verständnis von Kunst steuert? Was Beleg eines Hungers auf 
neue Kontexte oder Indiz einer großen Integrationskraft ist und was eher Mangel 
an Widerstandskraft gegenüber Fremdimpulsen, könnte also durchaus diskutiert 
werden. Auch erscheint das für die Moderne typische Beharren auf künstlerischer 
Autonomie in anderem Licht, sobald man berücksichtigt, wie viele Leitbegriffe anderer 
Bereiche zu jeder Zeit Einfluß auf das Verständnis – und die Normen – der Kunst 
genommen haben.

Aber ist eine Diskursakkumulation überhaupt etwas Besonderes, das den Kunstbegriff 
heraushebt und zu seiner ungewöhnlichen Macht entscheidend beiträgt? Gibt es 
nicht vielmehr in den meisten Begriffsgeschichten ähnliche Phänomene? Mithilfe 
von zwei Beispielen sei das Gegenteil – und damit eine Spezialität des Kunstbegriffs 
– behauptet. So nahm der Begriff der Liebe, der sich zur Zeit der Romantik parallel 
zum Begriff der Kunst entwickelt hatte, danach einen anderen Verlauf. Nachdem 
auch er sakralisiert worden war und nachdem das Verständnis von Liebe genauso 
wie das Verhältnis zur Kunst eine Vergeistigung und Intimisierung erfahren hatte, 
beides also eine Gegeninstanz zu ‚bloßer‘ Rationalität oder ökonomischem Kalkül (zu 
zivilisatorischen Tugenden) geworden war, erlebte der Liebesbegriff im Unterschied zum 
Kunstbegriff keine markanten Reformulierungen mehr. Vielmehr herrscht bis heute, 
zwar vielfach bedauert oder zumindest kritisch bemerkt, ein romantisches Konzept 
von Liebe vor – und all die Diskurse, die der Kunstbegriff seither in sich aufnahm, 
hatten auf den Liebesbegriff fast keinen Einfluß. Vielmehr dienten die Sprechweisen 
von Wissenschaften wie der Biologie dazu, Phänomene wie Partnerwahl oder Treue 
nun auf der Ebene von Hormonen oder Genen zu erklären, was das Verständnis von 
Liebe zwar scheinbar entzaubert, in Wirklichkeit jedoch romantische Vorstellungen 
von Monogamie oder Füreinander-bestimmt-Sein um so stärker festklopft, anstatt 
alternative Partnerschaftskonzepte ins Spiel zu bringen.

Zweites Beispiel: Ebenfalls in Parallele zur Kunst wurde im späten 18. Jahrhundert 
die Natur gesehen – als Ort, an dem die Entfremdung aufgehoben werden kann 
und wo Offenbarungs-, Verschmelzungs- oder Läuterungserfahrungen möglich sind. 
Kunst und Natur waren die beiden bevorzugten Projektionsflächen für Visionen eines 
besseren Lebens. Doch auch der Naturbegriff hatte danach eine andere Geschichte 
als der Kunstbegriff, da es nämlich, genau genommen, gar nicht ‚den‘ Naturbegriff 
gibt. Schon in der Romantik stand das eben skizzierte Verständnis von Natur einem 
wissenschaftlich geprägten Naturbegriff gegenüber, der in der Folgezeit an Bedeutung 
gewann. Da die Natur als Summe physikalischer Größen aber unvereinbar mit der 
Natur als ästhetischer Empfindung ist, läßt sich die Geschichte des Naturbegriffs bis 
heute nur als Streit zwischen konkurrierenden Konzepten, schließlich als irreversibles 
Auseinanderdriften unterschiedlicher Vorstellungen beschreiben.[4] 

Es mag an dieser Polarisierung liegen, daß das ästhetische Naturverständnis 
sich weitgehend auf jene romantische Fassung versteift hat und, anders als der 
Kunstbegriff, kaum noch offen für neue Diskurse war. Im Fall des begrifflichen 
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Umgangs mit der Natur muß man sich jedenfalls immer einem Entweder-Oder stellen, 
während den Begriff der Kunst das Sowohl-Als-auch kennzeichnet und Vokabular 
aus der Physik keineswegs inkompatibel mit romantischen Begriffslementen ist, 
wie viele Texte zeigen, in denen Unschärfe-Relation oder Relativitätstheorie zitiert 
wurden, um Spielarten abstrakter Kunst zu legitimieren, die man aber ‘zugleich’ 
als Ausdruck divinatorischer Fähigkeiten oder als heroisches Ringen um Urformen 
feierte.Der Kunstbegriff gehört somit zu einem anderen Begriffstypus als ‘Liebe’ oder 
‘Natur’, ist weder ein eingefrorener, noch ein von Streit und Aufspaltung bestimmter 
Begriff, sondern bezieht seine Macht – seinen Nimbus – aus seiner Gefräßigkeit, 
indem er in sich aufnimmt, was jeweils angesagt ist. (Vergleichbar wäre er mit 
Madonna als zeitgemäßer Ilsebill, die im Lauf ihrer Karriere die unterschiedlichsten 
Frauenrollen ‘aufgesammelt’ hat und damit immer aktuell geblieben ist, als Figur 
nach und nach zudem an Komplexität gewonnen hat.) Zumindest für die beiden 
letzten Jahrhunderte ergäben historische Schichtenbohrungen beim Kunstbegriff 
jedenfalls ein repräsentatives Bild der wechselnden intellektuellen Strömungen, 
und man fände dort, wie in einer Schatzkammer, wichtige Beutestücke der jeweils 
angesehensten Diskurse. Oder, anders formuliert: Der Kunstbegriff ist ein Patchwork 
zahlloser Metaphern – aus diversen Bereichen transferierter Vokabeln, Wendungen 
und Denkfiguren.

Sonst sind Metaphern ebenfalls oft Indiz dafür, daß das Vokabular, dem sie 
entstammen, attraktiv ist und deshalb gerne ‘angezapft’ wird, oder daß es über 
besonders viel Autorität verfügt und daher über die eigenen Grenzen hinausdrängt. 
Genaue Messungen des transdisziplinären Metaphernverkehrs ergäben aufschlußreiche 
Konjunkturberichte und könnten aufweisen, welche Diskurse jeweils boomen oder 
an Ausstrahlungskraft einbüßen. Metaphern sind (ähnlich wie Zitate) immaterielle 
Statussymbole, Tauschgüter par excellence, und auf sie gründet sich eine ganze 
Ökonomie des intellektuellen Lebens, was Nietzsche schon imaginierte, als er sie 
mit Münzen verglich.[5]

Eine Umformatierung des Kunstbegriffs

Auch gegenwärtig gibt es ein Vokabular, das weit über seinen angestammten Bereich 
hinaus an Geltung gewinnt – nämlich das der Wirtschaft. Es ist schick geworden, 
verschiedenste Arten von Wechselwirkung oder Entwicklungsprozesse in ökonomischen 
Kategorien zu beschreiben, und neben dem Vokabular der Gehirnforschung gehört die 
Sprache von Börse und Betriebswirtschaft zu den großen Siegern der letzten Jahre. 
Daher verwundert es nicht, daß das Wirtschaftsvokabular mittlerweile auch in den 
Kunstbegriff Eingang findet. Aber sollte es nicht doch verwundern? Immerhin gehörte 
ein klarer Antiökonomismus zu den Konstanten der modernen Geschichte des Begriffs 
von Kunst: Gleichgültig, ob diese sakralisiert wurde, ob man sie zur Triebkraft von 
Revolution und Ausnahmezustand erklärte oder ob sie als Ort der Wahrheit ausgerufen 
wurde, jeweils setzte man sie der von Handel und Geld bestimmten Alltagszivilisation 
als das Reine, Transzendente, Ursprüngliche, Zweckfreie entgegen.

Diese Zeiten scheinen vorüber – und wieder wird der Kunstbegriff mit einem 
Vokabular reformuliert, das noch bis vor kurzem als unvereinbar mit seiner Tradition 
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abgetan worden wäre. Dies ist, als fänden ästhetischer und physikalischer Naturbegriff 
plötzlich zu einer Synthese, in der sich alle wiederfinden können. Damit beweist der 
Kunstbegriff erneut seine Integrationsfähigkeit – oder seine Gefräßigkeit, die selbst 
vor scheinbar inkompatiblen Elementen nicht Halt macht, sobald diese nur über 
große gesellschaftliche Bedeutung verfügen. Doch wie genau vollzieht sich eine 
solche Reformulierung? Wer forciert sie?

Natürlich fallen Veränderungen zuerst dort auf, wo Kunst und Wirtschaft direkt 
miteinander in Kontakt kommen, was in den beiden letzten Jahrzehnten vermehrt 
geschehen ist, da zahlreiche Unternehmen eigene Kunstsammlungen aufzubauen 
begannen und Manager dazu übergingen, sich mit moderner Kunst zu umgeben. 
Zuerst sahen sich die Repräsentanten der Wirtschaft dabei als neoaristokratische 
Elite, die aus gesellschaftlicher Verantwortung etwas für die Kunst tut, deren Vertreter 
umgekehrt oft Probleme damit hatten, ‚schmutziges‘ Geld der Konzerne für ihre Bilder 
und Skulpturen zu erhalten. Etwas später ging es um Sponsoring; man förderte als 
Unternehmen Kunst, um einen Imagevorteil zu erwerben, nutzte also den Nimbus der 
Kunst gegen Bezahlung. Das Interesse der Wirtschaft an der Kunst war jedoch noch 
einseitig, hatte daher auch keinen Einfluß auf den Kunstbegriff. Vielmehr blieben 
beide Bereiche streng getrennt. Mittlerweile allerdings setzt sich immer mehr eine 
neue Sprechweise durch, wenn es darum geht, das Kunstinteresse der Wirtschaft zu 
begründen. So wird betriebswirtschaftlich argumentiert, und plötzlich rekurriert man 
auf traditionelle Eigenschaften der Kunst in ungewohntem Vokabular – und beginnt 
damit, den Kunstbegriff umzuformatieren (dies eine Metapher aus der Informatik, 
die natürlich ebenfalls zu den Siegern der letzten Jahre gehört).

Ein Beispiel: Im Jahr 2001 starteten Professoren aus Philosophie, Kunstgeschichte 
und Volkswirtschaft ein ehrgeiziges Vorhaben unter dem Titel „Wirtschaftskultur 
durch Kunst“, in dessen Exposé sie „konstruktive Wechselwirkungen (...) von bisher 
nicht ermessener Tragweite“ zwischen Kunst und Wirtschaft versprechen. Als Ziel 
des interdisziplinären Projekts wird formuliert: „Neue Ansätze, Wirtschaft durch Kunst 
zu entwickeln und zu treiben, sollen erforscht und ihr Potential zur Steigerung des 
Unternehmenswerts verfügbar gemacht werden“.[6] Das bedeutet: Die Kunst soll 
die Wirtschaft nicht etwa nur kritisch reflektieren oder Manager über ihr eigenes 
Tun ‚aufklären‘, sondern ihr wird zugetraut, als eine Art von Motor oder Raffinerie zu 
wirken – als Instanz, die ökonomische Prozesse aktiviert und optimiert. Nicht mehr 
Kunstförderung von seiten der Wirtschaft, sondern Wirtschaftsförderung von seiten 
der Kunst ist die Perspektive, unter der das Verhältnis von Kunst und Wirtschaft auf 
einmal betrachtet wird.

Auch in anderen Publikationen und Forschungsprojekten, die bevorzugt von BWL-
Lehrstühlen ausgehen, und somit nicht nur in Sonntagsreden wird von der Kunst 
in Unternehmen Großes erwartet. Man lobt, daß „ihre antizipierende Kraft und ihre 
gestalterische Fähigkeit außerhalb vorgegebener Ordnungsprinzipien (...) sie der 
Zukunftsforschung oder -planung in Unternehmen (...) an die Seite [stellt]“.[7] Eine 
solche Aussage läßt die Kunst als Variante von Unternehmensberatung, auf jeden 
Fall aber als kooperationsfähigen und -bereiten Dienstleister erscheinen. Oder 
es wird auf „das tatsächliche beobachtbare Verhalten der [Mitarbeiter] während 
und nach dem Kunstkontakt“ verwiesen, das sich unter anderem „in eigenen 
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Kreativitätsschüben“ sowie in „einer gefestigten Unternehmenskultur“ äußern 
könne.[8] Schließlich preist man die Kunst als „Trainingsstoff“, dessen Qualität „in 
der Verbesserung des Zusammenspiels emotionaler und rationaler Kompetenzen 
von Mitarbeitern“, in der Entwicklung einer „besseren Zusammenarbeit der beiden 
Gehirnhälften“ bestehe.[9] Hier sind die Leitvokabulare der Gegenwart, Ökonomie 
und Hirnforschung, geschickt miteinander verbunden und geben die Kunst als 
wissenschaftlich erprobte Investition aus, mit deren Hilfe sich Wettbewerbsvorteile 
erzielen und Umsatzzahlen steigern lassen.

Zu behaupten, Kunst steigere den Unternehmenswert, motiviere Mitarbeiter, 
trage zur Leistungsfähigkeit eines Unternehmens bei und habe prognostische 
Fähigkeiten, ist neu, läßt sich aber in begriffsgeschichtliche Traditionen stellen, 
innerhalb derer es früher etwa hieß, Kunst befreie von Entfremdung, biete einen 
Gegenentwurf gegenüber einer in Partikularinteressen zerfallenden Welt oder 
könne künftige Ereignisse visionär vorwegnehmen. Damit scheint es sich bei den 
zitierten Passagen tatsächlich nur um Umformulierungen von Topoi zu handeln, 
wobei ältere Sprechweisen nicht einmal annulliert werden. Wer konservativ ist und 
Mißtrauen gegen die Ökonomisierung der Welt hegt, kann sich vielmehr nach wie vor 
auf das Sakral- oder das Wissenschaftsvokabular des Kunstbegriffs rückbeziehen; 
wer dagegen mit der Zeit gehen und up to date erscheinen will, hat nun eine neue 
Möglichkeit, über Kunst zu sprechen.

Allerdings geht es nicht nur um eine façon de parler. Wie frühere Vokabulare, die 
den Begriff der Kunst beeinflußten, den Umgang mit dieser – oder gar ihre Institutionen 
– verändert haben, bleibt auch das Eindringen des neuesten Vokabulars nicht ohne 
Folgen. Je selbstverständlicher der Kunst nämlich betriebswirtschaftliche Rentabilität 
unterstellt wird, desto weniger dürfte bei Unternehmen die Bereitschaft bestehen, 
weiterhin mäzenatisch oder auch nur als Sponsoren aufzutreten. Anstatt einen 
Künstler oder eine Sparte wohlwollend zu unterstützen (was immer den Charakter von 
Willkür besaß) und anstatt Kunstförderung rein repräsentativ, aus Imagegründen, zu 
betreiben, findet sich vielmehr die Erwartung, Kunst tiefer in Unternehmensabläufe 
implementieren zu können. Das heißt nicht, daß sie zu Auftragskunst werden muß, 
bedeutet aber, daß sie künftig eventuell nur noch zugelassen ist, wenn auch die 
Controller der Überzeugung sind, daß sie sich rechnet – und daß sie profitabler 
ist als andere Formen von Unternehmensberatung, die ihre neue Konkurrenz 
darstellen. Etliche Firmen teilen bereits unumwunden – nicht zuletzt zur Beruhigung 
mißtrauischer Aktionäre – mit, daß ihr Interesse für Kunst und Kultur „wie jede 
unternehmerische Maßnahme (...) vorrangig das Ziel verfolgt, zum wirtschaftlichen 
Erfolg des Unternehmens beizutragen.“ Alles andere sei „Irrtum oder Illusion“.[10]

Wie sich Unternehmer, Manager und Betriebswirte (oder Philosophen und 
Kunsthistoriker) von der Kunst viel erhoffen und sie gar zum Motor der Wirtschaft 
erklären, suchen umgekehrt seit einigen Jahren auch zahlreiche Künstler die Nähe zur 
Wirtschaft und übernehmen von dort Inszenierungsformen, Themen, Sprechweisen 
oder Geschäftsmodelle: Kunst wird zum Business. Auf einmal besitzt der Habitus 
eines Managers oder Unternehmers für Künstler die Qualität eines Statussymbols, 
und wie sie sich zu anderen Zeiten als Priester, Revolutionäre oder Wissenschaftler 
ausgaben, bestimmt ihr Selbstbild nun eine Figur aus der Wirtschaft: Sie geben 
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sich lässig, smart, durchsetzungsfähig oder flexibel – und behalten dennoch, 
individuell und situativ unterschiedlich, Elemente der bisherigen Rollenbilder bei, 
haben sich somit lediglich eine weitere Option erworben, Eindruck zu machen und 
Stars zu werden. Bestärkt fühlen sie sich durch kunsthistorische Publikationen wie 
Svetlana Alpers‘ Buch Rembrandt als Unternehmer (1988) oder Aufsätze, in denen 
ein anderer berühmter Vorgänger – Cranach, Holbein, Vermeer oder Rubens – als 
homo oeconomicus analysiert wird.

Doch empfinden die Künstler den Wandel in ihrem Selbstbild, wonach nicht länger 
Van Gogh oder einer der Heroen der Klassischen Moderne als Vorbild fungiert, selbst 
als so spektakulär und auch provozierend, daß er seinerseits zum Thema und Sujet 
künstlerischer Tätigkeit wird. So schließt man sich seit den 1990er Jahren – auch 
infolge eines erweiterten oder gelockerten Werkbegriffs – gerne zu Netzwerken 
zusammen, bei denen die Arbeit im Team als das eigentliche Projekt begriffen wird. 
Simuliert werden Handlungsweisen, Praktiken und Ziele von Wirtschaftsunternehmen, 
die Künstler orientieren sich bevorzugt am Stil von Dienstleistern oder Startups und 
versuchen, ihre jeweilige Rolle möglichst perfekt zu bekleiden. Insgesamt benehmen 
sie sich, als übten sie, fasziniert von den gegenüber dem Genie-Paradigma so anderen 
Leitbildern und deren gesellschaftlicher Reputation, konzentriert neue Verhaltensformen 
– ähnlich wie man Vokabeln einer bislang fremden Sprache paukt. Dabei vergessen 
sie die anderen Vokabulare, die den Kunst- und Künstlerbegriff konstituieren, natürlich 
nicht und verstehen es, ihr neu einstudiertes Auftreten als Manager je nach Bedarf 
um eine Prise Geniegestus, Heldenpose oder Wissenschaftsduktus zu ergänzen.

Wegen des von Künstlern selbst entwickelten Interesses für das Leben des 
Business wäre es verfehlt, die neue Liaison zwischen Kunst und Wirtschaft als 
Usurpationsversuch von seiten der letzteren zu deuten; vielmehr ist die Neugier 
aufeinander gegenseitig, wodurch die Reformulierungen des Kunstbegriffs auch 
erst wirksam werden. Genauer: Mit Kunst und Wirtschaft treten zwei Bereiche in 
Interaktion, die beide über hohe Reputation verfügen – der eine für den anderen 
schon seit langem, der andere für den einen erst seit wenigen Jahren. So ist ein 
Austausch von Statussymbolen zu beobachten, wobei Künstler in gewohnter Manier 
aufsammeln, was gerade gefällt, während die Vertreter der Wirtschaft – ebenfalls 
nach vertrautem Muster – kaufen, was ihnen mehr Aura verspricht.

Erwartungen an die Kunst

Dabei ist nicht ohne Paradoxie, daß die Kunst gerade dadurch attraktiv wird 
und sich für (durchaus freundlich gemeinte) Übernahmen eignet, weil sie ihrerseits 
immer von Übernahmen profitierte. Enthielte ihr Begriff nicht Elemente etwa 
aus dem Militärischen, deren Herkunft freilich kaum noch bewußt ist, wäre die 
Faszination, die sie auf Business-People ausübt, gewiß geringer. Diese verkörpern 
nämlich ihrerseits militärische Tugenden, die sie jedoch nicht als solche ausgeben 
wollen, da das Militärische selbst kein gutes Image mehr besitzt; indem sie sich 
aber mit moderner Kunst im Avantgarde-Stil identifizieren, können sie als schneidig, 
konsequent, leistungsfähig und nüchtern-vorwärtsorientiert wahrgenommen werden, 
ohne deshalb als kalt oder brutal gelten zu müssen.
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Für die Attraktivität der Kunst im Bereich der Wirtschaft ist es aber nicht nur 
wichtig, daß deren Vertreter sich in ihr auf vorteilhafte Weise wiederfinden können, 
sondern daß sie zugleich den Eindruck haben, sich damit etwas Neues hinzuzukaufen. 
Ausgefallen und ‚anders‘ sollte Kunst daher sein, und erst dieser Sonderstatus macht 
sie zu einem stimulierenden Gegenüber, das Manager oder Unternehmer dazu 
verführt, nach Ähnlichkeiten mit sich selbst zu suchen. In zahlreichen Verlautbarungen 
findet sich eine solche Verschränkung von Ähnlichkeits-Wunsch und Faszination 
an der Fremdheit, so wenn sich ein Unternehmen nach eigener Aussage mit Kunst 
beschäftigt, um „mit selbstähnlichen, zugleich unvergleichbaren und fremden Welten 
eigene Horizonte zu erweitern“.[11] Einmal mehr fällt das ‚Zugleich‘ auf, das auch 
hier eine ‚coincidentia oppositorum‘ markiert.

Da das Nebeneinander von Fremdheitsflair und Identifikationsfläche vielen 
Kunstinteressenten wichtig ist, droht die Kunst genau in dem Moment uninteressant 
für Manager und Unternehmer zu werden, in dem sie sich selbst auf Wirtschaft 
bezieht und den homo oeconomicus zum Vorbild wählt. Dann nämlich ist sie nicht 
mehr das ‘Andere’, und es wird fragwürdig, ob man von ihr einen zusätzlichen 
Identifikationsanreiz oder Imagegewinn bekommen kann: Warum sollte ein Vorstand 
oder Firmenchef Geld für eine Kunst ausgeben, mit der er gleichsam nur zurückkauft, 
was die Kunst zuvor ihrerseits aus der Wirtschaftswelt übernommen hat? Was zu 
ähnlich ist, braucht man nicht mehr zu transferieren – es verliert an Sammlerwert. 
Es besteht sogar die Gefahr der Enttäuschung, da eine Kunst, die sich dem Milieu 
der Wirtschaft zu sehr annähert, auf einmal vergleichbar – und damit profan – wird; 
im Verhältnis zu den Dimensionen größerer Firmen erscheint jedenfalls immer etwas 
mikrig und gebastelt, was Künstler an Wirtschafts-Mimikry unternehmen.

Offenbar war die in der Moderne üblicherweise als radikale Differenz und schroffe 
Andersheit inszenierte Autonomie der Kunst also nicht nur deren eigener Wert, 
sondern wurde auch von denjenigen geschätzt, die man sonst bezichtigte, der Kunst 
kein Eigenrecht zugestehen zu wollen. Dabei gibt es noch einen weiteren Grund, 
warum sich die Bosse – auf den ersten Blick erstaunlich – weniger für die neueste, 
wirtschaftsorientierte, oft in Projekten oder temporären Aktionen bestehende Kunst 
als (nach wie vor) für die autonomiebewußte Tradition der Klassischen Moderne 
engagieren. Mit deren Werken läßt sich nämlich besser repräsentieren, vor allem 
jedoch eignen sie sich besser zur Vergegenwärtigung der Kunst ‚an sich‘. Das ist 
insofern wichtig, als sich die Begeisterung für Kunst fast immer von ihrem bloßen 
Begriff – von ihrem Image – und weniger von bestimmten Werken oder konkreten 
Künstlern nährt. Wer als Unternehmer oder Manager auf Kunst setzt, ist von ihr ‚als 
solcher‘ – als Marke – eingenommen, und der Blick auf Bilder und Skulpturen ist a 
priori von Assoziationen bestimmt, die die Vokabel ‚Kunst‘ auslöst.

Damit sei nicht behauptet, daß die Unternehmer und Manager, die sich für Kunst 
stark machen, die Werke, die sie in ihrer Umgebung haben, nur ungenau anschauen; 
erst recht sei nicht unterstellt, es handle sich bei ihnen um verkappte Kunsttheoretiker, 
die, begriffsverliebt, der Ideengeschichte der Kunst verfallen seien und deshalb lieber 
von der Kunst ‘an sich’ als von einzelnen Werken und deren Wirkungen sprächen. 
Im Gegenteil: Gerade weil sie keine Kunsttheoretiker sind und den Eigenheiten des 
Kunstbegriffs nicht nachspüren, glauben sie relativ naiv über die Kunst, was sie in 
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Katalogen lesen, von Art Consultants gesagt bekommen und immer schon so ähnlich 
bereits in der Schule oder in einem bildungsbürgerlichen Milieu gehört haben.

Entsprechend interessieren sie sich vor allem für Werke, die die Eigenschaften 
der Kunst – ihren Begriff – gut sichtbar zu repräsentieren versprechen und die etwa 
deren sakrale oder martialische Züge abbilden. Ist ein Gemälde gestisch-expressiv 
und bunt gemalt, gilt es z. B. als authentisch, existenziell oder kompromißlos und 
eben deshalb als Kunst. Wenn eine Zeichnung skizzenhaft, auf kariertem Papier, 
angelegt ist, hastig entstanden wirkt und Eselsohren oder Kaffeeflecken aufweist, 
wird das ebenfalls als Zeichen von Kunst gedeutet, signalisieren solche Elemente 
doch Impulsivität oder sogar eine Genialität, die sich um Begleitumstände nicht 
kümmert (so als habe der Künstler nicht in seiner Gewalt gehabt, was er da macht). 
Daher verwundert auch nicht, daß gerade die Künstler, die die Eigenschaften des 
Kunstbegriffs pflegen und eine Rhetorik der Autonomie aufrecht erhalten, indem 
sie sich in ihren Werken als wilde Maler oder sensible Eigenbrötler darstellen, in 
den letzten Jahren besonders begehrt waren und viel verkaufen konnten. Es ist, als 
wollten sich Banken und Firmen noch rechtzeitig mit einer Art von Kunst eindecken, 
die bald selten werden könnte – zumindest falls es demnächst noch mehr Künstler 
geben sollte, die Kooperationsfähigkeit und vielfältige Einsetzbarkeit höher schätzen 
als Autonomie.

Das Bedürfnis, in einem Kunstwerk den Begriff von Kunst gleichsam materialisiert 
wiederzufinden, erklärt im übrigen auch die Vorliebe der meisten Unternehmen 
für bildende Kunst. Besser als Musik, Lyrik oder Film fungiert sie als pars pro 
toto, als – geradezu fetischisierbare – Verkörperung jener guten – und vielen 
– Eigenschaften, die der Kunst im allgemeinen zugesprochen werden und die im 
Verlauf der letzten rund 250 Jahre von Philosophen, Kritikern und Künstlern in 
einem großen, Generationen übergreifenden Teamwork definiert, angesammelt 
und immer wieder aktuell reformuliert wurden. Wer als Künstler für den ‚Export‘, 
also weniger für die eigene Szene als für die Bewunderer der Kunst arbeitet, muß 
dies berücksichtigen und darauf achten, daß in seinen Werken möglichst etablierte 
Elemente des Kunstbegriffs präsent (repräsentiert) sind. Es verhält sich hier nicht 
anders als bei anderen edlen Markenprodukten: Am meisten gilt das Image, und die 
Artikel verkaufen sich am besten, die besonders viel vom jeweiligen Marken-Image 
vergegenwärtigen können.

Also: Die Macht des Kunstbegriffs kann eine bequeme Basis für künstlerischen 
Erfolg sein, birgt damit aber auch die Gefahr eines bloßen Akademismus – reiner 
Tautologien – in sich. Andererseits dient diese Macht (wie zu Beginn dargelegt) dazu, 
den Kunstbetrieb für Neues offenzuhalten. Nur weil das Image der Kunst so strahlend 
und makellos ist und sie seit langem über eine hervorragende Reputation verfügt, 
sind jene Aschenputtel-Geschichten möglich, bei denen etwas bis dato Belangloses, 
Unbeachtetes allein dadurch Wertschätzung erfährt, daß es auf einmal im Terrain 
der Kunst auftaucht. Nochmals: Die Beute, mit der sich die Kunst am Leben hält, 
verdankt sie allein dem Nimbus ihres Begriffs – einer nach und nach erworbenen, aus 
verschiedenen Bereichen zusammengeborgten – ihrerseits erbeuteten – Autorität. 
Daher dürfte die Einbeziehung des Vokabulars der Wirtschaft auch nur eine weitere 
Phase in der Geschichte des Kunstbegriffs darstellen – weder sein Ende, noch einen 
vollständigen Neubeginn.
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Konkurrenz für den Kunstbegriff?

Dennoch droht der Kunst eine Gefahr von seiten der Wirtschaft. Sie ergibt sich 
daraus, daß diese mittlerweile die Mechanik des Kunstbegriffs zu adaptieren scheint. 
Schon für die Mode hatte Roland Barthes das Spiel mit Paradoxien bemerkt und 
geschrieben: „Sanft und stolz, streng und zärtlich, korrekt und lässig: in solchen 
psychologischen Paradoxien drückt sich eine Sehnsucht aus; sie legen Zeugnis ab von 
einem Menschheitstraum, dem Traum von Totalität, dem zufolge jedes menschliche 
Wesen alles zugleich sein könnte und nicht zu wählen, das heißt keinen einzigen 
Charakterzug von sich zu weisen brauchte.“[12] Hatte Barthes diese jeweils (zumindest) 
doppelte Codierung eines Kleidungsstils noch mit einer Determinierungsunlust vieler 
Menschen erklärt, spielt sie bei der Inszenierung zahlreicher Markenprodukte, die, 
anders als früher, ebenfalls kein eindeutig-plakatives Eigenschaftsprofil mehr haben, 
vor allem eine Rolle als Methode der Auratisierung. So wird in Imagekampagnen 
darauf gesetzt, das jeweilige Produkt ähnlich einem Kunstwerk und damit als ein 
geheimnisvolles Sowohl-Als-auch zu beschreiben.

In seinem Roman Der letzte Schrei, der im Milieu der Trendforscher spielt, 
beschreibt Alex Shakar diese Marketingstrategie ausführlich und prägt sogar einen 
eigenen Begriff dafür. So bezeichnet er die Anhäufung konträrer Eigenschaften, 
jenes Sowohl-Als-auch und Zugleich als „Paradessenz“ – als paradoxe Essenz 
– und schreibt etwa über Kaffee: „Die Paradessenz von Kaffee lautet Anregung 
und Entspannung. Jede erfolgreiche Anzeigenkampagne für Kaffee wird (...) diese 
beiden einander ausschließenden Zustände zugleich versprechen. (...) Die Aufgabe 
der Marketingexperten ist es, diesen zwiespältigen Kern, diese gebrochene Seele in 
jedem Produkt herauszustreichen.“[13] Damit verheißt heute Kaffee oder ein anderes 
Konsumprodukt, was lange Zeit – nicht nur bei Schiller – von einem Kunstwerk wie 
der Juno Ludovisi erwartet worden war. Als Paradessenz des Tourismus nennt Shakar 
Abenteuer und Erholung, als die von Turnschuhen Bodenhaftung und die Möglichkeit, 
Luftsprünge zu machen. Aber auch das Image-Styling von Stars gehorcht oft (nicht nur 
bei Madonna) dem Prinzip der Zusammenführung widersprechender Eigenschaften, 
so etwa bei Britney Spears, die einerseits viel Haut und zotige Liedertexte präsentiert, 
zugleich aber gelobt, bis zur Hochzeit Jungfrau bleiben zu wollen.

Mag es noch skeptisch klingen, den Produkten (oder Stars) wegen ihres 
widerspruchsvollen Images eine “gebrochene Seele” zu unterstellen, so relativiert Shakar 
diese Formulierung im Verlauf seines Romans und hebt dafür die verklärende Dimension 
der Paradoxien hervor: “In milderem Licht betrachtet” könne die Widersprüchlichkeit 
eines Produkts “genauso gut sein Zauber genannt werden”, der nicht nur eine 
“Markenidentität”, sondern einen “Produktmythos” erschafft, welcher den Käufer 
fasziniert und es ihm erlaubt, “mit einem kühnen Satz der Einbildungskraft Brücken 
zu schlagen zwischen Körper und Geist, Traum und Verantwortung, Erscheinungen 
und Vorstellungen, Leben und Kunst...”[14]

Markenprodukte üben damit eine Magie aus, die lange Zeit der Kunst zukam, 
und es erscheint daher nicht als zufällig, daß Shakers Trendforscher auch aus 
dem Künstlermilieu stammen: Wie Markenprodukte an die Stelle von Kunstwerken 
treten, können sich Künstler heutzutage als Trendscouts und Stichwortgeber für 
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das Marketing verdingen und so Produktmythen vorantreiben. Gerade weil sie durch 
die jüngsten Reformulierungen des Kunstbegriffs bereits gelernt haben, die Welt 
der Wirtschaft als Teil der eigenen Welt anzusehen, fällt wenigstens einigen von 
ihnen die neue Aufgabe auch nicht schwer. Aber ebenso treten Philosophen oder 
Kulturwissenschaftler in den Dienst von Unternehmen und machen nun auf dem 
Feld der Image-Bildung, was ihre Vorgänger als Begriffsarbeit geleistet haben: Es 
scheint, als hätten diejenigen, die sich über Generationen hinweg um die Gestaltung 
und Auratisierung des Kunstbegriffs gekümmert hatten und als Motoren von dessen 
Gefräßigkeit wirksam waren, in den Markenartikeln neue Objekte gefunden, an 
denen sie ihre Fähigkeit erproben können, Konträres zusammenzudenken und 
Paradessenzen zu entwickeln.

Die Arbeit am Kunstbegriff gerät daher vielleicht schon bald ins Hintertreffen 
gegenüber den Anstrengungen von Marketing-Experten, die das Image ausgewählter 
Produkte designen und bessere Voraussetzungen haben, ihren Konzepten öffentliche 
Aufmerksamkeit zu verschaffen. Deshalb könnte die Einbindung des Wirtschaftsvokabulars 
in den Kunstbegriff tatsächlich dessen letzte Reformulierung sein – nicht weil er 
dadurch an Leistungsfähigkeit verlöre oder an Überdehnung zugrunde ginge, sondern 
weil vielen, die sich sonst für die Kunst und ihren Begriff engagierten, eine Brücke 
gebaut wurde, anderswo tätig zu werden und jene Magie eines Zugleich im Bereich 
der Markenprodukte zu entwickeln. Dann dürfte der Kunstbegriff nach und nach an 
Aktualität einbüßen und das, was als Kunst firmiert, nicht länger mit starker Aura 
versorgen können, während im Reich der Kleider und Autos, der Kaffeesorten oder 
Turnschuhe längst neue Kumulationsspiele das Publikum verzaubern.

Weiter verstärkt werden könnte der Attraktivitäts-Transfer von der Kunst zu den 
Marken dadurch, daß diese eventuell eine Form von Paradessenz zu entfalten 
vermögen, die der Kunst versagt blieb, auch wenn sie gelegentlich erstrebt worden 
sein mochte. Es handelt sich hierbei um das Zugleich von begeisterter Bejahung, wie 
sie einem Glauben zueigen ist, und skeptischer Distanz, die eine ironische Haltung 
repräsentiert. Das Image einer Marke forderte dann nicht nur zu Devotion und 
fetischhafter Bewunderung ihrer Produkte heraus, sondern provozierte jeweils auch 
schon eine Negation. Zugleich der Faszination zu erliegen, die von einem Marken-Image 
ausgeht, und sich markenkritisch zu äußern – das könnte künftig typisch werden, und 
ein erstes Indiz für eine solche Entwicklung mag sein, daß sich Jugendliche einerseits 
um die ‚richtigen‘ Turnschuhe prügeln, während sie andererseits Autoren wie Naomi 
Klein und ihr Buch No Logo! bewundern und sich mit den zweifelhaften Methoden 
auseinandersetzen, die die Produktion vieler Markenartikel erst erlaubt.

Damit wäre der Markenkult dem Kult um Kunst insofern überlegen, als er einen 
Mechanismus enthielte, um nicht maßlos zu werden und um vor Überforderung 
geschützt zu sein, die letztlich nur Enttäuschung provoziert. Diese subtilste Paradessenz 
bezeichnet Alex Shakar als “ironische Religion”, die “niemals vollständige Wahrheit 
beansprucht, sondern stets nur verhältnismäßige Schönheit, und die keinesfalls 
Erlösung verspricht, sondern sie allein als heilsame Idee vorträgt.” Und weiter schreibt 
Shaker, “vor einem Jahrhundert” habe es Menschen gegeben, “die in der Kunst die 
Verschmelzung der Begriffe dieses vermeintlich unüberwindlichen Oxymorons suchten, 
und zweifellos hat die Kunst einen Anteil an der Rezeptur.” Aber, so heißt es dann, 
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vielleicht ließen sich heutzutage eher “aus den Gepflogenheiten der Konsumgesellschaft 
Lehren ziehen, wie man eine ironische Religion schmiedet”.[15]
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Saskia SASSEN

Economy and Art Today:
Design as Blurring Mediation/
Art as Intervention[1] 

The world of work today increasingly blurs the distinction between creative work 
and economic activity/commodity production. The ascendance of design as a key 
feature in a growing number of sectors captures this well. Much of this design is 
corporate. This is so even when in it is produced by small firms with highly creative 
designers: it still runs through the market, adding utility --profitability-- to the object 
or process.

Here I want to examine briefly the conditions in our political economy that have 
led to this growing importance of design as a type a profit-adding creative work. The 
capacity of design to add profitability can reposition creative work in circuits that 
are now central to the economy, including the global economy. Secondly, I want to 
identify domains that can escape this commercialized design practice and bring art 
and artists into spaces now increasingly taken over by design.

The ascendance of process and flow: 
A greater need for intermediaries

In addressing these issues I distinguish three conditions in today’s political 
economy within which it might be helpful to situate this ascendance of design as the 
blurring between artistic work/practice and profit-making work, or as a mediation 
that blurs that distinction. One is the ascendance of process and flow and networks 
over than final product per se. This raises the importance of intermediary actors and 
interventions. I think of designers in this regard as intermediaries. A second is that 
globalization unsettles existing arrangements and boundaries, and does so with 
great velocity. This raises the importance of narrating that unsettlement, and at the 
limit making it attractive rather than something to avoid. Here I think of designers 
as narrators. This unsettlement and the push to innovate leads to a sharp increase 
in new products, systems, configurations. This raises the importance of giving them 
form, shape.[2] 

Seen through these three lenses, design is an intervention that bridges the 
subjective and material world by bridging global corporate growth strategies and 
place-bound consumer needs. Corporate branding is a key tool. Fashion bridges 
the human body and the world of clothing.  Architecture and urban design bridge 
individuals and public space. Much of this bridging can be inspired, witty, brilliant, 
evincing great talent.[3]
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Emphasizing the critical role of design in today’s economy through the three 
variables mentioned above suggests that in a context of globalization, acceleration, 
and unsettlement, creative work becomes an important input for more and more 
economic sectors. When creative work intermediates in this way it becomes at 
best applied art and at its poorest, branding. Design as applied art can have very 
commercial objectives --how to sell a product by capturing the imagination, or it 
can have objectives that have to do with enhancing the public good, such as great 
public architecture.

One critical politico-economic question we can ask is to what extent the logic of 
global corporate actors penetrates what design bridges into: in this case design is 
the bridge that allows corporate actors to enter the heart and minds, and homes 
and pocketbooks of individuals. It is quite possible that the bridging function in this 
case mostly goes in that direction. It is of course a fact that people have needs that 
they want met, so it is to some extent a partnership of sorts, not simply a voracious 
corporate machinery that penetrates all domains.

Narrating unsettlement

One way of thinking about globalization today and what it means for these types of 
issues, is as a mix of dynamics --economic, political, cultural, of the imaginary-- that 
destabilizes existing formalized arrangements and interpretations (e.g. we used to 
think that a vacuum cleaner was just a machine, now we are asked to see it also as 
a designed object that reveals your taste code). In some ways the world of design is 
continuously engaged with destabilizing existing meanings, shapes, iconographies. 
We often call this fashion or new styles. What concerns me here is a set of deeper, 
structural changes that can be quite ambiguous or diffuse, and difficult to grasp. 

We see today sharp trends both towards specialization and towards the blurring 
of existing boundaries. This often calls for particular forms describing/capturing/
representing what is actually going on. Design has emerged as crucial partly because 
of this. In fact, interventions in underspecified situations are increasingly described 
as design--thereby expanding the category of design, what all it contains. The notion 
of a risk society further adds to this experience of unsettlement.[4] This affects the 
actual practice of design: work in small firms with highly creative, open environments 
is often far better attuned to capturing this unsettlement in the larger social world 
than is work in large corporate firms. In this sense also, complex cities, especially 
global cities, are highly creative milieux, partly because they contain both the most 
advanced and the most desperate conditions.

But how about looking at these gaps and blurrings which are today increasingly 
bridged by “design” as a kind of frontier zone: an in-between space that is in principle 
underspecified, ambiguous, under-narrated. Artists could do and are doing some 
interesting work here. How to tell the story, how to narrate that underspecified in-
between space. This is a type of work that might be political, but not necessarily 
in the narrow sense of the word. Rather, I mean political here as the possibility of 
“making present,” of giving speech.[5] Often art can “make present that which is 
not clear to the naked eye in ways that rational discourse cannot. Art as having the 
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capacity to make present is a notion that stands in sharp contrast to “design” as a 
capacity to add profitability: making present vs. making money. Both logics can of 
course coincide in a given object or process.

Let me illustrate some of these issues with two concrete cases that capture 
massive transitions (unsettlements) and the work of narrating these in ways that 
are not functioning as design that bridges with the world of commerce but rather 
where the work of the artist comes into play in a larger political space. One is the 
work urban design in today’s large complex cities, and the second that of new media 
artists and cyber-based or aided political activism.

 Interventions: resisting permanence and utility logics

The meanings and roles of architecture and urban design centered in older 
traditions of permanence are irrevocably destabilized in today’s complex cities --
that is, cities marked by digital networks, acceleration, massive infrastructures for 
connectivity, and growing estrangement. Those older meanings do not disappear, 
they remain important. But they cannot address comfortably these newer meanings-
- the growing importance of networks, interconnections, energy flows, and subjective 
cartographies.[6] Architects need to confront the enormity of the urban experience, 
the overwhelming presence of massive architectures and massive infrastructures 
in today’s cities, and the overwhelming logic of utility that organizes much of the 
investments in cities. 

There are, clearly, multiple ways of positing the challenges facing architecture and 
planning as practice and as theorization today. In emphasizing the crucial place of 
cities for architecture, I construct a problematic that is not only positioned but also, 
perhaps inevitably partial. It is different from that of neotraditionalist architects 
who are also concerned about the current urban condition. And it is different from 
a problematic focused on how current conditions are changing the profession and 
its opportunities, or, if critical, one which centers its critical stance in questions 
of the growing distance between the “winners and the losers” in the professional 
architecture market. 

At the same time, these cities are full of underused spaces, often characterized  
more by past, gone, meanings  than current meaning.[7] These spaces lie outside its 
organizing utility-driven logics and spatial frames. But they are part of the interiority 
of a city. This opens up a critical problematic about the current urban condition 
in ways that take it beyond the notions of high-tech architecture, virtual spaces, 
simulacra, theme parks. All of the latter are too easy. And while they matter, they are 
fragments of an incomplete puzzle. Architecture and urban design can also function 
as critical artistic practices that allow us to capture something more elusive than 
what is represented by notions such as the theme-parking of the urban. There is 
a type of urban condition that dwells between the fact of massive structures and 
the reality of semi-abandoned places. I think it is central to the experience of the 
urban, and it makes legible transitions and unsettlements of specific spatio-temporal 
configurations 
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The work of capturing this elusive quality that cities produce and make legible is 
not easily executed. Utility logics won’t do. It calls for artists (e.g. public sculpture) and 
architects able to navigate multiple forms of knowledge and introduce the possibility 
of an architectural practice located in spaces - such as intersections of multiple 
transport and communication networks - where the naked eye or the engineer’s 
imagination sees no shape, no possibility of a form, pure infrastructure and utility. On 
the other hand, there is the work of detecting the possible architectures and forms 
of spaces that are construed as empty silences, non-existences, for architectural 
practices centered in permanence. 

 
Intervention: digital media and the making of presence 

A very different type of instance is that of new media artists using computer 
centered network technologies to represent and/or enact politico-artistic projects. 
What I want to capture here is a very specific feature: the possibility of constructing 
forms of globality that are neither part of global corporate media or consumer 
firms, nor part of elite universalisms or “high culture.” It is the possibility of giving 
presence to multiple local actor/projects/imaginaries in ways that can constitute 
counter-globalities. 

One of the outcomes of these contributions is uses--ranging from political to ludic-
- of technology that subvert corporate globalization. We are seeing the formation of 
alternative networks, projects, and spaces. Emblematic is, perhaps, that the metaphor 
of “hacking” has been dislodged from its specialized technical discourse and become 
part of everyday life. In the face of a predatory regime of intellectual property rights 
we see the ongoing influence of the free software movement.[8] Indymedia gain 
terrain even as global media conglomerates dominate just about all mainstream 
mediums.[9] The formation of new geographies of power that bring together elites 
from the global south and north find their obverse in the work of such collectives as 
Raqs/Sarai that destabilize the center/periphery divide.[10] 

Such an outcome/creation is to be distinguished from the common assumption 
that if “it” is global it is cosmopolitan. The types of global forms that concern me 
here are what I like to refer to, partly as a provocation, as non-cosmopolitan forms of 
globality. Through the Internet (or, more generally, internetworking) local initiatives and 
projects can become part of a global network without losing the focus on the specific 
of the local actor/project/imaginary. It enables a new type of cross-border work, one 
centered in multiple localities yet intensely connected digitally. For instance, groups 
or individuals concerned with a variety of environmental questions--from solar energy 
design to appropriate-materials-architecture-- can develop networks for circulating 
not only information but also political work and strategies.[11]

In an effort to synthesize this diversity of subversive interventions into the space 
of global capitalism, I use the notion of countergeographies of globalization: these 
interventions are deeply imbricated with some of the major dynamics constitutive 
of globalization yet are not part of the formal apparatus or of the objectives of this 
apparatus (such as the formation of global markets and global firms).[12] These 
countergeographies thrive on the intensifying of transnational and trans-local networks, 
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the development of communication technologies which easily escape conventional 
surveillance practices, and so on. Further, the strengthening and, in some of these 
cases, the formation of new global circuits are embedded or made possible by the 
existence of a global economic system that pushes for the development of various 
institutional supports for cross-border flows. These counter-geographies are dynamic 
and changing in their locational features. 

The narrating, giving shape, making present involved in digitized environments 
assumes very particular meanings when they get mobilized to represent/enact 
local specificities in a global context.[13] Beyond the kinds of on-the-ground work 
involved in these struggles, new media artists and activists --the latter often artists-
- have been key actors in these developments, whether it is through tactical media, 
indymedia, such entities as the original incarnation of Digital City Amsterdam[14] 

and Berlin based Transmediale,[15] or the massive effort represented by the World 
Information Order project.[16] But new media artists have also focused on issues 
other than the world of technology. Not surprisingly perhaps, a key focus has been 
the increasingly restrictive regime for migrants and refugees in a global world where 
capital gets to flow wherever it more or less wants: organizations such as Noboy is 
Illegal[17], Mongrel[18], Mute[19], the Manchester based Futuresonic[20], and the 
Bonn/Cologne based Theater der Welt[21] and many others have all done projects 
focused on immigration. 

This is one of the key forms of critical practice and politics that the new media can 
make possible: A politics of the local with a big difference--these are localities that 
are connected with each other across a region, a country or the world.  Because the 
network is global does not mean that it all has to happen at the global level. 

The cross-border network of global cities is a space where we are seeing the formation 
of new types of “global” politics of place which contest corporate globalization. The 
demonstrations by the anti-globalization network have signaled the potential for 
developing a politics centered on places understood as locations on global networks. 
This is a place-specific politics with global span. It is a type of political work deeply 
embedded in people’s actions and activities but made possible partly by the existence 
of global digital linkages. We see here the potential transformation of a whole range 
of “local” conditions or institutional domains (such as the household, the community, 
the neighborhood, the local school and health care entities) where individuals and 
groups largely “confined” to domestic/local roles are the key actors. From being 
lived or experienced as non-political, or domestic, these places are transformed into 
“microenvironments with global span.” 

What I mean by this term is that technical connectivity will create a variety of links 
with other similar local entities in other neighborhoods in the same city, in other 
cities, in neighborhoods and cities in other countries. A community of practice can 
emerge that creates multiple lateral, horizontal communications, collaborations, 
solidarities, supports. This can enable local political or non-political actors to enter 
into cross-border politics.
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Conclusion

Designers and artists both narrate the unspecified at a time of growing velocities, 
the ascendance of process and flow over objects and permanence, massive structures 
that are not at a human scale, branding as the basic mediation between individuals 
and markets. But where the designer produces narratives that add to the utility which 
today increasingly becomes the profit of global capital, the artist produces disruptive 
narratives.  The artist narrates unsettlement and inserts the local and the silenced 
through forms of globality that are horizontal rather than hierarchical.

The core issues discussed in this article are based on the author’s new book Territory, Authority, 
Rights: From Medieval to Global Assemblages (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006). 

1 The core issues discussed in this article are based on the author’s new book Territory, Authority, 
Rights: From Medieval to Global Assemblages (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006).

2 Some of this work of intermediation, narration, and shaping is done inside large corporate 
structures --either directly or through contracting firms such as advertising firms. What comes out 
of that is perhaps the most familiar and best known face of design today: the designer shoe, hat, 
table, car, vacuum cleaner, and a growing number of other items that are part of daily life and used 
to be seen as merely functional –yes with a shape, but not with an explicated intent to “design” 
it.  Some of it comes out of a vast number of small, highly creative firms in a very broad range of 
economic sectors that may make the same as larger corporations and enter new domains never 
before subjected to the idea of design. Enormous talent and often enormous resources are mobilized 
in this value-adding work; including on the advertisement that “explains” to consumers why having a 
designer lamp is worth the extra money: it will make you beautiful, happy and rich, or whatever else 
you deeply want. These types of design work run through commercial channels and profit-making 
is a key rationale --even though not always the only one. 
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3  One interesting instance here is how the presence itself of artists can raise the real estate 
development value of an urban area. For one of the best accounts of this process, including a linking 
of artists work to global economic circuits see Lloyd, Richard. Neobohemia: Art and Commerce in 
the Post-Industrial City (NY and London: Routledge, 2005).

4 Beck, Ulrich. 1999. World Risk Society. Cambridge: Polity Press.
5 See Sassen (2006) chapters 6 and 8 for an elaboration of this notion; for a short version see 

Sassen (2004) “Local Actors in Global Politics” Current Sociology 52(4): 649-670
6 For discussions and explorations of some of these issues see, among others, Arie Graafland 

(2000) The Socius of Architecture; John Beckmann (1998) The Virtual Dimension: Architecture, 
Representation, and Crash Culture; Kester Rattenbury (2001) This is not Architecture: Media 
Constructions; Susannah Hagan (2001) Taking Shape: A new Contract between Architecture and 
Nature.

7 For one of the best treatments of such “terrains vagues,” see Ignasi Solá Morales, Obra, Vol. 
3, (Barcelona: Editorial Gigli, 2004). For a brilliant example of an intervention in one of these terrain 
vagues, in this case in the city of Buenos Aires, see Kermes Urbana, an organization which seeks to 
produce public space by reactivating such terrains vagues and by emphasizing the making of public 
space in modest settings (see at www.m7red.com.ar/m7-KUintro1.htm).

8 See <http://www.gnu.org> for more information.
9 See <http://www.indymedia.org>.
10 See the book Manifesta: Ten Years, prepared by Manifesta International (Amsterdam).
11 For instance, we set up a network of researchers and activists in over 30 countries to contribute 

a wide range of very local forms of knowledge to the volume on human settlements in the 14 volume 
Encyclopedia on Life-Support Systems (UNESCO, Paris 2006). This allowed us to capture very specific 
localized understandings of appropriate design and at the same time integrate all these local efforts 
into a crossborder network that became its own form of knowledge.

12  Elsewhere I have disused this in detail (Sassen 2006: chapter 7).
13 See generally work as diverse as that discussed in Drainville, Andre (2005) Contesting 

Globalization: Space and Place in the World Economy (London: Routledge); Krause, Linda and 
Patrice Petro (eds) (2003) Global Cities: Cinema, Architecture, and Urbanism in a Digital Age (New 
Brunswick, NJ and London: Rutgers University Press); and Williamson, Thad, Gar Alperovitz, and David 
L. Imbroscio (2002) Making a Place for Community: Local Democracy in a Global Era.

14 The Digital City Amsterdam (DDS) was an experiment facilitated by De Balie, Amsterdam’s 
cultural center. Subsidized by the Amsterdam Municipality and the Ministry of Economic Affairs it 
allowed people to access the digital city host computer and retrieve council minutes, official policy 
papers or visit digital cafes and train stations. See (http://reinder.rustema.nl/dds/) for documentation.  
See also Riemens and Lovink’s account in Sassen (ed) (2002) Global Networks/Linked Cities (New 
York and London: Routledge).

15  <http://www.transmediale.de>.
16 For one of the most comprehensive discussions about the new technologies, see World 

Information Order (2002) World-Information Files: The Politics of the Info Sphere. (Vienna: Institute 
for New Culture Technologies, and Berlin: Center for Civic Education). See Lovink’s (2005) book Dark 
Fiber (Boston: MIT Press) for one of the best critical examinations of the new technologies. 

17 A campaign carried by autonomous groups, religious initiatives, trade unions and individuals 
to support refugees. See <http://www.contrast.org/borders/> for more information.

18  London based media activists and artists. See <http://www.mongrelx.org>
19  See <http://www.metamute.com>.
20 A festival exploring wireless and mobile media. See <http://www.futuresonic.com>.
21 A theatre festival. See <http://www.theaterderwelt.de>.
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Julian STALLABRASS

Free Trade / Free Art

If art dynamically defines itself against what it is not as circumstances change, 
at first sight there seems to be no system against which it is currently more 
differentiated than the global neoliberal economy, founded on the ideal if not the 
practice of free trade. The economy functions strictly and instrumentally according 
to iron conventions, imposed unequally on nations by the great transnational 
economic bodies; it establishes hierarchies of wealth and power; it enforces on the 
vast majority of the world’s inhabitants a timetabled, and mechanical working life, 
while consoling them visions of cinematic lives given meaning through adventure 
and coherent narrative (in which heroes make their lives free precisely by breaking 
the rules), and with plaintive songs of rebellion or love. This is the nerve pressed on 
by Johnathan Richman’s deceptively saccharine song, ‘Government Center’. Here 
are some of the lyrics:

“We gotta rock at the Government Center
to make the secretaries feel better
when they put the stamps on the letter…

We won’t stop until we see secretaries smile
And see some office boys jump up for joy.
We’ll tell old Mr. Ayhern, “Calm down a while,
You know that’s the only way the center is ever gonna get better”

The song ends with the dinging of a typewriter bell. It tells its listeners what pop 
songs are (mostly) for.

Art appears to stand outside this realm of rigid instrumentality, bureaucratised 
life and its complementary culture. That it can do so is largely due to art’s peculiar 
economy, founded in the manufacture of unique or rare artefacts, and on its resistance 
to mechanical reproduction.[1] That resistance can be seen most clearly in the tactics 
used by artists and dealers to constrain artificially the production of works made in 
reproducible media, with limited edition books, photographs, videos or CDs. The art 
market is regulated by dealers who control not only production but also consumption, 
vetting the suitability of buyers for particular works. There is less regulation in the so-
called ‘secondary market’ of the auction houses, but even there the market is hardly 
free, being subject (aside from the recent scandals about systematic price-fixing) 
to reserve prices below which a work will not sell, and the manipulation of prices 
by owners buying up their own pieces. This small world (which from the inside can 
appear autonomous, a micro-economy in which market feedback is produced by a 
few important collectors, dealers, critics and curators) produces art’s freedom from 



170

the market for mass culture. To state the obvious, Bill Viola’s video pieces are not 
playtested against audiences in the Mid-West, nor are producers forced on art bands 
like Owada to ensure that their sound will play inoffensively in shops or appeal to a 
core market of eleven-year-old girls. So this cultural enclave is protected from vulgar 
commercial pressures, permitting free play with materials and symbols, along with 
the standard breaking of convention and taboo.

The freedom of art is more than an ideal. If, despite its great insecurity, the 
profession of artist is so popular, it is because it offers the prospect of unalienated 
labour in which artists, unchained from the division of labour, and like heroes in the 
movies, endow work and life with their own meanings. Equally for the viewers of art, 
there is the possibility of a concomitant freedom in appreciating the purposeless 
play of ideas and forms, not in slavishly attempting to divine artists’ intentions, but 
in allowing the work to elicit thoughts and sensations that connect with their own 
experiences. The wealthy buy themselves participation in this free zone through 
ownership and patronage, in part because such participation is a genuinely valued 
good; the state ensures that a wider public has at least the opportunity to breathe 
for a while the scent of freedom that works of art emit.

Yet there are grounds for wondering whether free trade and free art are as antithetical 
as they seem. Firstly, the economy of art does closely reflect the economy of finance 
capital, if not capital as a whole. In a recent analysis of the meaning of cultural 
hegemony, Donald Sassoon explored patterns of import and export of novels, opera 
and film in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Culturally dominant states have 
abundant local production that meets the demands of the home market, alongside 
much exporting of cultural goods and few imports.[2] In this way, France and Britain 
were dominant in the production of literature in the nineteenth century. Currently, for 
mass cultural products, it is clear that the US is by far the dominant state, exporting 
its products globally while importing very little. As Sassoon points out, this does not 
mean that everyone consumes American culture, just that most of the culture that 
circulates across national boundaries is American.[3]

Sassoon rules fine art out of his account on the sensible grounds that it has 
no mass market. Trade figures are in any case hard to interpret in a system that is 
thoroughly cosmopolitan, so that you may have a German collector buying through 
a British dealer the work of a Chinese artist resident in the US. We can, however, 
easily get an idea of the volume of trade in each nation, and, given the high volume 
of international trade in the art market, this does give an indication of global 
hegemony. Here there are striking parallels with the distribution of financial power. 
As one might expect, the US is dominant, accounting for a little less than a half of 
all global art sales; Europe accounts for the great majority of the rest, with the UK 
taking as its share around a half of that. France is a major source for art-dealing, 
while Italy and Germany also have significant markets.[4] Art prices and the volume 
of art sales tend closely to match the stock markets, and it is no accident that the 
world’s major financial centres are also the principle centres for the sale of art. To 
raise this parallel is to see art, not only as a zone of purposeless free play, but as a 
minor speculative market in which art objects are used for a variety of instrumental 
purposes, including investment and tax avoidance.[5]
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Secondly, and to banish such crude economic considerations from the minds 
of viewers, contemporary art must continually display the signs of its freedom and 
distinction from the mass, by marking off its productions from those of cultural 
products bent to the vulgar forces of mass production and mass appeal. It often makes 
a virtue of obscurity or even boredom to the point that these become conventions 
in themselves. Its lack of sentimentality is a negative image of the sweet fantasies 
and happy endings peddled in cinema and television. In its dark explorations of the 
human psyche, of which the worst is almost always assumed, it appears to hold 
out no consolation. Yet, naturally, all of this ends up being somewhat consoling, for 
its over-arching message is that such a zone of freedom can be maintained by the 
instrumental system of capitalism.

Thirdly, and most dangerously for the ideal of unpolluted cultural freedom, it is 
possible to see free trade and free art not as opposing terms but rather as forming 
respectively a dominant practice and its supplement. The supplement may appear to 
be an inessential extra to what it supplements but nevertheless, like the afterword to a 
book or footnotes to an essay, has a role in its completion and shares its fundamental 
character.[6] On this schema, free art has a disavowed affinity with free trade, and 
the supplementary minor practice is in fact central to the operation of the major one. 
So the tireless shuffling and combining of tokens in contemporary art in its quest 
for novelty and provocation (to take some wellknown examples, sharks and vitrines, 
paint and crockery, paint and dung, convincing simulacra at odd scales, mattresses 
and vegetables) closely reflect the arresting combinations of elements in advertising, 
and the two feed off each other incessantly. As in the parade of products in mass 
culture, forms and signs are mixed and matched, as if every element of the culture 
was a fungible token, as tradeable as a dollar. Furthermore, the daring novelty of 
free art, and its continual breaking with convention (at least, so curators assure 
us) is a pale rendition of the continual evaporation of certainties brought about by 
capitalism itself.

The supplementary character of free art to free trade is becoming more visible as 
both corporations and states, aware of the lack in free trade, attempt to supplement 
it by making instrumental demands on art. Corporate demands on art have become 
more widespread and systematic. Business enters partnerships with museums or 
artists in which the brand of one is linked with the brand of the other in an attempt to 
inflate them both. Strict criteria are followed in deciding whether to support art events 
or institutions. Among the most important of these are whether the art audience 
matches the business’ target markets, the likelihood of extensive media coverage 
and the promotional potential of the artists involved.[7] Among the systematic effects 
that corporate decision-making has had on the arts are the emphasis on the image 
of youth (an attempt to capture youthful, sophisticated but jaded consumers long 
inured to the effects of advertising), the prevalence of work that reproduces well on 
magazine pages, and the rise of the celebrity artist.

Aside from these immediately commercial concerns, corporations have been involving 
themselves in programmes that widen access to the arts, or link it to progressive 
social causes. Their involvement in such causes produces a double effect: to draw 
in a diverse or disadvantaged audience, partly in the hope that upward mobility 
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may produce future consumers, and mostly to assure the elite audience for art that 
what they are seeing are not merely aesthetic sweeties (the consumption of which 
is haunted by guilt) but also phenomena of worthy social significance.

Recent state demands on art complement those of the corporations, for both 
have similar interests in fostering social calm, cohesion and deference in the face 
of the gale of creative destruction that the economic system they are committed to 
propagating continually gives rise. In Britain, the Labour government saw art as a 
way to boost the economy, particularly in the so-called ‘creative industries’, as a tool 
to regional development, and as a social balm to heal the divisive social rifts opened 
up by the long years of Conservative rule.[8] Art should be of quality without being 
elitist, and should draw in new, diverse audiences. There are similar moves in the US 
where National Endowment for the Arts funding, long under successful attack from 
conservative politicians, is justified on the grounds that art has a role to play in social 
programmes, including crime reduction, housing and schooling. The danger of such 
moves—highlighted in a survey of attitudes entitled Art for All in which there is much 
moaning about state direction of the arts—is that in revealing the instrumentality 
of art, they also reveal with too much clarity the relationship between art and the 
state, which is supposed, after all, to be founded on idealism and eternal human 
values.[9] Art can only meet the instrumental demands of business and state if its 
function is concealed by the ideal of freedom, and its qualitative separation from 
free trade is held to faithfully.

The situation begins to change once again, however, as it becomes clearer that 
the system of free trade is in difficulty, as the global economy enters recession. Art, 
like all conspicuous consumption, blooms in glut and withers in straitened times. 
As the downturn lengthens, the apparent certainties of the past decade recede. 
Even the intensification of US economic power may be an illusion. Robert Brenner 
in his prescient book, The Boom and the Bubble, uses a long-term analysis of the 
comparative position of the major industrial trading blocks since the Second World War 
to show that the US sometimes sacrificed short term economic gain (for example, by 
keeping the dollar strong) to reap the benefits of long-term development of economies 
elsewhere, notably in Germany and Japan. The withdrawal of this strategical largesse 
in the 1990s produced a temporary boost in US fortunes, and the decline of those 
of its major trading partners, in a development that led to much crowing about the 
superiority of the neoliberal economic model.[10] Now, however, faced with recession 
in the US, brought about by the collapse of the dot.com bubble, financial scandals 
and lately the threat of war, coupled with long-term recession in Europe and East 
Asia, a highly threatening situation has developed.

If the effects of the recession on the art market have been so far muted, and 
have certainly not reached the levels of the 1989 crash, it is because at a time of 
very low interest rates, art can seem to be a good investment. Nevertheless, the 
contemporary art market is showing more bubble-like characteristics than the rest, 
especially with unexpectedly high prices being achieved at auction. It is uncertain 
how long the market will retain its confidence, especially as Japanese corporations 
and museums finally begin unloading some of the art works that they purchased 
at very high prices through the 1980s. The collapse of Enron is symptomatic of the 
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links between the art market and the corporate world. The company’s largesse, 
founded on fraud, floated the Houston art world. Enron had a reputation for taking 
economic risks which was matched by the building of an art collection that was more 
daring than the general run of corporate collecting, which is often confined to bland 
(and so as not to occupy office space, flat) works. Their new Houston HQ was to be 
decorated with sitespecific commissions from, among others, Olafur Eliasson and 
Bill Viola.[11] The last recession saw a slaughter of dinosaurs as the environment 
changed, with the death of many a US and German neo-expressionist beast. The new 
one is likely to do the same—already the prices of some artists, including Damien 
Hirst, are falling—and will  offer opportunities as free trade sputters.

Among the opening remarks of Aesthetic Theory, Adorno has this to say about 
artistic freedom: ‘…absolute freedom in art, always limited to a particular, comes 
into contradiction with the perennial unfreedom of the whole.’[12] Until that wider 
unfreedom is effaced, the particular freedoms of art run through the fingers like 
sand. While they may open a utopian window on a less instrumental world, they also 
serve as effective pretexts for oppression. To break with the supplemental autonomy 
of free art is to remove one of the masks of free trade. Or to put it the other way 
around, if free trade is to be abandoned as a model for global development, so also 
must be its supplement, free art.

This text was first published in Neil Cummings/ Marysia Lewandowska, Free Trade, Manchester: 
Manchester Art Gallery, 2003, 34-40. 

1 The point is sharply made in Eric Hobsbawm’s lecture published as Behind the Times: The 
Decline and Fall of the Twentieth-Century Avant-Gardes, Thames and Hudson, London 1998.

2 Donald Sassoon, ‘On Cultural Markets’, New Left Review, new series, no. 17, September/ 
October 2002, pp.113-26.

3 Ibid., 124.
4 The Art Sales Index figures for 2000-01 of percentages of the overall market are: USA 48.9, 

UK 29.29, France 6.27, Italy 2.9, Germany 2.79. See www.art-sales-index.com
5 For a detailed account of some of these motives on the part of corporations, see Chin-tao Wu, 

Privatising Culture: Corporate Art Intervention Since the 1980s, Verso, London 2001, ch. 8. Wu 
makes the important point that many of these motivations remain secret.

6 The model here is Derrida’s account of Rousseau; see Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore 1976, pt. II.

7 See Mark W. Rectanus, Culture Incorporated: Museums, Artists and Corporate Sponsorships, 
University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis 2002, p. 30.

8 See Chris Smith, Creative Britain, Faber and Faber, London 1998.
9 Mark Wallinger/ Mary Warnock, eds., Art for All? Their Policies and our Culture, Peer, London 

2000.
10 Robert Brenner, The Boom and the Bubble: The US in the Global Economy, Verso, London 

2001.
11 David d’Arcy, ‘Enron Collapse is Blow to US Art World’, The Art Newspaper, 24 December 

2001.
12 Theodor W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, trans. Robert Hullot-Kentor, University of Minnesota 

Press, Minneapolis 1997, p. 1.



174

Martin FERRO-THOMSEN 

Change through Exchange: 
Organisational Art and Learning

If art is to enter an organisational environment on a long-term project-basis, with 
mutual benefit for artists and employees/management, then it should make sense 
to apply both art theory and organisational theory to such an art project. In this 
essay I will attempt to substantiate this contention by using prevalent organisational 
theory to try to understand the cultural processes of art and exchange in a large 
art/organisation project. I will then zoom out from this project to present some 
more universal reflections about art and organisation together with a useful remix 
of pinpoint theoretical samples.[1]

As an ideal case, I will bring into play the art/organisation project ›Industries of 
Vision‹ (IOV) by Danish artist Kent Hansen (democratic innovation) together with 
artists/groups Superflex, N55, and Joachim Hamou, two manufacturing companies 
and some intermediaries.[2]

The Art of Learning

In the art world, workplace consultancy sometimes has a poor reputation – most 
likely due to the instrumental application of preconceived consultancy schemes 
that often fail to appreciate an organisation’s underlying cultural layer. In contrast, 
Edgar Schein’s Process Consultation (PC)[3] concludes the other way around: Joint 
cultural diagnosis together with core groups in the organisation develops some 
form of action that aims to anchor self-sustaining learning through newly acquired 
diagnostics skills passed on by the process consultant (cf. ›double-loop learning‹, 
that is, learning how to learn).

Let us look at the basic concepts behind the PC methodology, or ›philosophy‹ as 
Schein in all fairness calls it, where the consultant is considered a ›helper‹ and the 
consultant-organisation relationship is dubbed ›The Helping Relationship.‹ A rather 
charming aspect of PC is that it universally applies to dissimilar types of clients (a 
girlfriend, a government, a garage) and this is perhaps one of the reasons why it 
makes sense to introduce this theory in an art context.

The main assumption behind PC is that one can only help a human system to help 
itself. This is effectively done by involving the client in a period of joint diagnosis. 
Since neither the client nor the consultant knows enough at this early point of initial 
contact to define the needed expertise, it is important for the consultant to »access 
his ignorance,« as Schein calls it, of the organisational reality. Simultaneously, the 
client will gradually learn for himself how to diagnose; a crucial point as »problems 
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will stay longer solved and be solved more effectively if the organization learns to 
solve those problems itself«.[4] One important means of passing on diagnostics skills 
is creating a ›communication channel‹. This may sound obvious, but often the client 
is unlikely to give away the right information, or will hide self-damaging details. This 
leads to false diagnosis on the part of the consultant and a natural reluctance to 
follow the prescribed actions on the part of the client.

In ›Industries of Vision‹ (IOV), the very approach taken on by the artists was based 
on both active inquiry[5] and dialogue[6], where the artists were ›accessing their 
ignorance‹ of the organisational corporeity. By nature, there is a difference between 
›just‹ introducing readymade artworks in an organisation and introducing actual 
artists who are to facilitate an artistic process where organisational matter serves as 
subject matter and employees participate as co-creators. The level of the non-artist 
participant’s engagement grows with the level of relevance and ownership that the 
art project promises. In turn, this engagement furthers the chance that employees 
will share thoughts, ideas, and dreams more openly than it could be expected in 
any other case.

Not many artists consider themselves consultants. The concept of ›helping‹ 
would be more acceptable to most artists, although not at any price and certainly 
not in any context. One major difference between (stereotypical) consultancy and 
art is that the former tends to focus on problems – often demonstrated in the very 
articulation (›diagnosis‹, ›prescription‹, ›cure‹, etc.) – whereas art tends to focus on 
possibilities.

In IOV, the artists were not engaged directly to solve problems. On the contrary, the 
project was an experiment from beginning to end (as most art is). If we are to stay in 
the rather untimely rhetoric of medicine, then one could say that the artists worked 
like some scientists do within experimental medicine: exploring opportunities, finding 
new material, combining disciplines and competencies in an attempt to discover a 
potential cure, a drug or a tool, that might cure diseases yet to be found.

To do so, the artists in IOV made tabula rasa. On the first day of the active part 
of the project with employees and managers, the artists asked »Now that we finally 
are here, what should we do?« By posing this question, the artists created a void 
of in principle unlimited possibilities (similar to a ›blank canvas‹) – in reality limited 
by the composite cognitive fabric of the unlike co-creators. This was the first step in 
setting up a ›communication channel‹, which was followed by several other incentives, 
such as workshops, a project day for the whole factory, cooperative creation around 
artefacts or concepts, discussions etc.

It is a fact that some artists at times choose not to work under the title ›artist‹. 
The word simply causes too much confusion based on outdated art appreciations 
when working with unbiased non-artists outside traditional art contexts. Instead they 
choose a mainstream equivalent when articulating their role, such as ›designer‹ or 
›project manager‹. Already back in the 1960s the artist John Latham coined the 
terms ›Conceptual Engineer‹ and notably ›Incidental Person‹ to circumvent laymen’s 
false art appreciations.

However, it is also a fact that calling something art and someone an artist may also 
have positive connotations. In IOV, the artists were never considered or presented as 
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anything other than artists. To the employees, art meant something along the lines 
of wild, crazy, and fun, which in turn gave the artists tremendous leeway.

Naturally there were still noise and frustration at play due to the differing art 
appreciations, worldviews, and the natural lack of common ground and language. 
But the somewhat paradoxical combination of the will to do something and the 
frustration connected with doing it is often an ideal outset for an intense and effective 
learning experience. This case was no exception. By working and interacting with 
the artists, the ›blue collars‹ accessed their ignorance of contemporary art while 
simultaneously learning more about it than most people ever will – methods and ways 
of life so different from the average shop-floor reality that inspiration and learning 
were inevitable outcomes of the process.

An example: One of the principles of IOV was to create solely from customary 
factory material to manifest the ideas and concepts that emerged during the project. 
Suddenly ordinary parts from the production would enter into the artistic process as 
components from which to build. This was a concept that inspired creativity on the 
part of the employees and at the same time established it as a legitimate resource 
of daily performance.

One such manifestation was ›The Wise Oak‹, a ›tree house‹ of sorts, which originated 
from the need for a meeting room but transpired to encompass basically all the 
articulated needs of the core employee group in one of the factories. It featured an 
in-house radio station, sound-proof walls, and several communication concepts and 
served as a meeting room, archive, and storage room. This space can be described 
along the lines of a ›heterotopia‹[7], a free space in the organisation that allows 
for cultural plurality and representation that would normally be suppressed by the 
dominant mainstream culture – in this case the managerial discourse and practice. 
Those who have worked at a factory (as I have) know that not all democratic rights 
and developments are maintained or mirrored in the organisational reality from nine 
to five. To this end, a concept such as ›The Wise Oak‹ could be part of a ›cure‹; that 
is, some form of harmonisation-tool that would attune the organisational reality to 
democratic developments ›outside‹.

As suggested, this concept came about by focusing on possibilities rather than 
problems. In the organisational studies discourse, this is known as »Appreciative 
Inquiry«:

»Appreciative Inquiry [AI] is a method to transform the capacity of human systems for 
positive change by deliberately focusing on positive experiences and hopeful futures. 
[…] AI claims that organizations are not problems to be solved but are centres of infinite 
relational capacity, alive with infinite imagination, open, indeterminate, and ultimately 
– in terms of the future – a mystery.«[8]

A positive future does not have to be utopian, in the sense ›unreachable‹ or 
›illusory‹. Certainly, imagining utopia in a local context adds energy and value to the 
near and immediate. Here lies a great deal of the strength of IOV as both an art and 
development project.
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Ridge-walking Towards Ex-change

Let us step back from IOV and look more generally at art projects in organisations, 
which I call ›Organisational Art‹ (OA). This is a term that designates art projects by 
contemporary artists, who work together with non-artistic organisations (such as 
companies, institutions, communities, governments, and NGOs) to produce art 
that in one way or another evolves around organisational issues – as we saw with 
IOV. Other artists/groups include Artist Placement Group, Henrik Schrat, and Local 
Access. OA can be characterised as socially engaged, conceptual, discursive, site-
specific, and contextual.[9]

In the 1960s John Latham and Artist Placement Group coined the perhaps most 
influential artists’ axiom for today’s interdisciplinary art, »The context is half the work«. 
But in fact, the relation between context and the work is often interdependent and 
dynamic, as work itself might become context and vice versa. Furthermore, there are 
several types of context at play in OA projects, outlined in the following figure:

The first level (the circle) is the art project itself that involves parts of the 
organisation (participants and subject matter). At the second level (the square) is 
the organisation as such, where large parts may be left entirely untouched by the 
project. The third level is ›outside‹ the organisation and/or the project. It may be 
concrete, such as the local environment in which the organisation is embedded, or 
it may be more abstract as ›the manufacturing industry‹, ›the private sector‹, or ›the 
society‹. I have shown the divisions as dotted lines to illustrate that to a large extent 
the boundaries are imaginary, social, or institutional and that interaction/exchange 
goes on across them constantly.

Another irrefutable context is the art institution[10] and its discourse, which, 
formally, may have existed ›outside‹ but in reality is present on all levels by virtue of 
the artist. Even for the most dismissive art practice that actively tries to evade the 
art institution, it is present as ›positive absence‹, imposing its influence negatively 
through the artist’s attempt to avoid them.

For an OA project that works directly with context, the site is of crucial importance. 
But site is more than just a certain place. As Miwon Kwon argues, the concept of 
site in art has undergone a shift from meaning ›actual place‹, to »a discursive vector 
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– ungrounded, fluid, virtual«[11]. Kwon operates with three competing paradigms in 
her definition of site: phenomenological, social/institutional and discursive. IOV, as we 
saw, works with all three: The physical space and found material in the organisation, 
the social and institutional dispositions of the factories and its employees, and, finally, 
the discursive potential of the organisational corporeity.

This advanced idea of site renders any organisational site a potential ›slice of life‹ 
that might be learned from. OA crystallises organisational matter and issues, transforms 
them and disseminates them in a more universal way. Kwon puts it this way:

»[…] current forms of site-oriented art, which readily take up social issues (often 
inspired by them), and which routinely engage the collaborative participation of 
audience groups for the conceptualization and production of the work, are seen as 
a means to strengthen art’s capacity to penetrate the socio-political organization of 
contemporary life with greater impact and meaning.«[12]

Inviting participants/audience to collaborate, as OA does, is particularly effective; 
the participants in the organisation work with issues from (and for) their own everyday 
lives, enhancing identification, engagement and ownership. And it is through art’s 
many and diverse networks and interfaces that learning, narratives, and statements 
are transferred from a local context to a more universal one – which in turn resonance 
back into the organisation.

By engaging a well-defined audience directly in its natural organisation, OA 
avoids the ›segregation‹ of the institutional spaces of art (the studio, the gallery, the 
museum), where mainly art lovers and biased experts set foot. This issue has been 
commented on in relation to the influential Relational Aesthetics by Nicolas Bourriaud, 
who described certain art works as democratic – but in reality those works were 
only perceived this way by a relatively small number of casual gallery visitors, which 
hardly made it up for a general public.[13]

But by moving the place of art, OA artists risk losing institutional standing. Since 
the art institution at all times represent the central locus of power in the cultural 
field, this exercise might restrict the artistic latitude if continued. Furthermore, OA 
has been criticised for compromising art’s hard-earned autonomy, which has been 
viewed as the single most important prerequisite for artistic freedom. However, 
absolute autonomy has become a straightjacket to many artists, separating them 
from real influence on the »praxis of life« as Peter Bürger calls it.[14]

This dilemma has led OA artists to search for a certain balance with one foot 
inside the art institution and one outside. This might be called ›ridge-walking‹.[15] 
The ridge-walking artist sees potential in keeping his free creational spaces for 
seminal art activities and research. However, he also needs effective platforms for 
exchange with society with less troublesome mediation and disturbing intermediaries 
from the art institution. By moving back and forth across the boundaries of the art 
institution, the artist gradually advances the space of what is possible and generally 
accepted. Instead of trying to subvert the institution, he has learned more subtle 
ways of navigation which acknowledge the mutual interdependence.[16]

Hence, in the future, we will witness still more ridge-walking among contemporary 
artists aiming to facilitate real and sustainable change through exchange.
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Julie VANDENBROUCKE & Michel ESPEEL

arteconomy.be

ARTECONOMY MAKES THE CONNECTION*

What can art and the economy offer each other once we abstract the material 
dimension of their collaboration? This is the question that Arteconomy has raised 
by means of seven artistic projects at as many companies. Behind each project 
that aims specifically at an artistic result, Arteconomy sees an experiment, an 
investigation into “connections”. The focus of this investigation shifts from potential 
financial transactions (buying or selling) around the work of art (as a result of artistic 
creation and the contribution of the company) or of goods, to the human being, the 
people who come together through collaboration: the artist(s), the entrepreneur, the 
employee, and the company as a collective and the business culture. 

Arteconomy views the twin concepts of art and the economy not only from the 
perspective of a tangible win-win relationship, but in terms of “connections”. Imagine 
this: a business manager asks Arteconomy to set up a project at his or her company, 
in which the artist creates a work of art with the products of that company. The 
question as to which artist should be considered for the project can be approached 
in two different ways. If you look at it from the point of view of the goal, then there 
is great temptation to look for an artist with (international) name recognition. His or 
her work has a clear tie with the company’s materials and products. The artwork will 
easily find its way onto the market, drawing in its wake the name of the company. 
This will reflect well and have a beneficial effect upon the image of the company. If, 
however, you approach the question from the perspective of connections, then you 
are looking first and foremost to gain a sense of the expectations that lie beneath the 
business manager’s request. What is his or her motive for approaching the artist? If 
the desire to influence and develop the company culture through interaction with the 
staff is at the top of the list, then you will look for an artist with a particular profile. It 
should preferably be an artist who, by virtue of his or her ideas, interests, language 
and experience can understand and address the challenge at hand. Moreover, the 
artist and the business manager must be prepared to engage in interaction with each 
other and with the staff, apart from their personal professional competencies.  

The fact that an entrepreneur makes room in his or her company for an artist is a 
sign. It is an open invitation to allow the normal production processes of the business 
to be challenged through the presence and needs of the artist. Staff members will 
discover opportunities as well as boundaries. But the artist, in turn, will also discover 
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new territory. In the encounter with technology, economic thinking and the regular 
patterns of the company, there lies the possibility for development. He or she can 
develop new ideas and expand, deepen or extend existing ones. 

The connections model brings with it a different vision of sponsorship. The 
collaboration envisaged here is difficult to describe in terms of a sponsorship package. 
At the basis of the project lies an “engagement” by both sides. That is a contract 
that cannot always be set down in advance. Financial commitment is a part of it, but 
does not play the primary role. It is a result of a partnership between the persons 
involved, but is not a condition.

It is of course the entrepreneur who decides which route to take, but drawing 
attention to the difference between introducing art as an object or art as an element 
of development in business life is, for Arteconomy, of crucial importance. The role 
that Arteconomy wishes to play, and to refine even further in the future, is that of 
intermediary. As such, the organisation serves not as a commercial consultant 
to the company or to the artist, but as the link that safeguards the well-being of 
both parties that enter into a joint project. For the role of intermediary is decisive 
as regards the manner in which the artist and the entrepreneur will relate to each 
other. Arteconomy wants to make sure that the artist can always preserve his or 
her artistic freedom and identity. The organisation does not serve as some sort of 
social-artistic consultant or therapist to the company. For the artist, the artwork or 
project must occupy the central place. The question is, what sort of influence can 
the artist, with his/her artistic work, exert on the business environment, without 
thereby being used for commercial purposes? The artist Els Opsomer and cultural 
sociologist Pascal Gielen are preparing a study, on behalf of Arteconomy, that will 
examine and analyse this question. 

The various projects undertaken by businesses will be followed up by a study carried 
out by the Vlerick Management School (Ghent/Leuven). Their research will formulate 
some of the insights and risks, so that entrepreneurs may learn how to stimulate 
creative processes from within. Since it is said that the processes of change within 
companies are most likely to succeed if they are carried out from the bottom up, an 
approach that fits well with that of Arteconomy, the projects in question will be used 
by the researchers as case studies. Results should be forthcoming in the autumn.

ART AND COMPANY TODAY**

Art today

Bart Verschaffel put forward the following definition of art at the 8th colloquium 
in the seminar series on “Art and the economy: we do not see any difference”.

“Until the late Middle Ages, art had to make do with meanings that were strictly 
controlled by clerics and princes. The majority of artists – who in fact were skilled 
artisans – created their art according to tried and tested models, entirely within 
the accepted codes of the day. Only the great artists could experiment and allow 
themselves to create their own individual meaning, and that only at the cost of a 
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great deal of social resistance, mistrust and conflict. Risks were rarely or never 
taken, for what is new always entails risk. In the 19th and 20th centuries, art came 
to be almost completely identified both with the position of the outsider, and with the 
task of renewing a society’s culture, that is to say, the meanings with which and by 
which people live. Art became the avant-garde, the vanguard that goes beyond what 
is and explores what is to come, seeks to reveal an unseen reality, makes possible 
new experiences, and so on.

The place of art today has shifted. What is creative is in itself no longer an artistic 
value. Art has acquired a second function, that of being critical-reflective. The artist 
is first and foremost not (or no longer) the person who creates new meanings, new 
forms, new images. Nor is he or she (any longer) the one who celebrates the new, 
but someone who lives consciously and reflects on the culture and the world in which 
he or she lives. It is someone who judges our culture – that is, the meanings by and 
from which we live – and formulates a response to it. It goes without saying that an 
artist thereby limits himself or herself, choosing one particular topic or approach. 
Some focus their judgment upon the visual culture, others on art history, or on bodily 
culture. But what is essential is that this response is formulated publicly: the work of 
art is a contribution to the ‘general conversation about culture’ that is taking place 
within our society. And that answer is creative, and not purely discursive. Given this 
development, the interesting art of today is not the art that chases after novelty, 
that necessarily seeks to reveal the ‘unseen’. Rather, art slows us down. It asks us 
to freeze and concentrate, to turn back, to look backwards...

The economy can certainly make good use of creative, flexible, dynamic, innovative 
spirits.”

The company today 

We regard a company as the result of a well-considered, often risky initiative, the 
purpose of which is to achieve added economic value and to optimise it – in a given 
society – according to norms that enhance human dignity. 

A company must be set up essentially as a community of people, all of whom, 
with their own personal insights and commitments, their own needs and inspirations, 
make a specific contribution to a goal that is specific to that business.

Every company aims to provide goods or services and to carry on its activities in 
such a way as to achieve true economic and social profitability, both for those who 
are directly concerned by the company’s activities and for the society in which it is 
active. 

The profit motive is indispensable as a stimulus for economic activity, as 
compensation for services rendered, as a means of ensuring the continuity of its 
economic activities. Without profit, no economic entity can survive. But the economy 
is not an end in itself.

For profit, no matter how essential, is not the highest good to which all others 
might be subordinated. It must be able to justify itself socially and ethically within 
certain boundaries.

In our developed society today, we take for granted that a company must offer its 
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employees adequate opportunities and potential for independent performance and 
self-development, structured whenever possible within a process of lifelong learning 
related to the company’s objectives. 

The word ‘structure’ has just been mentioned. A company or organisation can 
fail if there is too little structure. If an entrepreneur and his or her employees are 
given all possible artistic freedom to innovate, but pay no attention to budget goals, 
deadlines, agreements with suppliers and clients, and so on, then they will soon find 
themselves in a fatal chaos. 

But with too much structure, there is little room for entrepreneurship. With a lack 
of freedom and responsibility, there is also the danger that creative dynamism will 
disappear. A combination of the two gives rise to the “structured chaos” according 
to which one must constantly adjust oneself. To do so certainly requires a high level 
of intelligence, knowledge, experience and sense of responsibility on the part of all 
players. This form of organisation can lead to highly creative and innovative ideas. 
Structured chaos as a strategy requires more preparation, attention and follow-up 
on the part of management.

  An essential role played by the entrepreneur is to make sure that every 
employee in his or her company is given sufficient freedom and just enough structure 
to be able to function at an optimal level. If that is the case, every employee regardless 
of rank will be continuously looking to improve processes and to update products. 
Everything we do has an impact on society. Without each and every one of us – and 
this goes for every individual – the world would look different. The world and society 
are constantly changing, and each of us plays a part in that. Not only do we have a 
place in the world and in society, but we also have a responsibility. The question has 
long been not what your job is, but rather what your responsibility is. This question 
implies placing a value on what the person is, the position he or she occupies in the 
economic world. 

A person who is aware of this may call himself a “seeker”. He or she raises questions 
that go beyond the purely material. That growing awareness goes hand in hand with 
the metaphysical question about the meaning of life, of our own lives. The question 
we ask ourselves is: “What am I doing here and what good does it do?”

A part of the answer to that question, I find, lies in a holistic vision. Everything is 
a part of the whole; thus the economy, albeit an important part, is also but a part of 
the whole (in Greek, holon). This vision creates bonds, so that the economy is bound 
up with science, politics, education, the Third World, art and culture. 

Economy and art, hand in hand 

All too often, one starts out from the position that these are mutually exclusive. That 
making profit for a company is not compatible with involvement in the art world. 

In our capitalistic market economy, many things are directed and judged according 
to the tangible and the measurable. Results are expressed in terms of the ultimate 
financial profit. Profit, in its turn, leads to further material progress. This then becomes 
the yardstick by which individual emancipation, personal success is measured 
almost exclusively. 
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But is producing “this sort of” profit for a company the only source of bliss? It is 
said that in the business world there is always a sort of confrontation between hard 
and soft, and between the rational and the intuitive. It is undoubtedly the case that 
culture very often has to give way before the economic laws of business life. The 
juxtaposition of the concepts of profit and non-profit has been defined in various 
ways in the literature. 

For there is a great deal of similarity between these two, for both represent 
progress. Both offer values that are important to our contemporary society, such as 
creative dynamism. Both the entrepreneur and the artist have their own capital. In 
the case of the entrepreneur, this takes the form of money, which is used to finance 
materials, the means of production, etc. In the case of the artist, it takes the form 
of freedom: the freedom of thought, the freedom to choose the form in which to 
express oneself. 

The two overlap in various ways. Entrepreneurship is more than producing, buying 
and selling or profit-making. A good entrepreneur has a position and a responsibility 
within society, and looks for meaning in what he or she does. And in this respect 
the artist can be of assistance: the artist creates a new language, new symbols 
that lend meaning and clarity to what is taking place in the world around them. The 
entrepreneur can turn for inspiration to the artist, and can make a commitment to 
supporting the arts. 

The artist, in turn, can go to the entrepreneur for inspiration as to how to place 
his or her works of art in society. This can involve not merely the commercial aspect 
(for instance, selling a work) but also communications, strategy, efficiency, and 
collaboration with others. 

 The economy has difficulty with transactions where no monetary exchange is 
involved. It is concerned only with – what do you get for what. The social commitment 
of a company has to be made to fit into its business objectives. This comes down 
to a calculable maximum surplus value, that should be as clearly demonstrable as 
possible and over the shortest possible term. Art sponsorship must thus be situated 
fully within this perspective. Art is given a place in the marketing mix or in the external 
communications of a company. Sponsorship is treated as a functional transaction: 
investment in balance, with a return on investment. Art is an instrument. It is made 
accessible in the form of entertainment, PR formulas with VIP receptions, means of 
communication directed towards client relations with target groups that are interested 
in culture. Wealth in the commercial sphere is expressed in terms of having, while 
in the artistic sphere in terms of being. The dialectic between having and being is 
as old as humanity. It is bred in the bone. Both the economic and the artistic world 
employs human beings, and thus the dynamic of having is mixed in with that of being. 
This observation is the key to a whole new perspective.

 The paradox between art and the economy cannot be reduced to mere caricature. 
An entrepreneur is not necessarily a salesperson. Authenticity and the quest for 
socially relevant values and attitudes are not reserved exclusively to the art world. 
The artist does not have a monopoly over creative activity. Thanks to the generous 
gifts of talent, creativity is at work everywhere. Creative entrepreneurship mean 
acting creatively out of an inward drive. The profit generated by this sort of activity 
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is certainly much higher than what an annual salary, financial statement or price 
list can indicate. The magic of giving, which we know from the process of artistic 
creation, is also involved here: “give in order that you might receive”. In a social climate 
in which rational, goal-oriented activity, with a view to ever greater financial profit 
seems the strongest force, taking this principle for granted naturally comes across 
as “naïve” or “unrealistic”. Here and there in the business world there are people 
who, on an individual basis, are beginning to grasp that deeper ethical reflection 
and investigation are indispensable if we want to have sustainable entrepreneurship. 
The economy is not a value-free mechanical process. Business management has 
a spiritual dimension in the way in which employees treat each other and other 
stakeholders, and in the energy that is thereby released. This tendency of people 
to ask questions more openly about the meaning of their activities in a business 
context is a significant development. 

 People find happiness in a sense of wonder, in being open to the unpredictable. 
The unbridled quest for profit closes off these spontaneous, human qualities. That 
is why entrepreneurs deliberately choose to forge links with other areas of social 
activity than just their own business or economic domain. 

Why do we do it?

I am a managing director of Constructies Espeel, an industrial SME founded in 
1954 and specialised in the automation of materials handling and systems delivery. 
As a business manager I have always been constantly searching for that something 
more than purely economic activity. I am involved, among other things, in education 
and in the Third World. And I have also found that “little bit more”  in the creative arts. 
At one of the many visits my wife and I have made to exhibitions, in 1989 we met 
the artist Paul Gees. He expressed his complaint that a young artist had particular 
difficulty simply in producing, as in his case, large sculptures. I invited him to our 
company, and so began a collaboration that today has come to mean a real value 
for myself and for the employees of the company. 

Art gives added value to life, and thus also to business life. By introducing art, in 
one way or another, into the company, this added value also reaches the people who 
work there, and above all those who work with it. Art can be introduced in a purely 
passive way into a company: put on display. But art can also be involved actively in 
business life. Only if a manager recognises that managing a company is more than 
making steady profit can he or she go in search of balance between the quantitative 
and the human within the company. 

Where artists work together with company employees at all levels, we notice that 
all those involved in some way become better people. The staff of a company who 
encounter for the first time the designs for a work of art often do not always know 
what exactly the artist means or wants.

Unlike with the customary – business-related – tasks, these employees often find 
themselves groping in the dark. Only after discussion and communication with the 
artist do they begin to understand, to grasp where the artist wants to go. The artist of 
course comes up with the idea, but by working intensively together, each person will 
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become more involved. Once the work of art is ready, they will each feel themselves 
to be a little bit of an artist as well, and be proud of what has been achieved, for 
something of themselves is now in that work. 

This sort of collaboration is also enriching for the artist. By means of his or her 
sketches and designs, the artist guides the work in the studio but also works on it 
physically. In this way, he or she is more often confronted with the practical problems 
that arise in the execution of the work. Mostly it is the real experts who find the solution, 
as they are more familiar with the technical and technological possibilities. Thus, 
through joint discussion, adjustments are often made to the original designs. This 
is the best proof that we are dealing here with cross-fertilisation. On the one hand, 
the employees – the executors who in a concrete and constructive manner bring 
the artist back to reality, to what is doable. On the other hand, the artist – designer 
and think-tank – who has mastered the creative process, allows the staff member to 
think along with him or her and to participate in the process, thereby transcending 
him- or herself while bringing the work to completion. 

The artist seeks to be a witness to his or her era, and to evaluate the quality of 
established social values. The company wants to help in this task, to support the 
artist in fulfilling his or her creative ideas. Yet this cannot be done unconditionally. 
The artist must be prepared to enter into a synergy with the business leader and 
the company staff. 

Where this collaboration turns out to be not only exciting but also truly enriching, 
one artist will pave the way for many other, and in due course more and more 
opportunities will arise. The specific task of the business leader consists in somehow 
achieving an ideal balance within the company: a balance between the figures and 
the intangible, between results and engagement. 

The collaboration between artists and Espeel is always focused directly on the 
artist rather than on organisations or institutes. The selection criterion used by Espeel 
is as follows: Is the artist able to work together with the company staff? Espeel does 
not consider it to be its task to assess the quality of the artwork. That is the role of 
other institutions.

This collaboration is now situated at three levels. First, the artist can be seen as 
simply a “special” client who has the company produce smaller or larger works of art 
on his or her behalf. Or the artist may set up a project along with Espeel. Or else the 
artist takes the collaboration between him- or herself and Espeel, or the role of the 
Espeel company within its environment, as the subject if his or her work of art. 

And what about the financing? In theory, Espeel serves as facilitator rather than 
as sponsor. The artist as just a “special” client is then treated as an ordinary client. 
On the second and third levels, individual agreements are made with the artist.

A sociological study of the effects of the collaboration between artists and 
company staff was carried out in 2004, on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of 
our foundation, by the University of Ghent under the direction of Professor Vyncke. 
The study brought the following points to light:

The employee understands that the artist needs him or her at a technical level. 
This leads to involvement, motivation, pride and mutual exchange in the course 
of the project. Personal contact with the artist is the most important. That is what 
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helps break through any complacency about one’s own expertise. In the process, 
worldviews are exchanged and new interpretive patterns are formed. 

The collected data show that the introduction of artistic projects can provide 
excellent scope for stimulating creativity and innovation within a company. Creativity is 
one of the most important keywords in today’s business world. Everyone is in search 
of creative sources, creative governance or creative management. Working together 
with artists is a means of realising creative management within a company. 

Espeel receives an obvious benefit in terms of its structure and selection criterion 
from its collaboration and ties with artists. By contrast, a company that regards art 
as simply a way of shaping its image gains benefit only in terms of its image, and not 
at the level of transformation within the company. For transformation requires that 
a person be affected in his or her thoughts and feelings, and it is the lasting effect, 
the involvement and the intensity of the experience that determine the effectiveness 
of that change. 

*This chapter, written by Charlotte Bonduel and translated by Monica Sandor, is based on a lecture 
given by Julie Vandenbroucke at the international and interdisciplinary congress on ‘Markteconomie 
& Kunst’ [The Market Economy and Art] held on 11 and 12 December 2006 in Antwerp.

**This chapter, written by Michel Espeel, makes part of the book Kunstenaars en ondernemers: 
een nieuwe relatie (by Marc Ruyters), published in 2006 by LannooCampus in collaboration with 
Arteconomy. The second printing, and the English translation entitled Artists and Entrepreneurs: 
A new relationship, appeared in January 2007. Both are available at better bookshops or from 
Arteconomy vzw. 
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Elena FILIPOVIC

The Global White Cube

The history still to be made will take into consideration the place (the architecture) in 
which a work comes to rest (develops) as an integral part of the work in question and all 
the consequences such a link implies. It is not a question of ornamenting (disfiguring or 
embellishing) the place (the architecture) in which the work is installed, but of indicating 
as precisely as possible the way the work belongs in the place and vice versa, as soon 
as the latter is shown.

—Daniel Buren, “Function of Architecture”

First, the Museum

New York, 1929. A sparse, singular row of artworks lined the palest of walls in 
the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York, a display strategy that Alfred Barr 
Jr. imagined after a visit to the Folkwang Museum in Essen two years earlier.[1] The 
walls became somewhat lighter upon arriving on American shores and even whiter 
over the years, moving from beige-colored monk’s cloth to stark white paint by the 
time the MoMA moved into its new permanent home on West 53rd Street.[2] But 
the essence of the museum’s aesthetic project was there from the start. With it, 
other details followed: Windows were banished so that the semblance of an outside 
world—daily life, the passage of time, in short, context—disappeared; overhead lights 
were recessed and emitted a uniform, any-given-moment-in-the-middle-of-the-day 
glow; noise and clutter were suppressed; a general sobriety reigned. A bit like its 
cinematic black-box pendant, the museum’s galleries unequivocally aimed to extract 
the viewer from “the world.” For this and other reasons, the minimal frame of white 
was thought to be “neutral” and “pure,” an ideal support for the presentation of an 
art unencumbered by architectural, decorative, or other distractions. The underlying 
fiction of this whitewashed space is not only that ideology is held at bay, but also 
that the autonomous works of art inside convey their meaning in uniquely aesthetic 
terms.[3] The form for this fiction quickly became a standard, a universal signifier of 
modernity, and eventually was designated the “white cube.”[4]

No tabula rasa, the white cube is an indelibly inscribed container. Far more than 
a physical, tectonic space (monochromatic walls delimiting a certain geometrical 
shape), the art world’s white cube circumscribes an attitude toward art, a mode of 
presentation, and an aura that confers a halo of inevitability, of fate, on whatever 
is displayed inside it. The legibility of the artwork as work is contingent upon the 
structuring of that legibility by its surroundings—Marcel Duchamp taught us that. 
From the MoMA’s whitewash forward, the white cube became a cipher for institutional 
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officiousness, fortifying the ultimate tautology: An artwork belongs there because it is 
there. (The fact that the artwork is bracketed off from the world also undermines the 
impression that it might be related to, or the same as, the stuff of everyday life.) In that 
space of encounter, the ideal viewer (white, middle-class) is also constructed—well 
behaved, solemn, disembodied, and able to focus on the singularity of the work of 
art with an uninterrupted gaze.[5] Particular to the white cube is that it operates 
under the pretense that its seeming invisibility allows the artwork best to speak; 
it seems blank, innocent, unspecific, insignificant. Ultimately, what makes a white 
cube a white cube is that, in our experience of it, ideology and form meet, and all 
without our noticing it.[6]

Years after Barr invoked the white cube as the hallmark of the MoMA’s exhibition 
spaces, Hitler approved of its use for the interior of the Haus der Kunst in Munich in 
1937, the Nazis’ first architectural project after coming to power. That monumental 
new building with its interior of vast well-lit gallery spaces, all white and windowless, 
opened with the exhibition Grosse deutsche Kunstausstellung (Great German Art 
Exhibition). The white container and sober display served to make the painted idyllic 
landscapes and bronze Aryan bodies on view seem natural and innocuous, despite 
the belligerent motives that underlay their selection and presentation. Driving home 
the point, the demonstration was doubly staged; Grosse deutsche Kunstausstellung 
was the “acceptable,” positive pendant to the somber, densely cluttered, and 
apparently disorganized show Entartete Kunst (Degenerate Art) that opened in a 
nearby archeological institute the following day.[7] Thanks to such a contrast, the 
artworks in the former seemed all the more righteous and those in the latter all the 
more abhorrent. There is no denying the coincidence: When the aestheticization of 
politics reached terrifying proportions, the white cube was called in.

New York and Munich, 1929 and 1937. The larger architectural frames for these 
white cubes are not comparable, and their respective regimes, it goes without 
saying, were worlds apart. Conflating them is not my purpose. Rather, I wish to 
highlight the usefulness, efficacy, and versatility of an exhibition format that has 
become a standard. If the white cube managed to be both the ideal display format 
for the MoMA’s and the Third Reich’s respective visions of modern art, despite their 
extremely different ideological and aesthetic positions, it is because the display 
conceit embodied qualities that were meaningful to both, including neutrality, 
order, rationalism, progress, extraction from a larger context, and, not least of all, 
universality and (Western) modernity.[8] Their examples are relevant today not only 
because they laid the foundations for how the white cube came to signify over time, 
but also because the subtle and not so subtle political ambitions of their exhibitions 
remind us of the degree to which pristine architectonics, immaculate backdrops, 
general sparseness, and the strict organization of artworks on the walls matter. The 
subjugation of artistic production to a frame at once “universal,” neutral, ordered, 
rational, and ultimately problematic for what that so-called universality implies and 
hides, points to a predicament with which artists and curators have grappled ever 
since: Exhibitions, by their forms, entangle the viewer in a space at once physical 
and intellectual, but also ideological.
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Now, Biennials and Other Large-Scale Perennial Exhibitions

Fast forward, virtually everywhere, sometime here and now. Like modernity, the 
white cube is a tremendously successful Western export. Its putative neutrality 
makes it a ubiquitous architectural surround (an “architectural inevitability,” Rem 
Koolhaas would say) for artworks in museums, but also for galleries and art fairs 
that transform commercial environs into what look more and more like mini museal 
spaces. Given that galleries and art fairs have a financial interest in making goods 
for sale appear as if they have already been legitimized by museum-like spaces, not 
to mention their frequent desire to keep the poetry or violence of everyday life out 
of the realm of becalmed shopping, this is hardly surprising. It makes less sense, 
however, within the context of the recurrent, large-scale international exhibitions that 
have proliferated around the world.

Sometimes referred to in shorthand as “mega exhibitions” or “biennials” (even those 
that do not, strictly speaking, occur biannually), the various large-scale international 
exhibitions about which I speak distinguish themselves from typical group shows 
staged in museums, art centers, or Kunsthallen in large part through their lineage 
to the Venice Biennial, the first perennial international salon of contemporary art 
inaugurated in 1895. This parentage implies a temporality and spectacularity that is 
their own: These punctual manifestations recurring every two or three or even every 
five years, as is the case with Documenta, lack real visibility beyond the duration of 
their exhibitions; they have an explicit ambition both to represent their region, host 
city, or nation and to display a decidedly international panorama of contemporary 
production, an ambition that influences the scale and general circumstance attached 
to the event; and they often are dispersed over multiple public spaces and institutional 
sites. If these relatively basic features unite large-scale international exhibitions and 
biennials, an ocean of differences can separate their tenants and histories. A number 
of them find their origins in contexts of profound political and cultural transition, for 
example, Documenta and German post-war reconstruction, the Gwangju Biennial 
and the democratization of South Korea, the short-lived Johannesburg Biennial and 
the end of apartheid, or Manifesta, European Biennial of Contemporary Art and the 
fall of the Berlin Wall. These and others have used the particularity of their historic, 
cultural, and geographic situation to define an institutional focus, a striking example 
being the Havana Biennial’s ongoing engagement to offer a platform for artists from 
the “Third World.” Whatever their individual histories, however, the ambition to be a 
counter model to the museum and its traditional exhibitions is a significant defining 
feature of such events.

Most biennials and large-scale international exhibitions in fact were founded in 
reaction to nonexistent or weak local art institutions unwilling or unable to support 
the most experimental contemporary cultural production. These perennial exhibitions, 
therefore, perceive themselves as temporally punctual infrastructures that remain 
forever contemporary and unburdened by collecting and preserving what the vagaries of 
time render simply modern. The aim to be the paradigmatic alternative to the museum 
cuts both ways, however, with positive and negative distinctions. The proliferation 
of biennials in the 1990s rendered them new privileged sites for cultural tourism 
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and introduced a category of art, the bombastic proportions and hollow premises 
of which earned it the name “biennial art,” a situation that knotted the increasingly 
spectacular events to market interests. That mega exhibitions can be compromised 
is a frequent lament, but in their best moments, they offer a counterproposal to the 
regular programming of the museum as well as occasions for artists to trespass 
institutional walls and defy the neat perimeter to which the traditional institution 
often strictly adheres when it organizes exhibitions (although museums, it must be 
said, are increasingly challenging their own once-staid protocols). Moreover, mega 
exhibitions have also been platforms for challenging and heterogeneous artistic forms 
from around the world, often addressing some of the most politically charged issues 
of the period. Just as importantly, they have been known to elicit some of the most 
intense questioning of artistic practices through the expanded idea of where such 
an event’s borders lie. Interdisciplinary discussions, conferences, and lectures that 
take place on or near the premises of exhibitions or, as was the case with Documenta 
11, in several locations around the world are increasingly integral to these events. 
This striking expansion goes in tandem with curatorial discourses that increasingly 
distinguish the biennial or mega exhibition as larger than the mere presentation 
of artworks; they are understood as vehicles for the production of knowledge and 
intellectual debate.

As Carlos Basualdo suggests, “the configuration of interests at the core of 
institutions like biennials clearly differs from that which gave rise to the institutional 
circuit traditionally linked to modernity (museums, art criticism, and galleries).”[9] 
In many ways, he is correct. If, however, “museums are, first and foremost, Western 
institutions,” then biennials, as Basualdo reasons, avoid being so almost by definition 
because “the global expansion of large-scale exhibitions performs an insistent de-
centering of both the canon and artistic modernity,” rendering the two qualitatively 
different.[10] While such an optimistic position champions the positive effects of the 
increasing number of biennials worldwide, it tends to overlook some of the ways they 
perpetuate the museum’s most questionable paradigms.[11] Despite the numerous 
reasons to extol mega exhibitions, it is necessary to examine the curious discrepancy 
between their accompanying discourses as well as the extraordinary promises they 
seem to offer and the conventions through which they frame the artworks on view.

Globally Replicated

Is it conceivable that the exercise of hegemony might leave space untouched? 
—Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space

No one seems to want to speak about it, but no matter how fervently biennials 
and large-scale exhibitions insist on their radical distinction from the idea of the 
museum, they overwhelmingly show artworks in specially constructed settings that 
replicate the rigid geometries, white partitions, windowless spaces of its classical 
exhibitions, that is, when biennials are not simply bringing artworks into existing 
museums without altering their white cubes. Timeless, hermetic, and always the 
same despite its location or context, this globally replicated white cube has become 
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almost categorically fixed, a private “non-place” for the world of contemporary art 
biennials, one of those uncannily familiar sites, like the department stores, airports, 
and freeways of our period of supermodernity described by anthropologist Marc 
Augé.[12] One of the crucial particularities of biennials and large-scale exhibitions, 
however, is that they are meant to represent some place. Their specificity is precisely 
their potential to be specific—site-specific, if you will, and time-specific as well. The 
fact that the main exhibition format used in a recent biennial in Dakar looked like that 
used in Taipei a short time ago or like that used in Venice twenty years ago seems to 
contradict such an idea. Forays beyond the box and into the city or its environs are 
part of what visitors expect from biennials, but such “special projects” held outside 
museal spaces often make up a relatively small percentage of the whole event and, 
in some cases, don’t figure at all. Instead, the requisite mixing of “local” and “global” 
artists, recurrent themes generalizing the contemporary condition (their titles say 
it all: Everyday, Looking for a Place, Art Together with Life), and a singular, age-old 
display strategy diminish the distinctions between geographically distant events. 
The paradox, of course, is that the neoliberal model of globalization against which 
many of these biennials position themselves thrives on and itself produces just such 
homogenization.

There are exceptions to this rule. Biennials such as those in Havana, Istanbul, 
Johannesburg (while it lasted), and Tirana, all of which happen to represent the so-
called margins of the art world, historically have often reflected the particular economic, 
political, and geographic conditions of their localities through their inventive and often 
hesitant exhibition forms. Rare editions of other biennials, like Paulo Herkenhoff’s 
edition of São Paolo in 1998 or Francesco Bonami’s edition of Venice in 2003, stand 
out for the ways in which they revised typical biennial norms and forms. Still, the 
list of cities that have hosted large-scale exhibitions in the last decade using and 
reusing white cubes to display large portions of the artworks selected for inclusion 
is seemingly endless: Berlin, Dakar, Pittsburgh, Luxemburg City, New Delhi, Taipei, 
São Paolo, Sharjah, Frankfurt, New York City, Kassel, Sydney, Prague, Seville, etc. 
Their reliance on traditional museum exhibition formats is questionable for numerous 
reasons, including, as Catherine David suggests, the fact that many contemporary 
aesthetic practices no longer correspond to the conditions for which the white cube 
was built.[13] Just as troubling is the presumption that the profound diversity of 
histories and cultures that these biennials aim to represent should be equally legible 
in such a space. Determined to present themselves as an alternative to the museum, 
these large-scale exhibitions attempt to give voice to cultures, histories, and politics 
underrepresented within that institution. The fact that the most seemingly progressive 
biennials and their curators, vaunting the most heterogeneous of art forms, so often 
adopt a unique and now ossified exhibition format suggests that some of the most 
pernicious tenants of the museum and the history of modernism it embodies remain 
fundamental to their functioning.

As Brian O’Doherty, one of the white cube’s most perceptive theorists, notes, 
“the history of modernism is intimately framed by that space; or rather the history 
of modern art can be correlated with changes in that space and how we see it.” 
More than “any single picture,” he further states, “that white ideal space…may be 
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the archetypal image of twentieth century art; it clarifies itself through a process of 
historical inevitability usually attached to the art it contains.”[14] The white cube 
often supports the modern museum’s other historiographic devices, including a 
linear, evolutionary history of art (think Alfred Barr’s famous “torpedo” of modern art) 
with its decidedly Western perspective, limited temporal schemas, and unidirectional 
notions of influence. Given this, one wonders why this most dutiful spatial accomplice 
has continued to proliferate almost without question when we have become more 
conscious in recent decades that “modernity” is a construct that has suppressed, 
obscured, or transformed whole cultural histories and their producers. If globalization, 
as is so often maintained, problematizes the binary opposition of the national and the 
international, defying national borders and unhinging dominant cultural paradigms 
to allow the entry of histories, temporalities, and conditions of production from 
beyond the West, then why do so many conventional structures remain at exactly 
those sites that seek to undermine the epistemological and institutional bases of 
these structures? The white cube is, to cite O’Doherty again, “one of modernism’s 
triumphs,” a Western conceit constructed to uphold some of its most cherished 
values, including what Igor Zabel called the common presumption that “Western 
modern art is…modern art, that modernization (in the visual arts as well as in other 
areas of cultural and social life) is Westernization.”[15] While it may not be surprising 
that the museum has been slow to dismantle these paradigms, why have biennials 
not done so? To question Basualdo’s notion of decentering: Can a true decentering 
of traditional notions of modernity be fully accomplished so long as the Western 
museum’s frame is exported as the unquestioned context by which to legitimize an 
apparently expanding canon?

To Lefebvre’s queries about whether space can be innocent and whether hegemonies 
might leave space untouched, the answer—as he knew well—is “no.”[16] And so it 
is for the space of the exhibition. There are diverse ways an exhibition can resist, 
asserting its social and political relevance in our contemporaneity. To focus on select 
aspects, therefore, is admittedly to hold in suspense a reading of the others. Still, the 
“ideology of an exhibition,” as theorist Misko Suvakovic persuasively contends, is not 
“an aggregate of oriented and entirely rationalized intentions of its organizers,” nor is 
it the “messages that the authors of an exhibition are projecting and proclaiming in 
their introductory or accompanying texts.”[17] Instead, he concludes, it lies “between 
the intended and the unintended.” Or, to put it slightly differently, the ideology of an 
exhibition lies between the discursive statements of purpose and the aesthetic-spatial 
result that manage more or less effectively to translate the intentions of the artists 
and curators involved. An examination of several editions of Manifesta, Documenta, 
and the Gwangju Biennial thus will focus on the discursive and structural armatures 
supporting these exemplary recent projects and, inevitably, on the ways in which the 
white cube has haunted or still continues to haunt them.

Manifesta

Manifesta, European Biennial of Contemporary Art was inaugurated in 1996 as a 
platform for cultural exchange between newly unified, post-Wall Europe. The paucity 
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of dialogue between artists, institutions, and curators across Europe (despite the 
dramatic historic changes), the phenomenal multiplication of biennials, and their 
increasing concretization and inflexibility are all factors that profoundly influenced the 
project. As a result, the new biennial was imagined not only as an alternative to the 
museum, but as an alternative to the typical biennial as well. Thus Manifesta’s most 
unique feature was conceived—each edition was to be held in a different peripheral 
European city. Rejecting some of the inherent nationalism of geographically fixed 
events and eschewing art-world capitals in favor of locations with less established or 
visible infrastructures for art, Manifesta seemed to want to use its shifting locations 
and explicit focus on emerging European artists to rethink the form and specificity 
of large-scale international exhibitions. 

For each edition, the selected curatorial team mounted its exhibition across a 
number of local institutional sites. The main venue was typically a contemporary art 
museum or Kunsthalle—the Museum Boijmans Van Beunigen for Manifesta 1, the 
Casino Luxembourg for Manifesta 2, the Moderna galerija Ljubljana for Manifesta 3, 
and the Frankfurter Kunstverein for Manifesta 4. (Manifesta 5 was an exception to 
this rule, with only a small portion of the show displayed in a local contemporary art 
space, the Koldo Mixtelena.) Exhibiting in such established venues was no doubt a 
pragmatic gesture: Given Manifesta’s itinerant existence, it would be difficult to start 
from scratch each time. Moreover, the designation of local museums, contemporary 
art centers, and other cultural sites as exhibition spaces was a vital element, it was 
reasoned, in the collaboration between Manifesta and its host cities. However, in this 
process, the white cube seemingly had been accepted as a kind of “international-
style” exhibition frame, an internationally recognized container that was deemed 
appropriate almost no matter where the project moved or the nature of the artwork 
being displayed.[18] Whereas the incredible promise of such a project lay in the 
possibility of producing fundamental shifts in successive editions as they traversed 
Europe, Manifesta’s exhibitions have remained relatively true to known biennial 
formats and standard museal display aesthetics.

Although no edition of Manifesta to date has abandoned the white cube, a remarkable 
fragility, informality, and tentativeness did characterize several editions, distinguishing 
them in the face of the otherwise visual sophistication and high-gloss spectacle of 
most perennial events. However, the modesty and ad hoc character of the display in 
Manifesta’s first edition in 1996 had already begun to fade somewhat with the second 
edition two years later and seemed to have been lost altogether by the forth edition 
of 2002. The reasons for this are hardly simple and the attachment to traditional 
museum spaces and their formats is perhaps the symptom of the resistance that 
biennials like Manifesta encounter when they consider departing from established 
expectations for such events. An anecdote about the city of Stockholm’s decision 
not to host the second edition of Manifesta after having seen the first in Rotterdam 
is telling: The dozen venues across which were dispersed predominantly subtle and 
small-scale or otherwise unspectacular artworks and performances hardly seemed 
to cater to the ambitions of a city looking to place itself on the cultural (tourist) map. 
For city officials shopping for a biennial, there was little that seemed likely to draw the 
same crowds or press as more established mega exhibitions. This story suggests that 
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there was pressure on Manifesta to conform to the idea of what a biennial should 
look like—which meant not only grand artworks displayed in visible concentration, 
but the appropriately conventional “museum hang” and white partitioned spaces to 
properly enframe them. 

Another theoretical problem with abandoning the white cube remained, one 
perhaps even more fundamentally troubling to such exhibitions: how to display 
works of art by as yet unknown artists, often with an aesthetic sensibility that is as 
yet unrecognized by most viewers, or artworks that are not easily recognizable as 
art in spaces that do not announce themselves as bastions for art? Might not the 
artwork be mistaken for mere “stuff”? And wasn’t it desirable that artists new to the 
international art world avoid this confusion at the moment of their entrée into that 
world? (Not to mention that the emerging curators relatively new to the international 
art world might have felt they were expected to demonstrate that they could organize 
a biennial that looked the part.) To imagine that the art that Manifesta showed or 
that the survival of a new institution like Manifesta indeed depended on the white 
cube, however, would be to accept the dominance of Western modernity’s structures 
as the ground against which everything else must be read in order to be considered 
legitimate at all, a highly problematic assumption and one contingent on precisely 
the kind of normalization that Manifesta claimed to want to question.

Efforts to highlight the specificity of a Manifesta exhibition in a particular place as 
well as its specificity as a biennial could instead be seen in the themes that both the 
displaced exhibitions and the artworks on view addressed, including homelessness, 
hospitality, diasporas, borders, and immigration. Perhaps more than any other 
biennial, Manifesta’s various editions can be said to have consistently probed topics 
crucial to intellectual, cultural, and political debates of the 1990s. The third edition in 
Ljubljana in 2000 underlined these debates in a programmatic way. Its large number 
of politically engaged works, rejection of slick display strategies, active discussion 
program initiated by local thinkers, and collaboration with the RTV Slovenia to use 
local television broadcasts as a fifth venue were uniquely appropriate given the 
region’s war-torn history. Relatively little was done, however, to engage in more than a 
thematic way the show’s concerns with what it called Europe’s “borderline syndrome.” 
Thus, in the end, the significant distinctions between the exhibition formats of the 
editions themselves arguably were hard to discern.

Manifesta 5, held in Donostia–San Sebastián in the politically troubled Basque 
region of northern Spain, might be seen as an exception since it took urbanism as a 
theme at the same time it incorporated actual urban rehabilitation into the exhibition 
as a constitutive element. In collaboration with the Rotterdam-based Berlage Institute, 
the curators instigated theoretical reflection on the revitalization of one of the region’s 
poorest districts, the Pasaia Bay area, and had two of the area’s disaffected factories, 
Casa Ciriza and Ondartxo, restored with the intention that they would serve the 
community after the run of the show. The largest portion of the exhibition, shown 
in the Casa Ciriza and thus framed by the defunct fish warehouse’s post-industrial 
ruin and larger impoverished context, avoided the physical accouterments of the 
white cube, as did the portion held in the sixteenth-century former monastery Museo 
San Telmo; yet, what was staged in these venues and those others that did resort 
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to white cubes amounted to a rather conventional show. While the urban renewal 
project was an important step towards asserting that biennials could be the motors 
for lasting local change, in the eyes of a number of critics, the exhibition missed an 
opportunity to render the historic, political, and cultural specificity of the location 
more integral to its form or to the artworks selected. As one reviewer concluded, it 
“could have been mounted almost anywhere.”[19]

Ultimately, Manifesta’s past exhibitions as well as its symposia, discussion 
forums, and parallel events have attempted to encourage curators and institutions 
to think about the limits, transformations, and particularities of Europe as an idea 
as much as a physical place but never productively incited the connection between 
this thinking and the reinvention of the project’s structural form. After all, given 
Manifesta’s concerns, why demand that it take the form or occupy the space of a 
conventional museum exhibition? Why not imagine truly experimental exhibition 
forms that emerge from both the specific sites in which Manifesta finds itself and the 
issues that make holding a biennial there and then relevant or even urgent? And why 
not imagine that even those cities less able to replicate Western European museum 
standards and lacking the same level of financial commitment might actually host a 
Manifesta edition, inventing new idiosyncratic forms for the event. As experimental 
platforms that define new models for exhibiting, the peripatetic editions could thus 
better reflect Manifesta’s stated ambitions. 

If questions such as these have beset the project from the start, the sixth edition 
seems to have used them as a point of departure. The curators of Manifesta 6, 
still in the planning stages, have announced that this upcoming edition in Nicosia, 
a geographically isolated, culturally and politically divided site with only minimal 
resources for the production and presentation of art, not to mention a historically 
fraught relationship to Europe, will exchange Manifesta’s punctual, traditional 
exhibition in favor of the extended duration and pedagogical process of an art school. 
It appears that the biennial’s newly envisaged form and temporality emanate from 
an attempt to respond to some of Cyprus’ multiple historic overdeterminations, 
including its locus between Europe and the Middle East (a first foray outside of 
Europe for Manifesta) and its role as paradigm of the conditions and consequences 
of globalization today. For what sense could another mega exhibition have in such 
a location today? If goods can traverse its international borders with relative ease, 
people still cannot, caught as they are in the political instrumentalization of ethnic 
and national identities. In place of a biennial as showcase for contemporary cultural 
goods, the sixth edition purports to use the increased facility of movement across 
borders made possible by student visas to construct a bi-communal, international 
forum for process, experimentation, and exchange built from the artists’ extended 
presence at the site in order to respond to the realities of its ethnically divided host 
city. What the visiting spectator will be able to experience, how such things as process 
and cultural translation can be rendered visible in an art exhibition-as-school, and 
whether some of the complexity of what has for so long been the “Cypriot problem” will 
be adequately addressed in the result remain to be seen, but this shift for Manifesta 
suggests that the specificities of its site have come to serve as the foundation for 
imagining a new formal model for this biennial.
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Documenta 

Documenta began in 1955 in the hope of rehabilitating the image of postwar 
Germany, transforming the bombed-out town of Kassel and its most iconic extant 
structure, the neoclassical Museum Fridericianum, into the center of the art world 
every five years. The one-hundred-day quintennial quickly came to be considered the 
most serious and among the most prestigious mega exhibition of its kind. 

One can hardly say that for the tenth edition of Documenta in 1997 artistic 
director Catherine David devised radical, new display strategies to recast the physical 
appearance of the white cube. While the artworks on display were largely political 
in content, their presentation in the Museum Fridericianum bore little evidence that 
the traditional museum format or the Western avant-garde canon were under attack. 
The highly problematic role of the white cube was, however, an essential tension 
underlying Documenta 10. A reflection on what David called its “spatial and temporal 
but also ideological limits” was central to the conception of her project.[20] The 
seeming inability of the museum’s “universalist model” to accommodate some of the 
most experimental and exemplary contemporary cultural production determined her 
objective to conceive an exhibition that included the program 100 Days–100 Guests, 
a mammoth series of daily public lectures, theater performances, film screenings, 
poetry readings, discussions, and other events in Kassel.

Conceptually, 100 Days–100 Guests began with the premise that presenting 
a panorama of recent visual art was not a priori the best means of representing 
contemporaneity. As David suggested in the short guide to the exhibition, “the object 
for which the white cube was constructed is now in many cases no more than one 
of the aspects or moments of the work, or better yet, merely the support and the 
vector of highly diverse artistic activities.”[21] Nor was the exhibitable object the 
most representative of every culture. She further explained:

For reasons which have partially to do with interrupted or violently destroyed traditions, 
as well as the diversity of the cultural formations that have sprung from colonization and 
decolonization and the indirect and unequal access these formation have been given to 
the forms of Western modernity, it seems that in many cases the pertinence, excellence, 
and radicality of contemporary non-Western expressions finds its privileged avenues in 
music, oral and written language (literature, theatre), and cinema forms which have 
traditionally contributed to strategies of emancipation.[22]

 
All cultures, she thus contended, are not equally served by the white cube. David’s 

resulting project, with predominantly Western figures featured in the show’s historical 
“retro-perspectives,” more recent but still largely American and European artwork 
on view in the exhibition spaces, and the work of non-Westerners overwhelmingly 
relegated to the lecture and events program, admittedly offered a Eurocentric 
perspective of visual art. But, instead of imagining yet another “Museum of 100 
Days,” as Documenta had been nicknamed at its founding, she aimed to present 
more heterogeneous works—and through more heterogeneous means—during 100 
Days–100 Guests. Both conceptually and physically central to the exhibition (its 
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stage stood in the middle of the Documenta-Halle), the events program could also 
be experienced live on the radio and via the Internet, or consulted as recordings 
in the exhibition, constituting a growing archive both in and, potentially, beyond 
Kassel.[23] David thus effectively transformed Documenta from a spectacular visual 
arts exhibition to a hybrid site for the representation of diverse cultural production. 
The result opened Documenta to the kind of political engagement and diversity of 
mediums and cultures that no other such exhibition in the West had seen—what 
many critics in turn lamented as an overly political, theory-driven, and aesthetically 
impoverished show. In fact, David’s move to counter the mega exhibition’s usual 
spectacle was consistent with the audacious assertion that it is impossible to continue 
to innocently perpetuate the museal exhibition format as the legitimate frame for 
all works of art from all places. The exhibition and events program thus staged the 
very limitations of the white cube. And in critically reflecting on the way hegemonic 
forms operate, Documenta 10 used the conceptual and discursive structure of the 
last edition of the millennium to encourage others to do so as well, a role that was, 
as David suggested, no less political than aesthetic.

For the eleventh edition of Documenta in 2002, artistic director Okwui Enwezor 
and his co-curators aimed to transform the geographic, conceptual, and temporal 
constitution of the event, conceiving a series of five “platforms,” the first four 
of which were themed conferences (in one case including a workshop and film 
screenings) held in Lagos, Saint Lucia, New Delhi, Vienna, and Berlin over the course 
of eighteen months.[24] The discussions deliberated such issues as the recent 
impact of globalization on the world or the violent legacy of colonialism. Although 
far from a literal rehearsal of the exhibition, they also mapped out the concerns at 
the heart of the fifth exhibition platform. Reiterating the terms of the larger project’s 
postcolonial critique, the stridently political artworks and accompanying curatorial 
statements rendered explicit the need to question Western imperialism, including 
its perpetuation through such notions as modernity, the avant-garde, universality, 
and democracy.[25]

The first four platforms were, by most accounts, thought provoking if academic 
affairs, at once dislocating the singular site of Documenta and situating critical 
research and theoretical reflection at its heart. Despite the fact that, relatively few 
visitors and participants actually attended the conferences, these proceedings 
were integral to the form of Documenta 11, which expanded the boundaries of this 
art event traditionally held in a provincial European town and transformed it into 
a transnational, interdisciplinary, multilayered manifestation. While these events 
overturned the strictures of Documenta’s hallmark one-hundred-day exhibition in 
Kassel, the fifth platform appeared to be a decided return to order. Impeccable 
arrangements of white cubes and black boxes recurred throughout most all of the 
show’s multiple sites. Even though the exhibition largely occupied the stately Museum 
Fridericianum, keeping with Documenta’s typical practice, here as well as in the 
massive, newly inaugurated Binding Braueri and the Kulturbahnhof one encountered 
a display even more museal, conservative, and rarefied than in previous editions.[26] 
Exceptionally, a few of the exhibition projects extended outside the museum, seeming 
all the more to confine that platform to neatly delineated display spaces.[27] It was 
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as if, in creating four other platforms out there in the world, the curators decided 
that the fifth in Kassel would replicate even more closely a museum space cut off 
from that world. The exhibition brought, as one critic noted, “issues of genocide, 
poverty, political incarceration, industrial pollution, earthquake wreckage, strip-mine 
devastation, and news of fresh disasters into the inviolable white cube.”[28]

This is not to suggest that the means through which display strategies structure 
perception and art history were entirely overlooked. As one of the curators attests 
in his catalogue essay:

Art exhibitions also frequently adopt linear models to represent historical flux and the 
relationship between past art and recent production. To be sure, there is a correspondence 
between the linearity of these narratives and their tacit—or implicit—totalizing will….The 
ideological effects of these types of exhibition strategies are well known: the consolidation 
of an artistic canon, and therefore the staging of a series of mechanisms of inclusion 
and exclusion that assures its permanency.[29]

He and the other curators of Documenta 11, therefore, tried to imagine a 
“structure that would allow the works to co-exist in a heterogeneous and non-linear 
temporality.”[30] Indeed, as such an effort suggests, an exhibition’s politics are 
inevitably a politics of (identity) representation, articulated in the selection of works 
and in the ways their strategic display rethink certain established ideals. Once the 
works were selected, however, Documenta 11, being largely composed of recent art, 
did not seem to fully question the ideological legerdemain of traditional museum 
shows, except insofar as it dispersed historical works from the 1970s throughout the 
exhibition. If Documenta 11’s notable breadth of representation (with significantly 
more visual artists from non-Western nations than any previous edition) and the 
displacement of the four platforms sought to challenge occidental paradigms and 
champion instead “those circuits of knowledge produced outside the predetermined 
institutional domain of Westernism,” then corseting the exhibition portion in exactly 
that predetermined institutional paradigm most intimately connected with the 
development and historicization of occidental modernism effectively undermined 
many of the supposed objectives of the project.[31]

Examining the fifth platform in this way inevitably simplifies the breadth and 
theoretical complexity of a much larger project, but it also underlines the silence 
which allows the white cube to function, even in those projects most consciously and 
explicitly positioned against the hegemony of modern Western forms. Why, one might 
ask, expand Documenta into different parts of the world through the four discussion 
platforms only to encase most of the over four hundred works from five continents in 
Kassel within the West’s least questioned framing devices? A hasty response might 
be that bringing works of art from vastly different cultures requires using a uniformly 
prestigious or valid frame through which they can be experienced—the necessary 
fiction sustaining this being that the white cube is a neutral, legitimate frame. The 
issue was rehearsed, one might say, in one of the essential queries of Democracy 
Unrealized, the first platform of Documenta 11: Can democracy, a fundamentally 
Western concept and hegemonic political form, serve as a legitimate benchmark for 
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the constitution of society in the postwar period, even in nations with vastly distinct 
histories and cultures? One could also ask the same of the white cube in relation to 
large-scale exhibitions. Of course, the underlying stakes of these two questions might 
seem, on the surface, wildly different, but both suggest that there is an imperative 
need to problematize (Western) models that quietly perpetuate themselves as 
unquestioned universals. 

The Gwangju Biennial

The Gwangju Biennial, East Asia’s first large-scale contemporary art event, was 
founded in 1995 at a high point in the biennial boom. With memories of nearly two 
decades of political oppression still present, including the 1980 massacres that 
accompanied a citizen uprising for democracy, the new biennial was imagined as a 
bandage for old wounds and a means by which to provide the city a positive, forward-
looking profile. Critics decried the overly Western focus of the first two editions as well 
as their seeming inability to draw attention to the specificity of the emerging Asian 
art scene or, for that matter, those of other cultures less well-represented in Asia. As 
a result, the biennial’s third edition in 2000 was revamped, initiating a strong Asian 
focus accompanied by a declaration of commitment to becoming a forum for artistic 
practices outside the West. Broadcasting that the biennial would “pursue globalization 
rather than westernization, diversity instead of uniformity,” officials marked their 
seriousness and new focus by building a multistory, convention center–like exhibition 
complex, which was inaugurated with the 2000 edition.[32] Ironically, at precisely 
the moment that Gwangju and its biennial hoped to demonstrate their entry into a 
globalized art world, this new permanent exhibition structure incorporated generic 
Western display tropes in the form of a series of flexible but neatly arranged white 
cubes. For biennial officials, to be globally relevant meant replicating the “universal” 
exhibition backdrop.

The fourth edition in 2002 opposed this strategy. Entitled P.A.U.S.E. and directed by 
Wan-kyung Sung, the biennial was composed of four curated exhibitions or “projects” 
that in different ways engaged the vestiges of Gwangju’s uneasy past and contemporary 
condition, including a series of site-specific installations in a former military prison, 
a project to reconstruct the area around the city’s abandoned railroad tracks, and 
an exhibition concentrating on the Korean diaspora. Project 1: Pause, curated by 
Hou Hanru and Charles Esche and held in the biennial hall, was the largest part of 
the biennial, and the curators conceived it as a “context specific event” rather than 
a panorama of recent art. Asia’s transformed urban reality provided the context for 
questioning art’s “global-local negotiation” and imagining possible alternatives to 
the homogenization and acceleration of late capitalism.[33] The conditions of art 
production in contemporary Asia and beyond the Western world more generally, 
where structures to support experimental artistic practice are rare or non-existent, 
determined the curators’ decision to show dynamic recent cultural production by 
artists who had self-organized outside the occidental art world’s capitals.[34] As 
a result, they conceived an exhibition that included some twenty-five independent 
collectives and artist-run organizations from around the globe, mostly from Asia and 
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Europe but also from the Americas and India. These groups were invited essentially 
to self-curate their participation in the biennial, retaining incredible autonomy and 
shifting the role of the biennial curator. The result was less a presentation of discrete 
artworks than a biennial as the workshop for artistic experimentation, since bringing 
together artist collectives from around the world was meant to empower and mobilize, 
acting as “a first step towards a global network of independent, self-organizational, 
and resistant structures for creation.”[35] By highlighting the possibilities of collective 
self-organization in the face of institutional inertia, the biennial engaged in a real 
dialogue with its local context, offering artists multiple models of self-sustainable 
cultural production. 

“Hou and Esche seemed to want to subvert both Eurocentrism—with its fellow 
traveler, a certain patronizing exoticism—and ‘the museum’ as an institution,” one critic 
noted, adding that “in much of Asia, these two issues are deeply intertwined.”[36] 
Project 1: Pause translated its conceptual ambitions into an equally remarkable 
form: In collaboration with architects, the artist groups were asked to conceive 
display pavilions or reconstruct the actual spaces in which they typically worked 
and exhibited. A sprawling frame of steel and plywood delimited these pavilions, the 
ensemble redressing the biennial hall’s exhibition spaces with evocations of a frenzied 
global metropolis. The resulting makeshift structures connecting the different parts 
of the exhibition rendered tangible the physical qualities of various international art 
spaces and conceptualized something about the practices seen within them. The 
pavilions and reconstructed independent art spaces varied wildly, from a Bedouin 
tent printed with images of Western cities overlaid with Muslim iconography (AES 
Group from Moscow) and a carpet-lined photocopying facility for xeroxing reduced-
priced copies of the catalogue during the exhibition (Kurimanzutto from Mexico City) 
to reconstructions of an apartment interior (IT Park from Taipei) or a meeting room 
(Project 304 from Bangkok). They also implied, as did the urban evocations of the 
larger exhibition frame, that the particularities of artistic practices were connected 
to and imbricated in the actual structures that allowed for their experimentation. 
Suggesting that colonialism insinuates itself through the appropriation of the Other’s 
monuments, demonstrating how capitalism’s means could be used against itself, 
or illustrating that the most apparently quotidian gathering spot could be the site of 
intense cultural exchange, these structures within the larger exhibition refused the 
white-cube form but also demonstrated that the aesthetics of a display space are 
not separable from the ethics of an art practice.

The End(s) of the White Cube

To have begun to question the use of the white cube in recent large-scale perennial 
exhibitions by addressing the foundation of the modern museum and the historical 
and political implications of certain exhibition spaces, extreme as those examples 
may be, was not merely for rhetorical effect. By so doing, I intended to underscore 
that the framing of art, no less than the selection of artworks, is fundamental to the 
ideological dramaturgy that we call an exhibition. A curious silence regarding this 
phenomenon remains in discussions of biennials and related large-scale exhibitions. 
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Yet, one could say that the “crisis of biennials” that so many critics have decried lies 
not so much in the proliferation of these events as in the proliferation of a form, which, 
more often than not, remains the same over time and across space despite the vast 
differences in the issues such exhibitions are meant to illustrate, their relationships 
to their individual local contexts, the works they present, the institutions that sponsor 
them, and the institutional and other histories they interrogate along the way.

At a moment when art remains one of the few modes of critically resisting 
hegemonic global transformations and when the engagement and experimentation 
of many artists remains a source of promise for the future, exhibition forms need all 
the more urgently to be intelligent, sensitive, and appropriate means for rendering 
that work public. To insist here on the way in which some of the politics of an 
exhibition inheres in its form is not, however, to advocate the promotion of a cult 
of the curator or the conflation of his or her role with that of the artist. Nor does it 
mean to suggest that curators, institutions, or their exhibition spaces generate the 
meanings of contemporary artistic production. Artworks, however much an element 
in the construction of the meaning of an exhibition and, dialectically, also subjected 
to its staging, nevertheless also articulate aesthetic and intellectual positions and 
define modes of experience that resist their thematic or structural frames.[37] Yet, 
as any number of exhibitions can amply testify, an exhibition is no mere sequence of 
artworks, good or bad, thematically unified or formally disparate. Nor is an exhibition’s 
worth and meaning the sum (if one could measure them in this way) of the combined 
worth and meaning of the various works of art on display. Instead, the manner by 
which a selection of artworks, a tectonic context, and thematic or other discursive 
accompaniments coalesce into a particular form is at the heart of how an exhibition 
exhibits. This, after all, is what distinguishes an exhibition from, say, an illustrated 
essay: The articulation of a particular physical space through which relations between 
viewers and objects, between one object and others, and between objects, viewers, 
and their specific exhibition context are staged.

What then is the role of biennials and large-scale exhibitions today? How might they 
be more self-reflective about how meaning is expressed in the very structures they 
provide visitors for thinking, acting, and viewing a show? How can the postcolonial 
project of cultural translation prevent itself from being betrayed by the frame through 
which art is shown in order to allow these large-scale exhibitions to live up to their 
potential as sites from which to question the consequences of global modernity? 
How too might they register some of the hesitancy and instability that their discourse 
would have us believe is integral to their projects? 

There are perhaps no easy answers nor is the issue without its own contradictions. 
But a change lies above all in the recognition that the aesthetic and discursive premises 
on which an exhibition is based—the issues its curators and artists wish to defend, the 
intellectual positions they seek to express—need to be more fully articulated in the 
forms exhibitions take. Of course, it is not evident what forms might be appropriate to 
the vast cultural and formal heterogeneity of contemporary artistic production—supple 
enough to accommodate diverse practices, respectful enough to reveal the inherent, 
individual logic of artworks, and quiet enough to allow an intimate relationship between 
artwork and viewer. The answer is surely not singular. The now global white cube 
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certainly should not be supplanted by another model that will become the biennial 
standard. Merely inserting works in crumbling industrial buildings or any number of 
other “exotic” locales is not the solution either. Instead, the future of biennials is to 
be found in a sensitivity to how the coincidence of works of art and other conditions 
(temporal, geographic, historic, discursive, and institutional) locate a project and 
how that “location” can be used to articulate an aesthetic project that is respectful 
of its artworks and speaks to its viewers. This requires the willingness of curators 
and institutions to think through more complex relationships to sites, artworks, and 
the intellectual propositions of an exhibition—a prospect that may require more time 
for exhibition research and preparation as well as greater collaboration between 
artists, curators, and institutions, but also the courage to risk a result perhaps more 
vulnerable and hesitant as it departs from an authoritative format. In the end, none of 
this will guarantee consistently memorable shows, but thinking through an exhibition’s 
form will facilitate the development of more engaged and dialectical relationships 
between artworks and their presentation frames as well as projects and viewers 
more aware of the ideological entanglements of the structures and strategies they 
experience everyday.[38] Only then will biennials and mega exhibitions emerge that 
assert themselves fully as the “models of resistance” that they promise to be, which 
does not necessarily mean the end of the white cube in all cases and for all places 
so much as initiating a critical relationship to its ends.[39]

1. For a discussion of Barr’s strategic adaptation of the white cube based on European exhibition 
models, see Christoph Grunberg, “The Politics of Presentation: The Museum of Modern Art, New 
York,” in Art Apart: Art Institutions and Ideology Across England and North America, ed. Marcia 
Pointon (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994), 192–210.

2. See also Mary Anne Staniszewski, The Power of Display: A History of Exhibition Installations 
at the Museum of Modern Art (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998).

3. As Grunberg (“The Politics of Presentation,” 206) argues of Barr’s whitewash of the MoMA: 
“The white, neutral and ideology-free gallery space constitutes the physical materialization of MoMA’s 
selective amnesia. More than anything else, the ‘white cube’ epitomized the attempt to escape from 
the realities of the external world, belying modernism’s original claim for the integration of art and 
life.…The physical confinement and limitations imposed by the installation reveal MoMA’s selective 
appropriation of modernism.”

4. Artist and critic Brian O’Doherty, the white cube’s earliest commentator, probably first coined 
the term in the mid-1970s. His series of three articles entitled “Inside the White Cube,” originally 
published in Artforum in 1976, remain the most thorough and engaging study of the phenomenon. 
They have been collected and reprinted with later articles on the subject in his Inside the White Cube: 
The Ideology of the Gallery Space (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999).

5. Over the last decade, various studies have begun to make evident the manner by which the 
museum, from its origins, has been both an ideologically laden and disciplining site crucial to the 
formation of subjectivity. The white cube is in many ways the culmination of its Enlightenment project. 
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See, in particular, Douglas Crimp, On the Museum’s Ruins (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993); Tony 
Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics (London: Routledge, 1995); and Donald 
Preziosi, The Brain of the Earth’s Body: Art, Museums, and the Phantasms of Modernity (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2003).

6. Indeed, the white cube is no more a tabula rasa than the white surface in architecture more 
generally. The seminal work on this subject is Mark Wigley’s White Walls, Designer Dresses: The 
Fashioning of Modern Architecture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996). Whitewashed spaces, Wigley 
argues, were far from accidental, blank, or silent, and although his study concentrates on the 
beginnings of the use of white in modernist architecture of the 1920s and 1930s, the whiteness of 
museums, galleries, and biennial exhibitions in the decades since similarly speak volumes.

7. Numerous studies have thoroughly discussed these two exhibitions, including  “Degenerate Art”: 
The Fate of the Avant-Garde in Nazi Germany, ed. Stephanie Barron (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County 
Museum of Art, 1991); Neil Levi, “‘Judge for Yourselves!’—The Degenerate Art Exhibition as Political 
Spectacle,” October 85 (1998): 41–64; and Berthold Hinz, “‘Degenerate’ and ‘Authentic’: Aspects 
of Art and Power in the Third Reich,” in Art and Power: Europe Under the Dictators, 1930–1940, ed. 
Dawn Ades et al. (London: Thames and Hudson, 1995), 330–34.

8. A discussion of the Third Reich’s paradoxical conceptions of modernity and diverse exhibition 
strategies is not possible here. While the above cited studies have brilliantly treated many of 
these issues, what interests me is the ways in which the white cube was indoctrinated early in the 
twentieth century as a vehicle for the projection of diverse, even contradictory, ideals. There is, as I 
have pointed out, some shared significations of the display conceit, including legitimacy, neutrality, 
and—albeit differently for Barr and Hitler—a modernity that is resolutely Western. This last point may 
sound contradictory, since what counted as “Western” was also very different for both men and 
their respective institutions. Moreover, one could argue that the art shown in the Grosse deutsche 
Kunstausstellung was like Albert Speer’s monumental neoclassical structure, hopelessly caught 
between past and present, more backward looking than “modern,” in the way we have come to think 
of the term. However, for Hitler, the presentation of newly made works of art at the Haus der Kunst 
(the only ones that could legitimately represent their time) contrasted with those of the avant-garde 
and everything gathered in the Entartete Kunst show, which were dismissible as degenerate and 
essentially non-Western or at times degenerate because non-Western (the discourse that accompanied 
the show was explicit, while the primitive “African” lettering of the posters for the Entartete Kunst 
show attempted to underscore the point).

9. Carlos Basualdo, “The Unstable Institution,” MJ – Manifesta Journal 2 (winter 2003–spring 
2004): 57.

10. Ibid., 60. For a discussion of the degree to which museums have historically been Western 
institutions founded on colonial imperialist principals, see Preziosi, The Brain of the Earth’s Body, 
116–36.

11. Across various texts, from his curatorial statement for his exhibition The Structure of Survival 
at the fiftieth Venice Biennial in 2003 to his essay for the Documenta 11 catalogue, Basualdo has 
interestingly engaged the discursive and display strategies in large-scale international exhibitions. 
If I point here to what has been overlooked in his most explicit treatment of the question in “The 
Unstable Institution,” I do so in part because that essay is a rare example of serious consideration 
of the biennial phenomenon, and it is remarkable that it does not acknowledge how the endless 
replication of the white cube in biennials relates to the Western museum model he discusses.

12. Marc Augé, Non-lieux: introduction à une anthropologie de la surmodernité (Paris: Éditions 
du Seuil, 1992).

13. That argument is a central premise of Documenta 10 and is discussed at length in David’s 
introduction in Documenta X: Short Guide (Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje Cantz, 1997) as well as in Robert 
Storr, “Kassel Rock: Interview with Curator Catherine David,” Artforum 35, no. 9 (May 1997): 77.

14. O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube, 14. Igor Zabel astutely discusses the ambivalent possible 
meanings of the recent use of the white cube in exhibitions (“The Return of the White Cube,” MJ 
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– Manifesta Journal 1 [spring–summer 2003]: 57) and I agree that the meanings of the display 
conceit are hardly univocal over time. Nevertheless, we should not allow this fact to keep us from 
recognizing the form’s historical overdeterminations nor let its proliferation as an ideal standard in 
biennials and other mega exhibitions go on without questioning. 

15. Ibid., 79; and Igor Zabel, “We and the Others,” Moscow Art Magazine 22 (1998): 29.
16. Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Oxford: Blackwell, 

1991), 11.
17. Misko Suvakovic, “The Ideology of Exhibition: On the Ideologies of Manifesta,” PlatformaSCCA, no. 

3 (January 2002), 11, available online at www.ljudmila.org/scca/platforma3/suvakovicengp.htm.
18. Robert Fleck (“Art after Communism?” Manifesta 2, European Biennial of Contemporary 

Art [Luxembourg City: Casino Luxembourg–Forum d’art contemporain, 1998], 195, reprinted in 
this volume), one of the show’s curators, employed this term in the catalogue for Manifesta 2. He 
provocatively argued that after the Wall fell and equal access to such things as video games and 
Coca-Cola was established, essential differences between artistic production in the former East and 
West disappeared to be replaced by what he called an “international style.” 

19. Jordan Kantor, “Manifesta 5,” Artforum 43, no. 1 (September 2004): 259. See also Susan 
Snodgrass, “Manifesta 5: Turning Outward,” Art in America 92, no. 12 (December 2004): 68–73. 
The show almost completely, and perhaps understandably, avoided directly addressing the deep 
political tensions in the region, the site’s most striking particularity. Instead, the curators opted to 
construct unspoken analogies to the local situation by displaying a number of artworks that pointed 
to such things as identity construction, geopolitical strife, and territorial borders elsewhere in the 
world. However, the inability of the exhibition to more actively or inventively engage with the complex 
specificity of its location, especially given that this “nomadic” biennial had chosen a Basque city for 
ostensibly those reasons, left many viewers feeling that the analogies were too few, too distant, or 
too abstract to resonate with the local reality.

20. David, Documenta X, 11.
21. Ibid.
22. Ibid., 11–12.
23. The massive publication that accompanied Documenta 10, Documenta X: The Book (Ostfildern-

Ruit: Hatje Cantz, 1997), a collaborative project between David and Jean-François Chevrier, conceptually 
carried through this premise, but it in no way attempted to reproduce on the page the exhibition 
or events or otherwise represent the diverse artworks. Instead, it served as a parallel intellectual, 
political, historical, and cultural anthology of Europe across several key historical moments.

24. The four conference platforms—Democracy Unrealized (held in Vienna and Berlin), Experiments 
with Truth: Transitional Justice and the Processes of Truth and Reconciliation (held in New Delhi), 
Créolité and Creolization (organized as a workshop that was closed to the public and held in Saint 
Lucia), and Under Siege: Four African Cities: Freetown, Johannesburg, Kinshasa, Lagos (held in 
Lagos)—found their most public expression in the publication of the proceedings in four eponymous 
volumes by Hatje Cantz in 2002 and 2003.

25. See Okwui Enwezor, “The Black Box,” in Documenta 11, Platform 5: Exhibition (Ostfildern-
Ruit: Hatje Cantz, 2002), 42–55. For a thorough and cogent discussion of the various platforms, 
see Stewart Martin, “A New World Art? Documenting Documenta 11,” Radical Philosophy: A Journal 
of Socialist and Feminist Philosophy 122 (November–December 2003): 7–19.

26. Critics repeatedly noted that the spaces were exceptionally “elegantly proportioned” and 
“restrained,” what Peter Schjeldahl (“The Global Salon: European Extravaganzas,” The New Yorker 78, 
no. 17 [1 July 2002]: 94) described as a “global salon.” Another critic (Jens Hoffmann, “Reentering 
Art, Reentering Politics,” Flash Art 34, no. 231 [July–September 2002]: 106) praised it as “almost 
perfect, at least in terms of what a traditional art exhibition can be.” In one of the few reviews that 
addressed the contradictions inherent in the aesthetic of the display strategies of Documenta 11 in 
relation to the content of the artworks, Massimiliano Gioni (“Finding the Center,” Flash Art 34, no. 
231 [July–September 2002]: 106–07) proclaimed: “Everything is presented in an almost clinical 
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manner, verging on seamless slickness. Disorder is at the core of the exhibition, but the show itself 
speaks in a very clear, at times didactic tone….The trouble with this edition of Documenta also lies 
in this attitude, for it renovates themes, artists, and languages, but it does not readdress the format 
of the exhibition or truly question our role as spectators.”

27. Thomas Hirschhorn’s dense and sprawling Bataille Monument created for Documenta 11 was 
one such project and a perfect example of the way in which subversive content and architectonic/display 
form meet (this, one could say, is central to Hirschhorn’s entire oeuvre). Its insistent engagement 
with its displaced location on the outskirts of Kassel (through its use of vernacular materials, a 
local Turkish workforce to install and maintain the monument, and explicit dedication to the local 
immigrant community) enacted its own commentary on the relationship of margin to center and 
political injustice activated by the exhibition.

28. Kim Levin “The CNN Documenta: Art in an International State of Emergency,” Village 
Voice, 3–9 July 2002, 57, emphasis added. Also available online at www.villagevoice.com/art/
0227,levin,36174,13.html.

29. Basualdo, “The Encyclopedia of Babel,” in Documenta 11, Platform 5: Exhibition, 60. See 
also Derek Conrad Murray, “Okwui Enwezor in Conversation with Derek Conrad Murray,” NKA: Journal 
of Contemporary African Art no. 18 (Spring–Summer 2003): 40–47.

30. Ibid.
31. Enwezor, “The Black Box,” 54.
32. Cited in Charlotte Bydler, The Global Artworld Inc.: On the Globalization of Contemporary 

Art (Uppsala: Uppsala Universitet, 2004), 131. In her exceptional recent study, Bydler situates the 
Gwangju Biennial’s history within the broader context of contemporary art and globalization.

33. Hou Hanru, “Event City and Pandora’s Box: Curatorial Notes on the 2002 Gwangju Biennale,” 
Yishu 1, no. 2 (July 2002): 91.

34. See Hou Hanru, “Initiatives, Alternatives: Notes in a Temporary and Raw State,” in How Latitudes 
Become Forms: Art in a Global Age, ed. Philippe Vergne, Vasif Kortun, and Hou Hanru (Minneapolis: 
Walker Art Center, 2003), 36–39. The fourth Gwangju Biennial seemed to respond in advance to 
what Charles Esche (“Debate: Biennials,” Frieze, no. 92 [June/July/August 2005]: 105) has argued 
is the most pressing issue for such events since, as he insists, “the biennial needs above all to ask 
what kind of global culture it underwrites and how that support is made manifest.”

35. Hanru, “Event City and Pandora’s Box,” 91–93.
36. Jonathan Napack “Alternative Visions,” Art in America 90, no. 11 (November 2002): 94.
37. I actually believe in the agency of the artist as author, a singular author at that. This does not 

preclude the exhibition from providing a context for reading the work (otherwise, I have written in 
vain) but that context does not, to my mind, fundamentally change the artwork nor does it annihilate 
the dialectic relationship between both—exhibition and artwork—and the potential sense of each 
constructed by the encounter.

38. Such a turn would be a positive shift for the museum as well, which has arguably also been 
rethinking its own exhibitions’ forms, in many cases in response to and under pressure from its 
biennial counterpart. The museum haunts this essay even as its particularities—but also its important 
social contributions—remain insufficiently discussed. Museums unquestionably serve a vital role and 
one that will always be distinct from that of mega exhibitions. Still, neither institution is monolithic 
despite the need to refer here to the values of each in schematic terms; space limitations have 
kept me from being able to treat the issue in a more nuanced way, but one should not go away with 
the impression that museums/Kunsthallen (and their directors and curators) have not historically 
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39. The term is Okwui Enwezor’s and is mentioned in his “Mega-Exhibitions and the Antimonies 
of a Transnational Global Form,” MJ – Manifesta Journal 2 (winter 2003–spring 2004): 31. 



207

Nina MÖNTMANN

Art and Economy at Documenta 11

The economy of the nineties appeared to have undergone a revolution in its 
farewell from old capitalism and entry into global capitalism with its flexible structures. 
Growing profit rates were less in the frontline of this new economy of promise than 
immaterial labour and the cultural cataclysms that accompanied it. The promise 
did not hold for long. The time for an assessment has already come, since we are 
now facing the consequences of the “New Economy.” With the Nemax, the new 
market stock index, stagnating miserably in the three-digit domain, the insolvency 
of one dot.com after another and the consequent dismissal of their workers into 
unemployment, it seems that the collapse of the new market is a settled matter. Of 
course one can ask oneself if the new economy’s virtual and immaterial economic 
structure was only a spectre? After all the stock market values rose and fell based 
on emotions such as fear and hope, and the anticipation of alleged crises, that only 
took place because of the reaction to this anticipation. This had little to do with the 
real relations of production.

Against this background Maria Eichhorn’s contribution to Documenta 11 appears 
almost malicious. In collaboration with Okwui Enwezor she founded a stock corporation 
whose objective was to not make a profit. Viewed from an economic perspective this 
is an absurdity. The notarial documents, manuscripts and photos of the founding 
action were put on display in the exhibition. A stack of over €50,000 in cash rests 
– like the crown jewels – behind bullet-proof glass, which is, of course, also an 
absurdity in the era of virtual stock trading. The particularity of the project is that 
the funds remain unaltered, and are not intended to grow, as is usually the case for 
stock corporations. A fundamental constant of the stock market is thus perverted. 
Eichhorn accomplishes this by transferring entire stocks to the company itself. 
Consequently the company no longer belongs to the stockholders, but to itself, or in 
other words nobody. The funds thus have no owners, which eliminates any interest 
in having the money grow. In this process Eichhorn employs the mechanisms of the 
contemporary virtual economy to produce a case that remains within the confines 
of the art domain. From an economic point of view the typical expression of the non-
profit clause here leads to an absurd result, something that did not go unnoticed 
by observers from the professional legal field. On its website, the German Federal 
Notarial Chamber reacted with a strong commentary: 

The realization that the drafting of a notarial document is not only a sober legal 
procedure, but also high art has until now been common currency only among 
notaries. The notarial document has herewith made a succesful breakthrough in 
the international art world! [1]
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Such a statement naturally calls for a corrective intervention with legal 
expertise: 

The art savvy lawyer is delighted that the unfolding events reflect a knowledge of 
legal teachings on the nature of stock corporations. However, he immediately regrets 
that the work will potentially be granted an early demise (this, though, he keeps to 
himself in order not to spoil the art appreciation of fellow onlookers).[2]

This is followed by meticulous legalist elucidations on the judicial background of 
the company’s establishment, including the information that all the stocks will be 
pulled after three years if ninety percent of them have not been made public – which 
will be the case since Eichhorn’s Inc. does not sell. The line of argument, given with 
the blessing of professionals, is that we are dealing with “a work that will potentially 
transform to the point of self destruction.” This, however, corresponds accurately with 
the work’s explicit goal to imagine an “anticapitalist stock corporation.” To achieve this 
end Eichhorn uses the free spaces offered by the art market as an experimental field 
in which to unrestrictedly transpose actual political consequences into an exemplary 
model of critical and subversive thought.

Eichhorn takes economy as a theme in that she adapts an economic undertaking 
and stages the work based on an accepted stock market process. She thus employs the 
business mechanisms of the economy to produce an artistic work. The thematic use 
of the economy in art has become a common operating mode since the nineties – for 
instance, one demonstrates the overlap of art and economy, or approaches art as an 
economic factor. In comparison, Eichhorn’s critical perversion of economic legalities 
is far more convincing than, for example, Eva Grubinger’s simple documentation of 
the transfer of 30,000 DM to the Deutsche Bank – Wirtschaftsvisionen: Fischer, 
Grubinger, Radomski (“Economic Visions: Fischer, Grubinger, Radomski, 2001/2002) 
– only to receive the same sum back in Euros; or Plamen Dejanov’s use of his artistic 
identity to provide advertising space for luxury goods. These are continuous and 
affirmative strategies, which smack of a clever chess move in which one makes use of 
the economy’s own methods to set it a trap, and to then make a profit (with peanuts). 
Eichhorn on the contrary consciously pushes an economic principal ad absurdum 
and takes responsibility for the mockery that her work is benevolently labeled as 
primarily an “ars notarii.”[3] At the same time the work of art’s value is maintained 
at an unprofitable level which underscores the recklessness of both pricing practices 
in the art market and speculation on the stock market. 

Another well-worn strategy to treat the economic in art is to have art deal with 
economic relations. In this case the focus is usually a determined thematic field 
in terms of a specific context, for instance, the national context. Such an explicit 
tackling of economic issues was taken up in only one Documenta 11 work – Andreas 
Siekmann’s comprehensive drawing series Aus Gesellschaft mit beschränkter Haftung 
(“Out of Incorporated Company,” 1996-2002). The “out” of the title refers to the fact 
that this is a part of a work-in-progress. To date the work consists of approximately 
230 drawings in DIN A 4-broadsheet, which are arranged as a series of picture 
stories. The straightforward illustrations, executed in watercolours, felt-tip pen and 
touch-up stick, bear a close resemblance to comic strips. They tell of the strategies 
and consequences of employment policies with concrete references to the German 
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situation, and more specifically to the way economic power relations have played 
themselves out in public urban space. The serial arrangement of the drawing series 
is spatially installed on long desks, and as diagonally overlapping intersections along 
the walls. The office chairs, on which one may roll past the meandering “drawing” 
streets, correspond to the theme of work and allow for minimal participation, or at 
least the opportunity to take a seat in an adequate everyday office life environment. 
The drawings are divided into sixteen chapters, bearing titles such as Commodity 
– Person – Commodity, the situationist slogan Ne travaillez jamais, or in the guise 
of an homage to the twenties socialist artist collective the Kölner Progressiven 
(the Cologne Progressives), For Arntz, Neurath, Seiwert, et. al., 1919-1929-1933. 
Siekmann’s intervention can be compared with a labor process analysis. His viewpoint 
is primarily directed at subjects caught in the realities and pressures of post-fordism. 
The main character of the picture stories is a pair of empty blue jeans that appears 
at least once in each drawing. In correspondence with the changing image of jeans, 
from working man’s gear to fashionable designer apparel, with the associated whiff 
of youth, leisure and freedom, the pair of jeans stands for the “flexible human” in the 
“contemporary culture of new capitalism.”4 In this critical turnaround it represents 
both the victims of flexible economy: the underdog, the outsider, the unemployed, who 
receive nothing from the great capitalist consumer pie, and those who nonetheless 
take to the streets as revolutionaries to protest against unemployment and demand 
“existence money.” One of the consequences of this, and also a confirmation of 
post-fordism’s exclusion of irreconcilable existences, can be seen in the series 
(Logic of Apparatuses) where jeans at a demonstration are subjected to all sorts of 
mistreatment by riot-clubs and water canons. It is the revolutionary potential of the 
proletariat, its creative, socially transformative force that Sieckmann’s picture stories 
point to. This is the old marxist idea, which re-emerges in Antonio Negri’s and Michael 
Hardt’s definition of the “multitude” as a contemporary banner of hope:

The creative forces of the multitude that sustain Empire are also capable of 
autonomously constructing a counter-Empire an alternative political organization of 
global flows and exchanges.[5]

In Commodity – Person – Commodity one sees the jeans in various production 
stages: on the assembly line, in the meticulous hands of seamstresses working by 
the piece under a gigantic clock, or stacked up in containers. This “just-in-time” 
production of the jeans is placed alongside new capitalism’s flexible work force. 
Work increasingly becomes a form of voluntary exploitation, in which leisure is at the 
service of fitness and lifestyle. One also sees the jeans in a fitness gym where they 
frantically peddle in order to correspond to the norms of the perfect body. Further 
on unemployed jeans enviously peek into an open-plan office space where faceless, 
identical workers are lined up in rows behind their computers. The working person 
becomes a normative mass; the unemployed is treated like an item on sale. 

Beyond the content of the picture stories, Siekmann’s work also participated 
directly in the transfer of images to urban spaces through his display of drawings on 
advertising pillars and billboards in Kassel. The motives from the series ABMaschine 
carry the following slogan “Work with us or get lost.”[6] These words are written on 
the hands of those waiting at the employment bureau. The slogan suggests the often 
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exploitive and forced nature of the so-called social ABM job placements.
Zustand and Ausnahme (“Condition and Exception”) created specifically for 

Documenta, covers the contemporary themes of internal security, exclusion and 
expulsion with their fear producing effects on the population. Though Siekmann’s 
viewpoint is primarily concerned with the German situation, something that is 
underscored by his use of signs such as the logo of the German employment bureau, 
it can be carried over to global capitalism at large. As Michael Moore’s film Bowling 
for Columbine poignantly shows, this politics of fear is also, or rather, above all, a 
concern for the US-American population.

Thomas Hirschhorn’s work can be viewed as a direct reaction to the reproduction 
of economic relations presented at Documenta. His work, Bataille Monument (2002), 
appears to have reversed the economy of art business, of which Documenta, that 
gigantic and most popular exhibition of contemporary artworld, is the example par 
excellence. Down in Kassel, Platform 5 (2002) was equipped with state of the art 
display electronics. Entrance fees to the site were astronomical and merchandizing 
abounded. In contrast, in the working class neighbourhood of the Friedrich-Wöhler-
Siedlung on top of the mountain in northern Kassel, Hirschhorn built a provisional 
ensemble of wood shacks made up of a snack bar, a library, a Bataille exhibition with 
explicit graphic material, a TV studio and a wooden sculpture in the likeness of a tree. 
All parts of the work were functional and intended for use. The local inhabitants were 
involved in the organization and use of the work. They frequented the installations, 
made their own films, used the library and participated in a small and autonomous 
economy: for example at the end of Documenta 11 the Turkish snack vendor emerged 
from the Bataille Monument’s snackbar shack with a profit of several hundred euros. 
The function and effect of Hirschhorn’s work thus calls attention to the shadow 
economy that has developed in the interstices of capital-rich globalization, such as 
the black markets in Eastern Europe. In this regard it also becomes clear that this 
work has nothing to do with “workfare” or a communal entertainment event, but is 
rather a situation in which people come together and interact. This is by no means 
non-utilitarian, in fact it has thematic reference points that reach beyond the mega-
event to a context where what is individually doable is realized within a system that 
is created and supported by its own means. 

At Documenta, beyond the works mentioned here, references to (global) economies 
were for the most part implicit; for example works that highlighted economies of 
exploitation such as Steve McQueen’s film Western Deep (2002), whose subject is 
work in a South African gold mine. Given the peculiar deafness that appears to reign 
in the depths of the mine, McQueen concentrates the film on the visual. The film was 
presented in a black box that shut out the immediate surroundings and facilitated 
the journey into the distant underworld of the mine. The trip down the endless, dark 
and hot mine shafts becomes a hell ride. In one of the deepest mines in the world 
workers put their life and health on the line while multinational corporations reap 
the profits. The film shows that the OECD guidelines have little legal weight. These 
guidelines include among other things the respect of human rights in the regions 
where a multinational operates, as well as forbidding discrimination based on race, 
skin colour and gender. The workers in the gold mine are all black.
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It was conspicuous that only occidental artists explicitly dealt with the economic 
thematic at Documenta 11. Furthermore, only occidental artists had been invited to 
treat this thematic. Siekmann and Eichhorn focused on the failure of new capitalism, 
stock market speculation and the flexible labor market. McQueen showed work 
exploitation as the lowest rung of global relations of production, and Hirschhorn created 
an autonomous economic system. In fact, from the perspective of the marginalized 
groups and individuals caught in the globalized world order, the opportunity to 
take a part in the economy’s profits and lifestyle in this sense does not exist. The 
postcapitalist economy calls itself global, but is in reality an elitist undertaking. The 
popular definition of globalization therefore corresponds to the expansionist fantasies 
of globally active companies. On the contrary, the globalization concepts put forward 
at Documenta 11 had nothing to do with the politics of corporate expansionism; 
rather they showed the other side of the coin: how the politics of these global players 
are impacting on the existential living conditions of those who cannot take part in 
the game, or those that are pushed into an exploitive conveyor belt function. The 
strength of this Documenta resided in images hailing from developing countries, 
something that also led to a re-politicization of the image in a predominantly Western 
influenced artworld. 

1. See <http://www.bnotk.de/BNOTKINT/2002/BnotK-Intern_2002_5_06.htm>. 
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid.
4. Richard Sennett, The Corrosion of Character, New York: Norton, 1998.
5. Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt, Empire, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000, p. xv.
6. “ABM” is an abbreviation for the German word Arbeitsbeschaffungmassnahme, literally “work 

procurement measure,” an official program in which the unemployed are required to take on low 
paying community-service jobs. It can be roughly compared to workfare in the U.S. – Trans.
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Pier Luigi SACCO & Marco SENALDI

Zero Interest! 
Artistic Strategies for an Economy in Crisis

In a historic phase – in which internal contradictions are emerging in the global 
economic system that seem to be more structural rather than occasional – art can 
suggest reflections and innovative practices with respect to the dominant economic 
logic. These are the assumptions from which imparts the exhibition Zero Interest! 
Artistic Strategies for an Economy in Crisis, curated by economist Pier Luigi Sacco 
and art historian Marco Senaldi, that was inaugurated March 11th, 2005 at the 
Galleria Civica di Arte Contemporanea of Trento.

In a way more or less declared critical, the art of our days examines, in fact, the 
status quo of our world economic system, examining thoroughly its disposition and 
outlining critical points.  Many international artists are concentrated on these elements, 
putting to light latent mechanisms and strategies that today structure the system of 
exchange of “our” global society.  For artists more attentive to a descriptive approach, 
the exhibition additionally puts forth the positions of others decisively more critical, in 
such a way to create unexpected interferences between who, today, plays the game 
of the market and who distorts it and invents new forms of the economy.

The exhibition begins with an examination of historic works by artists such 
as Marcel Duchamp, Yves Klein, Joseph Beuys, Pinot Gallizio, Marcel Broodthaers 
and Mark Lombardi, and follows a path ending at the artistic production conducted 
in the last few years.  Historic works beside pieces realized specifically for this 
exhibition create a complex itinerary – hosted at the Galleria Civica, as well as the 
Faculty of Economics (that is actively collaborating in the project) – to demonstrate 
the concrete correlations and interferences between two sectors that influence each 
other reciprocally.  From art, intended in its “pure state”, it refuses those diagrams 
and models typical of supply and demand, so that art becomes an instrument of 
resistance or revolution with respect to the capitalist system of production, received 
as speculations on art as a form and value of investment.  In light of these diverse 
positions, one also opens a reflection on the role of the artist, who today acquires 
a new dimension.  

Beside the exhibition a series of thematic encounters took place, in collaboration 
with the Faculty of Economics of the University of Study of Trento and The Order of 
Commercialist Doctors of the Province of Trento, in which interrogation, opened by 
the exhibition, was debated by economists, philosophers, artists, art critics and 
anthropologists.  To profoundly critique the exhibition, the Galleria Civica dedicated its 
twelfth installment of its quarterly magazine “Work. Art in Progress”, which contains 
presentation texts by the curators of the exhibition, images and critical essays relative 
to the works by artists involved in the project.  
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REMBRANDT SpA
Pier Luigi Sacco

Life is full of curious premonitions. Years ago, when I didn’t even slightly suspect 
that one day I would be employed in economics and that I would have been particularly 
dedicated to the economy of art, I read a science-fiction story entitled Rembrandt 
SpA written by Arnold Auerbach, and published in one of most celebrated, subscribed 
anthologies by Fruttero & Lucentini, God of the 36th Floor (1968). Auerbach’s 
account is the story of the creation and the scope of a speculative bubble in the 
stock market - like the one recently linked to the New Economy – triggered by the 
decision to quote the price of an artwork: Aristotle that Contemplates the Bust of 
Homer by Rembrandt. The grade school progression of the story consisted of a true 
and real baited avalanche effect in which little by little the idea took root, and from 
the Old Masters Paintings one steps onto operations always more instrumental and 
improbable (The preferred nudes, The curious collages…), in which success, in any 
case, became sustained by the speculative fever that had almost taken complete 
hold of the market, until the dramatic vertex of the final, inevitable collapse (“Black 
Friday of the Masters of Color”). 

At the time I didn’t have any clear ideas on the function of the stock market, and 
probably on every other question regarding the economy, but notwithstanding the 
story affected me immensely. The idea that a work of art had the ability to generate 
a similar economic catastrophe fascinated and yet, disturbed me. From a distance of 
many years, my impressions have not changed, but rather, I have many more reasons 
to be fascinated and disturbed by this story. As a matter of fact, we are in the presence 
of one of these cases (besides, they not very rare) in which the sociological science-
fiction of the Seventies has been self-created. Art markets are in full development, 
there are contemporary artists who are not yet fifty years old with price quotations 
that exceed by far those of the great historical masters of past centuries; each city 
has by now or aspires to have its own museum of contemporary art, its own galleries, 
its own art fair, its own biennale, and each year a high number of superior exhibitions 
inaugurate throughout the world with respect to a time when shows opened every 
ten years. Inevitably, if for none other than statistical reasons, seeing that there are 
a number of works in circulation, the art system has lost control: there no longer 
exists dominant canons and maybe not even conventions of a shared feeling; they are 
required to continually move everywhere, to see everything, in the most famous and 
celebrated cities as the most improbable of places, in order to sustain a pantheon 
of continually updated global stars (but continually obsolete ones, too).

Buying and selling in a state that is at the same time semi-euphoric and semi-
depressive, some more before the work leaves the artist’s studio, if not directly 
from his head. The need to arrive first, to make more, to burn the market, to 
bend an ear to slightest of rumors, to keep a watch out for the best awards, the 
best spaces, the best mailing lists, the best magazines and the best parties.  
The circle is closed and by the sheer force of shifting the confine that is always a little 
further from our reach, we have crossed the entire meridian rediscovering ourselves 
in the retroguardia of the old system of salons: a pompous and pseudo-transgressive 
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academicism for the feverous research of approval and economic outcome, dominated 
by the coercive impulse towards the production of lugubrious calembours for annoyed 
and distracted spectators, a little like the societal games at the court of Versailles in 
the months that preceded the Revolution. Chic necrophilia, like in the advertisement 
pages of expensive stylists. Who copied from whom? Everyone and no one, there are 
two sides of the same world. However much I regard it, I do not have any nostalgia 
for the past, I do not have good times to recall. But I ask myself if this obsessive 
bulimia would have been inevitable, and if there are still artists that suffer in view of 
their space occupied by people that have no desire or time to understand and that 
need to be pleased at all costs. But what on earth for? 

According to the common sense, art is Dionysian realm, the economy is Apollonian: 
instinct and intuition in contrast to rationality, to cold shrewdness. On the basis of 
recent experiences, it would seem possible to maintain just the opposite: it is the 
irruption of the economy in the artistic realm that has incited this Dionysian furor. 
It is not by chance that one of the most illuminated studies on the dynamics of the 
stock market appeared in the last years entitled Irrational Euphoria (R. Schiller, Il 
Mulino, 2000). Before the economic explosion of the Eighties, the art system gave 
birth to a specific order followed by a generational wave, each one distinguished 
by its own labeling, by its own canon and by its own aesthetic common sentiment. 
Today the system is in a state of permanent fever, of orgiastic exaltation in which 
everything that is, is constantly surpassed by the promise of everything that will be. 
We don’t bother to look at the works of a currently exhibiting artist; instead we are 
more worried about knowing what exhibition will be next. Of course the reciprocal 
contamination between art and the economy is much more complex than we can 
suggest in these simple considerations on the economization of art, that which 
corresponds to a true and real culturization of the economy. The Vuitton-Murakami 
bags (which are rightly exhibited in museums) are not the epi-phenomenon, summed 
up are not unlike many analogue examples of the past.

The true manifestation of the new state of things is found in the Lancia Musa publicity 
spot “when I drive, I am”: it is a car that aspires (truthfully it is a little pathetic, but 
this isn’t the point) to become an affirmation of principle, the centre of an aesthetic 
system (it is enough to visit the institutional website of the Lancia Musa to realize 
how much this aspiration is explicit and intentional, and at the same time extremely 
vain). All products are by now immaterial, they exist in the number of bearers who are 
more or less credible and efficient, of an identified worth that leaves their specific 
characteristics out of consideration, and on which businesses are no longer worried 
about making binding assertions. The product is a fetish to exorcize the fear of non 
existence; therefore it is, in every respect, a cultural object. 

What are they doing, then, the artists in a historic situation such as this? Certainly 
they look to this growing profound penetration of the artistic and economic sectors, 
and in their comparisons, they assume the entire range of possible attitudes, from 
total assimilation to open mockery. They put their participation in exhibitions on sale, 
they ridicule the commission, they aspire to create an alternative exchange system, 
but without a lot of commitment and with an almost amateur behavior: they create 
for the duration of an exhibition, in the space of an idea, but often without final 
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consequences. They are initiatives to consume fast, almost interchangeable. 
The artist arrives in time for the next exhibition; she quickly looks inside, looks for all 

possible crisis areas, makes her proposal and leaves. It is not essentially wrong, rather 
it is a sign of the times, but it is a sign of difficult decoding. The economy interests 
the artists who perhaps do not fully understand its true functional mechanisms. The 
art interests the enterprise and the administrative public who perhaps doesn’t fully 
understand the grammar. If an artist understands what a central bank truly does, maybe 
they would lose their breath in admiration or envy. But probably it would point out just 
the opposite, also inverting the roles. How many wasted occasions. It is an osmosis that 
has a place in the reciprocal lack of understanding, but at the same time excessively.  
In the work of Marcel Duchamp or Joseph Beuys, of Marcel Broodthaers or Pinot 
Gallizio we find a persistent desire to follow a specific project that today we exhaust 
ourselves trying to find in the works by a large percentage of artists who choose 
to measure themselves with the semiotics of economics. Perhaps a projection is 
also more dangerous in its obstinacy with respect to the innocuous extemporaneity 
divertissements of many young artists, or better, of young artists coming from opulent 
societies, because from the peripheries, serious people arise (think of Ánibal López 
and his artistic robbery). However, we will need to see what will happen when a 
Chelsea gallery takes them under contract…Will art surrender to the economy? 
Will the economy surrender to art? The problem lies in the fact that they want to 
surrender everyone, but no one is prepared to stay on the other side and take the 
responsibility of conquering.

FOR AN ARTISTIC CRITIC ON THE ECONOMY
Marco Senaldi

In the common opinion, the spheres of economics and art are coupled clearly 
distinctly. Those who develop creative professions, who conceptualize works destined 
to be contemplated selflessly, can not, one thinks, be distracted by economic worries. 
Vice versa, those who have the privilege of being economically supported by an 
enterprise or an activity certainly can not permit themselves to lose time over dreams 
and pretences of art. Perhaps, this rationale hides more than this firm position allows 
shine through. In fact, what is taken for granted is the fact that we are speaking of 
two very different and easily distinguishable things. But is it still like this? We can 
take, as an example, an important economic variable like price. As it is well-known for, 
price represents the monetary value of products measured on the basis of how many 
buyers are disposed to want to have them. However, even though we only regard it in 
terms of circulation, we see practically every product on the inside of the all-consuming 
hyper-consumerist market holds a price that, at times, seems truly fixed “to art”. 
Why, for example, is the majority of consumer product prices never a round number, 
but always 9,99? How is it possible that an airline ticket from Italy to any European 
capital, which not too long ago had such a ridiculously elevated price, can today cost 
a small sum of euros or even cents? Or, more seriously, how is it possible that the 
vigorous entrance of the solitary currency, which on paper must have represented 
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a notable step ahead toward beneficial European economic integration, would have 
revealed a formidable fiasco, generating a unforeseen contradiction by consumers 
and a radical anarchy of prices? It is all too evident that the price-variable no longer 
only responds to the rigidly established criteria of the classical economy. 

There is something in the economy that acts other than the same economy. It is 
this notion that the most intelligent scholars are in early agreement, attempting to 
describe the phenomenon in different ways: some discuss cultural capitalism, others 
speak of attentional economics, some of fictional capitalism, while others still of feeling 
economy; every neologism that tends to put into discussion the same fundamentals 
of the discipline, introducing new parameters stemming from other fields. 

From this angle, art has many points of contact with the field of economics. 
Firstly, because it is also made up of goods, which, if they are bought and sold 
are potentially in a position to generate a profit. But in a more subtle sense, art, in 
particular contemporary art, has always implied an attentive reflection of oneself, 
on what it is and on what it does. Art and artists were, therefore, not able to escape 
the intense meditation on the nature of their economic involvement. As examples, 
Marcel Duchamp organized a society for the exploitation of the roulette of Monte Carlo, 
in which he put bonds up for sale, or Yves Klein who looked to give an “exchange 
value” to his “zones of immaterial sensibility”, or the Situationist Pinot Gallizio who 
came to theorize and create the “industrial painting” that was sold by the meter, or 
Joseph Beuys who always synthesized this problem in the celebrated and enigmatic 
formula “Kunst=Kapital”; they are all decisive in this sense.

Marcel Broodthaers was put in a difficult position; he opposed the marketization 
of his works but needed to sustain himself by such sales, is a cited example; in fact, 
he agreed bear witness for a shirt producer (in the Seventies), asking that on the 
advertisement page an “artistic” script was inserted that read: “What must we think 
of the relationship that links art, advertising and commerce?” Signed M.B., Director. 
Although this simple footnote literally does not explain anything, it indicates the latent 
disconcertment that seizes us when we relatively touch on themes of the economy 
and art; it has been formalized in a clear interrogative sentence that is reclaimed 
by the same signature of the artist. If Broodthaers had not have demanded the 
inclusion of that script, it would have been nothing other than a typical presentation 
of “capitalist culture”, in which a rock star from the “uninterested” culture lends its 
“aura” to the system of profit (behind lavish compensation). Instead, in such a way, 
even though the publicity capability remains, the cultural element specifically reacts, 
yielding a demand supplement that otherwise would have remained unexpressed. 
The artists that participate in Zero Interest! re-propose this fundamental thought-
provoking position, yet articulate it in vastly different ways.

The principle strategic method on which to reflect on the controversial relationship 
between art and the economy can be summarized by the formula “intrinsic subversion”. 
The clear negation, the open rebellion, are attitudes more or less perceived as 
overlooked, maybe because the sensation is so acute that soon it is the cause of 
their same immediacy, as such a position risks to shortly become recycled by the 
same system that it has contested. The intrinsic subversion (the term that Slavoj Zizek 
deals with) would consist, instead, in a viral action that tends to throw the system into 
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confusion (the economic as well as the communicative, the advertising as well as the 
social, etc.) utilizing against it, its very same devices. The adjustment technique by 
the collective, Adbusters, who in the last few years understood the need to give life to 
a series of iconological advertising parodies, is a valid example in this sense; artists, 
strong in their specific knowledge of communicative devices, have often articulated 
their position of refusal in the guise of apparent acceptance. Minerva Cuevas, for 
example, has become famous for her visual works in which she subtly subverts 
the logo of the famous American multinational agricultural corporation, Del Monte, 
often accused of embezzlement and discrimination in Latin American countries; in 
reality, her work is very complex because she does not only halt at visual aspects, 
but extends her work in a website (irational.org) where it is possible, for example, to 
order falsified bar codes as a way of “grocery shopping” at zero cost, etc. 

Matthieu Laurette creates similar works, introducing us to “holes in the system”, for 
example, suggesting ways to grocery shop for free, profiting from the “special offers” 
that today (in an economy extremely attentive to profit) are extremely abundant in 
almost every sale point, so many “false inducements” which immoderate proliferation 
that wind up contradicting this same function. One can also say that Cildo Meireles, 
an extraordinary Brazilian artist, creates similarities in his work, and much like 
Cameroon artist Pascale Marthine Tayou, they both reinvent a new utopian currency 
that negates its own value; even more so, subversion to the limits of provocation 
is the aim of Ánibal López’s work, that creates, as a means of self-financing, an 
authentic robbery (the revenue, which became publicly declared, is precisely used to 
produce the work of art); Mexican Carlos Amorales (who one can remember for his 
fantastic participation in the 2003 Venice Biennale with a real life illegal workshop 
for the production of shoes) decided to give life to his own brand, Nuevos Ricos; and 
finally, a similar viral negation is located at the centre of the work of Danish collective 
Superflex who creates their own real products (a certain variation of the guaranà 
berry), overturning the subordinate position of the consumer and attempting the 
autarkical utopian road. 

A secondary strategic method that seems to have been traveled by artists can 
be defined as “distorted mimesis”. This technique consists in the employment of 
the typical “artistic” device (something that does not serve anything and no one 
knows exactly what it serves) to minimally, but decisively, underline the devastating 
surpluses of the economic system. An example in this sense is the creation of the 
continuing work in progress of “translation” that Antoni Muntadas brings forth from 
different years of research. On the inside of this work (which contemplates amongst 
others the “translation” of texts without words by one culture to another – much like 
the safety instruction leaflets distributed by airlines), Muntadas has included a sort 
of banking transaction on the “translation” of money from one value to another; the 
extraordinary thing is that in following it to the bitter end, the initial sum will erode 
until it disappears completely. Each “translation”, if one deduces it, therefore has a 
cost – as well as a material one….Nourished chameleons lurking inside the economic 
system, with intentions that are not at all simple, is also found in the work of Christian 
Jankowski, with his placement in the pillory of the “point of sale” concept (which 
becomes a hunting area with a bow and arrow in his video, The Hunt) and with Cesare 
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Pietroiusti on one side and Takashi Murakami on another. The positions of these last 
two can appear unethical – given that one creates a work of art (a watercolor) that is 
legally signed, but when placed on sale loses its artistic value, while the other directly 
takes his creative work to a lavish multinational corporation like Louis Vuitton.

Yet, at close observation, this first case is not only subversive, but is also a 
testament to the recreation of a parallel anti-economic system. Additionally, the 
second case should not just be reduced to a marketization of creativity because by 
accepting the mercantilogical reinterpretation by the artist, the business must have 
had to renounce everything, for example, to the serious aplomb that characterizes 
the identity of the brand. On the same level, one can also link the distorted parody of 
01.org, the collective that achieved success with the provocative proposal to create 
a public square for the Nike sneaker brand, paradoxically quite credible in a world 
clenched by strong and often insensitive sponsorship. 

Instead many artists choose to follow yet another path, like Claude Closky, with 
his wallpaper inspired by Nasdaq values, or Maria Eichhorn who is noted for her 
participation in the 2002 Documenta with a true and real lawfully registered society 
with bank notes of “wholly deposited capital”). Marianne Heier filmed the delicate 
Thai ritual where they burn fake bank notes in honor of the deceased, while Santiago 
Sierra creates works of “imposition” that entices economically disadvantaged people 
to do practically anything in exchange for money. Carlo Zanni, with his construction 
of delicate digital landscapes that then are revealed to be nothing more than a bi-
dimensional transcription of Ebay auction data, or finally, the Orgacom group that 
organized an exhibition in which the public was automatically selected by a badge 
distributed at the entrance and separated according to determined categories 
(neophyte, artist, gallerist, etc.), which ended up in one’s own self-observation. 

In these cases, in which one can add the work on bank images by Neil 
Cummings and Marysia Lewandowska, or the cold “cathodic” operations of 
Fabrice Hybert, maybe one can speak of a sort of “detached reflection”, which 
is a position of apparently disenchanted acceptance of existence, where instead 
there is a profound disappointment in the disintegration of one of the last 
certainties of the post-industrial individual, the unconscious faith in the market.  
In conclusion, many artists still seem to rob an intuition to the last Battiato. The 
problem in the confusion of roles between an economy, that in its new and “creative” 
versions tends to cross borders in artistic forms, and an art that is often subjugated 
by the rules of its own (and of others) market, seems to be the reconstruction a path, 
though, minimal. The “minimal stratagems”, therefore, consist of the restoration of 
a sensorial itinerary, (in)complete to depart from a reflection of conditions given by 
the context. Exemplified in this direction is the modus operandi of Michael Rakowitz, 
who intervenes with site specific operations that take more than the physical space 
into consideration; they occupy the social, legal, urban, cultural space (for example 
he has installed a car cover in a parking lot, that occupies public soil in such a way 
that it reaches the limits of legality without being openly illegal).

Moving in a similar direction is the artistic research of Michael Blum who retraces 
in a video, the history of a typical postmodern product - his jogging sneakers, or 
Rainer Ganahl, whose work consists of a reading of Das Kapital by Karl Marx in 
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unexpected contexts, or Norma Jeane (an artist who utilizes the proper name of 
Marilyn Monroe as a pseudonym), who realized a series of jewels, the ecstatic market 
of luxury that hides an obscure threat on the inside (in reality they are containers of 
sulphuric acid). Traveling in similar direction is the price subversion operations by 
Marco Vaglieri (who has already worked on the statute of the “artist”), or the work 
of Christoph Büchel, who, in order to indirectly respond to the incessant question 
of producing “new works”, does not materially realize anything, but has asked the 
institution who hosts him to allocate a “virtual capital” that will be used only in the 
moment in which the artist will have a “real idea”.

A special mention is bestowed upon the works of Mark Lombardi, an American 
artist who recently passed in 2000, obsessed with the theme of conspiracy, but to 
such a degree that he furnished accurate abstract maps that hide the occult ties 
between political and economic power under the guise of an artistic “conceptual” 
work (in a certain sense, they clearly anticipate that which director Michael Moore 
brought to light in his documentary film Fahrenheit 9/11). 

And lastly, the apocalyptic and genuinely utopian operations of Cai Guo-Qiang 
who exploded bank notes in a fireworks display, that closely recalls the unknown 
operations of the mysterious collective, K Foundation, who in 1993, as it may seem, 
created (and filmed) the crazy undertaking of “burning a million sterling” – working 
on the limits of artistic creation, of anarchy, of total and nonsensical subversion, on 
which weighs the promise of the pair to “not speak about it for the following twenty 
three years” (we must therefore wait until 2016 to understand it all). 

Returning to the relationship between art and the economy, we can therefore 
conclude, stating that rather than insisting on the differences that separate the two 
circles, it is more advantageous to observe them as a singularly considered sphere 
that contains within it the elements that differentiate them from each other (the 
non-economic criteria in the economy, the mercantile elements in art…). As such, 
on one side, occurs an acknowledgement that more advanced economic thought 
has courageously put the same disciplinary reference points into discussion (and 
this is one of the factors that motivates the presence of an economist dressed in the 
clothes of a co-curator of an art exhibition); on the other side, the specific merit of 
art and the contemporary artist does not reside in the ability to create an obstacle 
for themselves, tailoring aesthetically reassured responses, but certainly useless 
– in as much as their capability to articulate the questions that these contradictions 
pose into memorable symbols. 

These texts were first published in Italian, on the occasion of the exhibition Interessi Zero! 
Strategie artistiche per un’economia in crisi, curated by Pier Luigi Sacco and Marco Senaldi, March 
12th – May 29th, 2005, Galleria Civica di arte Contemporanea di Trento, in collaboration with the 
Faculty of Economics of the University of Trento and The Order of Commercialist Doctors of the 
Province of Trento, www.workartonline.net
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Žarko PAIĆ

The Spectacle of the Nature of Capital
(An afterword to the artistic project of Dalibor Martinis, Variable Risk Landscape)

“Get rich, invest, propagate and multiply your capital, for the old world is passing 
and a new one is being born”. This paraphrase of the celebrated words of Adam 
Smith on the essence of capitalism with its supplementation to the words of Jesus 
from the Apocalypse of St John no longer sounds so very scandalous. In the age of 
the information society, the only scandal that cannot be pronounced a phantasm 
appears in the many figures of transnational corporate capitalism.   

Global IT-based capitalism marks a system of financial power defining all areas 
of the world of system and the world of life.[1] The idea of transnational corporate 
capitalism then is a perfect correlate of the spectacle of the nature of capital as IT 
culture.[2]

The concept of the society of spectacle derives from the neo-Marxist theory of Guy 
Debord.[3]  Spectacle for him does not mark the form of capitalism in the “last phase” 
of its transformation into the world of visual phantasmagoria. The fetishist character 
of commodities is seen as a universal form of the representation/presentation of the 
world of images in which the object of desire or need becomes the structure of the 
subject itself. The idea of spectacle does not refer expressly to the world of the mass 
media, but to the total alienation of primary human sociality. The spectacularisation 
of global capitalism confirms Debord’s diagnosis to the extent to which it is glaringly 
apparent that the hyperproduction of the visual medium is coincident with the 
hyperproduction of consumer capitalism, in which every form of denial has already 
become the logo for the new production of objects of consumption.[4] The age of 
global capital and IT culture is the age of the spectacular happening of the world 
as new image.[5]

It goes without saying that contemporary art in this new environment can no 
longer repose on fake bases of a reality that no longer exist as an image of the real.  
The real, the imaginary and the symbolic of capital as spectacle are the end of its 
rational nature.  In a network subject-free society, its substance is de-subjectivised. 
Instead of Beuys’s formula for the equation of art and capital (Kunst = Kapital), the 
equals sign has to be done away with, for contemporary art is not just the symbolic 
and cultural capital of individual, collective or nation state, rather the social power 
of realistic criticism to be a spectacle of the nature of capital itself. 

 Art surmounts the logic of the rule of capital over the world in general in that it 
negates itself, negating the “nature”, “necessity”, and “eternity” of history in the sign 
of the power of capital as present and absent God of the global epoch of the world. 
For a contemporary artist to be able to work in the happening of the performative 
and conceptual reversal of the image of the virtual reality of capital, there are many 
metamorphoses to be undergone. 
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The entire adventure of contemporary art, from Actionism, the art of the installation 
and the performance, of the social subversion of reality qua image of the realistic 
cynicism of the neo-liberal ideology of globalisation can be summed up today in 
a metapolitical strategy for the surmounting the limits of art, life and capital.[6] 
By analogy to the realistic possibility of overcoming systems from within, which in 
contemporary critical theories of globalisation means the acceptance of the level of 
the world historical positivity of capitalism as technological, scientific and cultural 
development, contemporary art today can no longer be outside the process. 

To speak then of multimedia art as the leading genre for the scrutiny of the 
contemporary artist with spectacular metamorphoses of capital at “the end of history” 
no longer seems correct.  Multimediality is a label for the technical and instrumental 
appropriation of the resources of IT culture. This no longer corresponds to the real 
“nature” of the reversal of culture as new ideology of globalisation.

The turn is not in the performative and conceptual attitude to the object of the artistic 
deconstruction of reality, rather in the attitude towards the reality of deconstruction 
itself. In other words, the artist does not choose his object as “new reality”, rather the 
reality that is the spectacle of virtuality at work/in the event requires the choice of 
new artistic strategies. Instead of Beuys’s equation of art and capital and instead of 
the closed story of the multimedia artist of our age using IT culture – digital images, 
computers, stage setting, live and simulated performance, the iconoclasm of modern 
art, the semiotics of the text, audio-visual installations, video and laser technologies 
– the time has come for such an artist to be called his real name. 

The transmedia artist is the true subject of the spectacle of the nature of capital. 
His main role is in the social criticism of the fetishism of the commodity. The change 
of term is not just a witticism in the creation of new concepts for the reality of the 
artistic practice of IT culture. On the contrary, only in this way is it possible properly 
to understand the intention of transmedia art to deconstruct the order of the global 
ideology of neoliberalism. Instead of the nation state and its modern concept of 
the sovereignty and autonomy, today the transnational corporations are the main 
subjects and agents of rule in our lives.[7]

A paradigmatic case of the transmedia artist who reflects the essence of this term 
is seen in Dalibor Martinis’s realised project Variable Risk Landscape.  A one-year 
project, put on in 2004, it was directed to the “artistic intervention into the territory 
of the economy” as the artist himself explained the project. On January 1 2004, 
Martinis bought 365 shares in the investment fund of Zagrebacka banka for 37,000 
euros, and recorded the trends in its value. In the Zagreb Museum of Contemporary 
Art it was possible the whole year long to keep up with what was happening with the 
rise and fall in the value of these shares on an installed virtual wall. 

Every month the artist went up to the hills and mountains measuring out the curve 
of the growth of the shares, measuring the height with an altimeter. This year-long 
experience of hiking produced the fascinating photographs of Boris Cvjetanović and 
the artist himself. Reporting on the curves of the trends in the value of the shares 
became at one and the same time reporting on the movements of the artist in the 
real landscape of nature. All this could be tracked at www.variablerisklandscape.com, 
the space-time of the transmedia artistic event. 
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The project was brought to a close on December 29 2004 with the grand division 
of the profits in the Museum of Contemporary Art to the visitors who happened to 
be there as joint stock-holders in the project.  Dalibor Martinis gave dividends of 
150 kuna to each of those present at the close of the event.  Almost all the winners 
who were gathered at the end of the year in the Museum were figures from the 
underground of the big city, to use the phrasing of the already forgotten social 
criticism novel of Vjenceslav Novak. The group of “losers”, collateral victims of the 
Croatian economic and political transition in the period of post-communist capitalism, 
had for the first time ever put their foot into the premises where contemporary art 
occurs or is exhibited.   

Instead of the glamorous spectacle of the humanitarian ideology of fake charity, the 
ultimate act of cynicism of the global system of the perversion of the idea of justice, 
equality of opportunity and individual freedom, which is during the Christmas and 
New Year holidays some kind of corrective to the avaricious consumerist euphoria of 
the social power elites, the end of the Variable Risk Landscape project was a first-rate 
social subversion of the Croatian kitsch ideology of charity. Finally, the end of the 
project marked a completely new approach in contemporary art to the transmedia 
experience of the encounter between artist and at-risk social groups.

The penetration of the closed structures of the ideological network of the meanings 
of spectacle, nature and capital as accumulation of images, protection of the landscape 
and deconstruction of the idea of capitalist investment in individual riches was at 
once produced as an immanent critique of the cynicism of global capitalism against 
the “poverty” of the nation state. 

In the Variable Risk Landscape, Martinis changed the manner of understanding 
the object and representation of contemporary art. The Beuys formula was radicalised 
by other means. Just as the key for the understanding of capitalism in Marx’s Capital 
is the so-called triple pattern of commodities – money – capital, so for contemporary 
art in the age of global capitalism the key to understanding is the relationship of 
spectacle, nature and capital as against performativeness, conceptuality and the 
installation practice of networking events in the space and time of the intervention. 
Martinis’ project in its very name hits at the essence of the contemporary system of 
the neo-liberal economy as reigning ideology of globalisation. 

The Variable Risk Landscape is a space and time of the spectacular movement 
of capital through a space bounded by a mathematical concept of time as annual 
profit on the stock market. The sociological characteristic of the society of risk, in 
line with the postulates of Ulrich Beck, derives from the very nature of the capitalist 
economy and the information society.  

Risk is a characteristic that the society produces by its own foundation. It is not an 
irrational threat to the system, rather a rational response of the social environment 
to the permanent crisis of the market-organised societal community. 

Hence risk groups in contemporary society are not just those who have contracted 
AIDS, but primarily the rejected and marginalised social cases: the tramps, the 
unemployed, those who are maladjusted to the social mobility of capital, victims of 
the transitional and clientele economy like pensioners relegated to begging in the 
streets.  
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Risk is hence a structural characteristic of contemporary society. The scapes of 
this society in the age of globalisation can be ethno-, media-, techno-, financial- and 
ideoscapes.[8] The Variable Risk Landscape is a phenomenological description and 
depiction of the policy of economic investment of capital in the situation in which 
IT culture rules. Everything is, ostensibly, spectacularly transparent. It is as if it is 
nowhere possible to find something outside the actual system of a mathematically 
ordered system of needs.  

The departure of the artist into the mountains corresponds to the fluidity in the 
share movements on the financial market. In such a financial landscape the possibility 
of profit in excess of the expected value in the growth of what is expected derives from 
the uncertainty of the risk. This is that kind of cognitive rationality of the system that 
Martinis intuitively recognises in the functioning of global capitalism as network.

The transmedia artist in virtual reality and real virtuality of spectacle of the nature 
of capital appears as subject of the work and the event (Art&Event Network). He 
does not make use of the technical capacities of the new media just for the sake of 
their instrumental function of innovation and experiment. The whole of IT culture is 
a media event of global capitalism. 

The spectacle of nature/being as transcendental condition of global capitalism 
marks the condition of the real opportunities of each individual project of investing 
within the space-time of the variable risk landscape. Hence Dalibor Martinis from the 
outset assumes something ambiguous in the concept of nature. It is a level for the 
internal being and substance of the “natural, necessary and eternal”, an unchanging 
system of social relationships that like a mystery rule the human world. And yet such 
a nature is a social construction and hence an ideological phantasm that is used for 
the rejection of alternatives.[9]  

The artist justifiably explores this kind of ideological viewpoint of the reconciliation 
with the culture of spectacle as a kind of post-modern fatalism without any alternative. 
In one interview connected with new projects he had put on, Dalibor Martinis 
programmatically put forward his credo as metapolitical artist in the transmedia 
world of IT culture: “Belief that art cannot change the world is fatalism”.[10]

The other meaning of nature is shown by the artist’s going up into the mountains.  
Nature is the nature of capital as spectacle. It is a culturalised media event, and not 
nature-in-itself. The return to nature is possible, but only as some kind of ecological 
fundamentalism.  This is the fate of the post-modern life styles ruling the landscape 
of variable risks. 

A sense of religion, spirituality and authentic mystic events have always taken 
place as a movement “outside this world”, for example into the mountains of Tibet 
or Nepal. This kind of mediation of the mystic in the New Age culture is nothing 
but the post-modern lifestyle of global capitalism. Nature as such does not exist. 
Martinis acknowledges only the changed and variable historical nature that opens 
up the possibilities for an alternative only when the actual nature of the spectacle of 
capital is critically deconstructed.  Everything else is an illusory flight into nature as a 
contemporary desirable lifestyle.  But this is just one in a sequence of lifestyles that 
express the spiritual crisis of the West. The natural landscape of global capitalism is 
the cultural risk of the economy as the only immanent religion of salvation. 
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Martinis’s “intervention into the economy” however is not the emptiness of the 
spiritual in art - from Kandinsky to Kiefer – at the level of symbolic vulgar materialism. 
Martinis is not selling and is not buying art for capital/shares.  His transmedial 
subversion of the social essence of global capitalism is not to be bought.  Art is neither 
sold nor bought; rather the premises of its social survival in the contemporary world 
of the “Museum of Contemporary Arts” are tested out and critically deconstructed.  

The very idea of the museum in the age of IT culture is essentially connected 
with the strategy of capital that invests in the cultural and symbolic capital of cities 
for one purpose only – direct or indirect economic gain.[11] In this sense the Beuys 
formula is the external framework of the modern strategy of the economy in culture. 
But for the age of the spectacle of the nature of capital, as image of the world of 
global capitalism, it no longer corresponds to real reality.  Art is not identical to 
capitalism even when it serves it functionally in the aestheticisation of spectacle. 
Contemporary art goes beyond the IT culture of spectacle in that capital, as abstract 
social relationship, becomes its artistic strategy of intervention.  

Martinis’s project is a signpost to changes in the direction of investigations of virtual 
reality itself and of the real virtuality of neoliberal ideology of globalisation. In the 
performative-conceptual turn contemporary transmedial art has as its beginning and 
end just one area of operation left. This work is social transparency of the relations 
in which all the scapes of global capitalism are called into question as fragments of 
a single ideologically created whole.[12]

The totality of social power structures is not a natural, necessary and eternal 
whole of unchanging relationships. Martinis justifiably states that fatalism is merely 
another name for a lack of point and sense in the artistic act here and now. The point 
of the project Variable Risk Landscape is not opened up in its beginning, rather in its 
ending. The distribution of the profit of an art project investigating the phenomenon of 
putting money into an investment fund is seen to be the key point of the subversion 
of the spectacle of the nature of capital. The distribution of profit is an indicator of 
the model of social relationships in the system of global capitalism. 

The investment risk is ostensibly just a factor of the uncertainty of the contemporary 
economy. The possibility that shares on the market will fall for external reasons such 
as war, natural disasters, epidemics, terrorism does not call into question the risk 
inherent in the economy of investment because internal reasons of the implosion 
of capital precisely assume risk situations.

The whole great story of alternatives to global capitalism is reducible to the issue 
of the distribution of the profit.  This will show whether some system of the political 
economy of capitalism is cannibalistic, neo-colonialist, neo-liberal, socially just or 
simply socially acceptable from the standpoint of the investors and sharers in the 
profit. Martinis carried out a radical intervention in the territory of the economy by 
resocialising his own personal investment via the collective gain of anonymous 
participants.   

Without any of the humanitarian pathos of charity, the Variable Risk Landscape 
project does not excite the cynicism of the poor, as in the well-known artistic project 
of Mladen Stilinović. Here the emphasis is on wealth as the real state of the cynicism 
of the global economy, which within the stock-exchange institution of the mediation 
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of information and knowledge about investment can sometimes take on the form 
of a lottery or betting shop. 

The case and uncertainty of the risk undermine the rational nature and necessity 
of capitalism. The distribution of the profit deriving from Dalibor Martinis’s project 
for the users of the virtual community is shown in the exalted gesture as a science 
teaching of renunciation. Martinis is in his experiment with monetary transactions 
an authentic transmedial artist demonstrating the perversions of social power 
strategies. 

The spectacle of the nature of capital is not inherently good or bad. IT culture is 
neither good nor bad. It functions as a pictorial revolution of social relationships in the 
world. Martinis has spectacularly deconstructed the essence of the global economy 
as unconscious historical risk of investing in nothing in order to gain everything. 

Contemporary art does not live off the dirty money of global capital, nor is it its vassal. 
Money is just a medium for crossing the border between two apparently detached 
spheres, which shows the state of social awareness better than any fraudulent ethic 
of Christian charity. The transmedial artist in the variable risk landscape is a member 
of the ultimate “at-risk group” in this vicious circle of commodity, money and capital. 
His nature is outside the logic of spectacle.  

He is the natural provocateur of the social power system. The pleasure in this 
artistic spectacle of the absolute lack of purpose of the very game with the economy 
of global power of the world puts him on the level of Beuys’ law, equating not just art 
and capital, but also artist and capitalist. If capital as such can at all be an artistic 
work or event, why then cannot Dalibor Martinis be a transmedial capitalist who 
creates and demolishes his virtual artistic work/event, revelling in the joyful shock 
of life’s losers?
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Marina GRŽINIĆ

Performative Alternative Economics

Oliver Ressler presents in his project “Alternative Economics, Alternative Societies” 
eleven ways of rethinking, conceptualizing and visualizing what is possible to be 
termed eleven models of alternative economics that also open a way of rethinking 
culture as a radical dispositive. Ressler’s project is an important contribution in 
fleshing out a history of alternative economics that has also been suppressed and 
ignored, similarly to the models of alternative economics themselves. In fleshing 
out a possible history, indeed, as the work consists of eleven distinctive individuals 
who in “flesh and blood” narrate and conceptualize these alternative economics’ 
practices, we face a political gesture within the field of representation to reclaim 
these “movements” and their historical potentials and to re-launch them into a 
possible new future. 

Alternative Economics are about the labor movement, although they provide 
cultural elements for a productive counter-cultural platform. The project by Ressler 
situates alternative economics within a broader social and political arena that is 
not only embedded with class struggle and labor policy, but also has the capacity to 
transform multiple areas of life.

Why is this important? What is going on today in the process of global capitalist 
production is that life in itself is the primary source of global capitalism. Life is 
the most powerful labor force today. The mode of our submission to the capitalist 
machine is through precariousness, marginality, and the constant fear for our living 
standards and the contemporary (im)possibility to create and preserve fixed forms of 
labor. The precariousness of labor is connected with the precariousness of life, and 
is the central topic not only of contemporary biopolitics, but also of contemporary 
representational politics. Contemporary post-Fordist production processes are not 
“just” giving meaning to life, but so to speak, create and consume life itself.

It is clear that alternative economics were built upon alternative political convictions. 
Therefore it is not surprising that Ressler invokes the concept of alternative societies 
as a part of alternative economics; every demand to fight the past and the present 
of capitalist methods of production and its contemporary precarious form of labor 
and life is a political act. 

There are important reasons for artists to display and constitute a possible, though 
fragmentary, history of alternative economics.

One reason is clearly political. We need to consider the possibility of forming 
alternative societies and this is possible around alternative economies in order to 
fight global capitalism. Therefore we need to be able to identify alternative economic 
systems among countless small utopias and ideas that also strive to build economic 
solidarity and democratic forces. Ressler focuses his project on comparative studies, 
and tries to document the history of the movement of alternative economies, but 
also Ressler fights that this “movement” regains back its potential.
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The question is also how “Alternative Economics, Alternative Societies,” affects 
contemporary art. Why this sudden interest for economics in contemporary art and 
culture, and also what is to be done in the field of contemporary art in relation to 
economics?

Today art productions fit the levels of production and consumption within the liberal 
global capitalist society perfectly; it is because of its highly developed consumerist 
tendencies that transforms global capitalist societies into “supermarket communities.” 
Art objects and works are seen simply as the next generation of goods in the capitalist 
supermarket economy. Nothing escapes capital: capital produces goods and also 
subjectivities. To say this means that is necessary to perceive a change in the relation 
between contemporary art and economics. Global capitalism entered openly, in a 
visible and disgusting way, into the field of contemporary art. The art market is the 
most important regulator of esthetics and trends in the art field. It also chooses 
and redirects taste, trends, controls the circulation of curators to be selected for 
organizing of big art events and works tightly as well with the global multinational 
capitalist companies investing in and sponsoring art and other cultural projects. The 
final result is a special linkage of money, institutions and critical-theoretical writings 
that today present themselves even more than ever as a “civilizational kinship.” This 
kinship (which again comes from the vocabulary of biotechnology) presents itself 
in the “world” as the most natural and internal process of art and culture in the 
capitalist First World, and moreover this “civilizational kinship” is today overcoming 
cultural borders in order to become the password of the day in political affairs (us 
against them; the war to preserve civilization, etc.). If we keep in mind the idea of 
this effective capital investment (theory-money-art market) in a single work of art, 
we have to acknowledge the importance of the art-critique-theory “machine” in its 
background, which obsessively works on providing genealogical and historical power 
to a unique artwork style and aesthetics. 

The alternatives are clear, though in the end they always work together. I can 
present them as follows: should we adopt the Zapatista ski mask as our emblem in 
order to fight the (art) market, tightly embedded with the capitalist economy, or should 
we instead try to display a politics of representation that presents utopian, maybe 
outmoded, but powerful ways of building different forms of economic platforms in the 
world. Ressler decided at the present moment for the second way, for establishing 
a fragmented, but powerful history of alternative economics.

The other reason is representational. It is necessary to develop a vision of a 
worldwide movement of alternative economies that takes into account the very different 
conditions of very different models of economies. Just lets think for a moment of 
ex-Yugoslavia’s self-management third way into socialism that found its logic in the 
1960s movement of the non-aligned countries and that precisely in these days are 
trying to make a comeback on the international stage of global politics. It is necessary 
to understand how these conditions affect the form and content of activities for 
building alternative economies. Clearly ex-Yugoslavia’s self-management and Western 
world models of alternative economies will have different characteristics. Certainly 
a good way to begin exploring these questions is by looking at specific experiences 
of alternative economics and visualizing them.
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Economic contradictions are central for today’s world. The constantly changing meaning 
of the specific position is highly dependent upon ideas of the possible constitution of 
history of such alternative economies. Making sure that the emancipatory historical 
experiences of such alternatives are not forgotten and changing them in a source 
of open community project. Ressler’s proposal is that we are to go beyond seeing 
the economic only and solely as a signifier of exploitation and racism, it is possible 
to rethink alternative economics also as activist’s platforms within contemporary 
societies. Therefore to undertake such an effort, as it is in the case of the project by 
Oliver Ressler, means to give a form to a history of alternative economics. Or, better to 
say means to make an effort to restore alternative economics and their proper place 
in the history of capitalism and in the history of alternative societies. 

Alternative economics as presented by Ressler capture the creation of labor unions, 
the formation of working class militancy, and also as it is possible to see in some of 
the specific presented models that they indeed ameliorate working class conditions. 
Alternative economics have to do a lot with the distribution of wealth that means to 
raise the question as to who owns control over the internet, transportation, public 
education, legal system, the human genome, etc, owns the structures of exercising 
power in different societies as well. Taking advantage of public goods — like roads, 
transportation, markets — and public investments that belong to all, is presented in 
most of the cases as a personal initiative, hiding therefore the structural bases of 
capitalist hegemony and expropriation. Making such relations of private ownerships 
of public goods that are internal to capitalist economics are opening up questions of 
direct power relations: as who controls economics has the power over society in his 
or her hands as well. One sixth of the world’s population that is based in the former 
Western Europe and West America controls almost 80 percent of all world resources. 
This opens up the horrifying relations of a small percentage of people having control 
over huge resources of wealth within the global capitalist machine, transforming 
therefore the question from individual power to a kind of structural inequality and form 
of capitalist private ownership of natural resources and goods. 

Ressler presents alternative economics as a mixture of different positions. 
On one side the alternatives are presented through the work of people with an 

academic background who elaborated a scientific concept or model, and on the 
other hand ideas are coming from an activist background. Ressler through his chosen 
speakers asserts that alternative economics were vital platforms in the last century’s 
social and political history, proposing alternatives to the capitalist system. He displays 
in his project through the eleven positions a movement engaged against the status quo 
toward rethinking possibilities that oppose global capitalism and struggle to democratize 
social life, from the economic to the cultural spheres, from private to public politics.

Alternative economics as a paradigm shows the potential to organize the labor 
movement and to run societies without only and solely complete expropriation from 
the capitalist system. In some aspects alternative economics allow citizens to become 
conscious of their power as workers, defending their immediate interests, and giving 
contexts to revolutionize society as a whole. It is also true that until now not many 
projects of such a type as this one by Ressler reflected and connected the significance 
of alternative economics. The project charts the emergence of comparative politics of 
representations on the topic.
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The project can be seen as developing three distinctive ways for developing models 
of thinking and acting within the economic field. It is dealing with ideas within the 
democratic, Marxist and anarchist tradition. Marxist models are working within and 
beyond the totalitarian regimes, the democratic ideas are based on all sorts of free-
market policies and the anarchists’ positions, also in collaboration with feminism, 
imagine a society independent from capitalism.

Alternative economics also presents the articulation of the communitarian 
elements in capitalism, as well as the utopian perspectives that emerged around the 
period of the New Left. A special path is constituted in this genealogy of alternatives 
with recuperating democratic visions against capitalism that are the result of class 
contradictions within the capitalist system itself. The project works in-between working 
class interests and utopian visions that seek to reconstruct society along radically 
democratic and communitarian lines.

In the project “Alternative Economics, Alternative Societies” another obsession of 
contemporary representational politics also shows up clearly: performative politics. 
The obsession with communication, speech and language is at the core of most art 
projects today. Communication is at the base of production processes as well. The 
process of work is established in a process of verbal exchange; communication is of 
crucial importance within production processes. This involves, according to Toni Negri, 
something completely different from “Habermas’s reconciliation of communication.” 
Negri argues that it is contemporary communication that clearly demonstrates the 
failed dialectics between permanently unstable labor and the lives of the precariat 
and fixed capital.

This is why the eleven positions in Ressler’s project that rearticulates eleven 
alternative economies speak incessantly. Speech is not only a mode of transmitting 
commands and instructions within labor processes, but also a process of signification. 
Language is, as Paolo Virno says, not only an artifact of real life that mediates our 
relationship with nature, but also part of our biological matrix, co-substantial and 
specific to our human nature. Language is the biological organ that is in-between 
the space of thought and political action. 

Oliver Ressler’s ongoing project is a challenging project of a direct politicization 
of the field of art with displaying topics crucial for contemporary art today, but which 
are left out by capitalist institutions of art in order to more fully exploit creativity and 
imagination in art for the only one goal that interests capital: surplus value.

Text “Performative Alternative Economics” by Marina Grzinic has been published for the first time 
in the publication “Alternative Economics, Alternative Societies”, which is edited and produced by 
Oliver Ressler and New Media Center_kuda.org, Novi Sad on the occasion of “Alternative Economics, 
Alternative Societies” exhibitions in Novi Sad and Belgrade, May - June 2005, publisher and distributor: 
Revolver, Archiv fur aktuelle Kunst, Frankfurt, pp. 21-25

art-e-fact, no 3., on line magazine on Technomitologies, Zagreb, Croatia, 2004, edited by Marina 
Grzinic http://artefact.mi2.hr/_a03/lang_en/index_en.htm

Marina Grzinic, Situated Contemporary Art Practice. Art, Theory and Activism from (the East of) 
Europe, Ljubljana: ZRC SAZU and Frankfurt am Main: Revolver, 2004.
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Susanne ALTMANN

Artists Strike Back – 
Responses to Symptoms of Economic Misery

Societies between capitalism and the past[1]

A different impression from that of the art market and a much brighter picture 
is conveyed by the world of curators and selected public art institutions not directly 
connected to commercial goals. There is of course an increasing interest in finding, 
promoting and including contemporary artists from Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) 
in programs and exhibitions. Still, the rising international presence of these artists 
influences the art market in their own countries only marginally, because the basic 
structures simply do not exist. 

Croatian artist Andreja Kulunčić is aware of these conditions. “The curator who 
chooses you for one of these events certainly does you a favor and thinks you can 
use this as a marketing tool,” she explained. “It works for artists from the West but 
I go back to Zagreb and not to Berlin, London or New York. I might get two articles 
for having been at the documenta 11 and this is it.” 

Invited to participate in Manifesta 4 in Frankfurt in 2003, Kulunčić decided to 
focus on exactly this problem. Prior to the opening she conducted a pseudo-statistical 
survey among all the Manifesta artists, asking for their sources of income and their 
earnings related to their artistic work and to the average income in their home 
countries. Not meant to be a representative survey, this survey was of course by 
no means meant to be a representative one, but from sixteen replies, the result 
showed that in most of the cases the artists from CEE had incomes from artistic 
work that had little comparison with their western counterparts; some of them did 
not have any art related income whatsoever. Analyzing the responses carefully in 
regard to the respective countries’ annual average salary, Kulunčić has come to an 
unsurprising conclusion.

“According to the questionnaire, the relation of an artists’ income from developed 
countries and post-communist countries is rounded off, 5:1 (which means that 
even in developed countries art is not ‘valorized’…).[2] Materializing the results 
and as her visual comment to Manifesta 4, Andreja Kulunčić organized a billboard 
campaign before the official opening displaying the artists she had questioned with 
their photographic portraits and the data they had submitted. 

Her concern with economic conditions had begun earlier on, and clearly exceeds 
problems of the art world. Back in 2000, she had organized another billboard campaign 
in Zagreb, introducing the employees of a once-socialist department store called 
NAMA rather glamorously to the public. In fact, these salespeople were about to be 
fired, the NAMA stores were on the verge of bankruptcy and there was nothing to be 
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sold in them.[3] Andreja Kulunčić related to the difficulties of societies in transition 
that influence everybody’s life including that of the artists themselves.

Igor Toševski, from Macedonia, embarked on a long-term project called Dossier 
in 1996.[4] As did Andreja Kulunčić in her NAMA work, he dealt with industries and 
societies in transition, providing his personal artistic comment on the changes. 
The Dossier project investigates the “widespread bankruptcy of non-competitive 
factories and their subsequent privatization.”[5] He visited these dysfunctional places, 
photographed and recorded “piles of rejected objects, tons of decaying materials”[6] 
lingering at the threshold of a free market economy. His documentation and part 
of the retrieved goods were then composed as installation pieces and exhibited in 
an art gallery in Skopje, the Macedonian capital. Taken out of their original context, 
these objects did not only reflect the current difficulties of industrial production 
and management but also pointed to the desolate state of the exhibition venues 
themselves[7] and therefore to the condition of culture and more specifically to that 
of the visual arts. In the end, Dossier implied a statement about “artists living in 
unstable political and economic regions in times of transition”[8] as well.

Toševski and Kulunčić, both from the so-called Balkans, are two of many artists 
who dedicate part of their work to economic conditions in general and those of 
artists in particular and therefore concentrate on the issue of their own complicated 
survival strategies.

A much more direct and straightforward approach is taken on by Plamen Dejanoff 
from Bulgaria. Dejanoff’s projects can no longer be referred to as mere artistic 
comments; he rather becomes an active participant in the refined system of western 
capitalism. Coming from a country still in the middle of a very difficult transition, a 
culture that remains indifferent to visual artists, Dejanoff has been living in the West 
(Vienna, Berlin) since the mid-1990s and almost aggressively adapts marketing and 
commercial strategies in his interventions. One of those projects is his collaboration 
with the automobile manufacturer, BMW, from which he got a fancy Z3 Roadster. 
In return, he used all the exhibition space given to him at art venues, including all 
upcoming catalogue pages, as an advertising vehicle for the car company.[9]

More recently, Dejanoff has signed a one-year contract with a Swiss software 
company where he indeed “sold out” by receiving a regular salary and reciprocally 
having to distribute the company’s business cards as his own plus having to transfer 
a certain percentage of his gallery sales to them.[10] 

Dejanoff’s provocative interventions, a list of which has lengthened over the last 
nine years, are all united by a “well balanced symbiosis between art and economy.”[11] 
By the same token, they can be considered as a real time experiment on the artist’s 
role in capitalist society, even more so since Dejanoff grew up under communism 
and still oscillates between Central and Eastern Europe and the Western system.

In a less persistent, but similarly effective way, Polish artist Paweł Althamer became 
involved with the business world. In the late 1990s, the Warsaw-based publishing 
house Cash commissioned him to design a realistic figure of a businessman. They 
had heard of his skills as a doll maker—an occupation with which he and his wife 
supported their family. The figure was meant to serve as a trophy for the Businessman 
of the Year award, and was readily accepted by the company. During the process of 
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its creation, Althamer investigated the business world and all its outward attributes 
very carefully. He studied its iconography and treated this job and the whole process 
consciously “as a part of his artistic activities through which he learns the system of 
values and the life style of various social groups.”[12]

Shortly after, he made use of this newly achieved knowledge in one of his contextual 
art projects. In 2002, he was invited by the Sony Center in Berlin and came up with 
an idea distinctly related to the Businessman of the Year. He asked the corporation 
for the amount of money they generally would be willing to spend on an art work, and 
used the grant to purchase all the characteristic requisites necessary: An appropriate 
suit, a white shirt, a mobile phone, a briefcase and a wallet stuffed with the remaining 
banknotes. He dressed himself up as a businessman - only to appear in the Sony 
Center and to undress himself again publicly, leaving the empty shell of the corporate 
identity behind to become an artist from Poland again, but in his underwear. 

“Ways of Life” = Ways of Self-Support
 

These two ideas of Althamer were displayed in the aforementioned exhibition entitled 
Ways of Living [13] in Gdansk, Poland. The show not only featured artistic responses 
to Polish artists’ situations, it also literally introduced the viewer to philosophies of 
coping with life—their “ways of living.” Some artists, mainly in the capital of Warsaw, 
are running their own businesses like bars or clubs. 

The renowned photographer, Katarzyna Gorna, for example, owned the nightclub 
called Emergency Exit until April 2003 and still manages a catering company called 
Lola Lou Production.[14] The catering company stands out because Katarzyna Gorna’s 
creative approach makes the design a unique experience: “surprising interactive table 
decorations, where ‘cyber fauna establish contacts’ with consumers.”[15]

Gorna’s colleague, Anna Baumgart runs the Baumgart Café, a small bar inside, 
Zamek Ujazdowski, Warsaw’s public institution for contemporary art. The bar’s role 
is not restricted to gastronomic purposes, but rather promotes social and feminist 
issues. Baumgart, concerned about in her artistic work as well, has established a 
permanent program in her Café, of presentations, performances and discussions. 
The locale was awarded the Best Place of Warsaw in 2001, along with two strictly 
commercial bars. 

Joanna Hoffmann, an artist from the city of Poznan, has an unoptimistic impression 
of living and working conditions of Polish artists. “Most artists face serious problems 
with living and working conditions,” she said. “Having a studio or storage is luxury even 
for well established artists.”[16] As one way to earn a living, Hoffmann says that the 
average salary at the Art Academy in Poznan would be around 275 Euros (the lowest 
in Poland, as she states) and that therefore even artists holding teaching positions 
would have to have one or two more jobs like “…dyeing or sewing cheap clothes…, 
(joining) renovation firms, painting walls and doing decoration work.”[17] 

Obviously, the artists that emerged during the 1990s have developed their own 
ways and means to get along in a more natural way than those who “grew up” 
artistically before the Iron Curtain fell. 
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Slovak Juraj Čarný is concerned for those artists in their sixties or seventies today, 
seeing them in a particularly vulnerable position as well. “Most of the important artists 
of the 60s or 70s do not have representative galleries and in fact no institution is 
interested in their actual work. Their social status is poor,”[18] he said.

In her study conducted to accompany the exhibition, Ways of Living, Małgorzata 
Lisiewicz describes younger artists as having different jobs and work in addition to 
their permanent occupations, earning from 500 ZL [19] to several thousand ZL per 
month. “This means they behave actively on the job market…They often buy health 
insurance and pay retirement fee,”[20] she wrote. This younger group seems to 
accept working in jobs as a natural part of professional life and the individuals are 
not distinguished from their western colleagues at all. 

They are, as Čarný explains, in a better situation than their older colleagues, 
since “they know that they have to be very active if they want to survive.” Other than 
perhaps members of one or two generations back, “they do not expect that they could 
sell something.” Čarný’s account, moreover, adds to the difficult issue of getting a 
space to work and to live, since he apparently only knows just a few young artists in 
Slovakia who manage to have a studio of their own. 

Ivan Mečl, a Czech art professional and Umělec publisher said: “We don’t have 
any contemporary artists who have the capacity to support themselves solely by 
selling their art works.”[21] “Artists,” Mečl adds, “are forced to develop cunning 
strategies to inflate material costs and other tax deductible expenses in order to 
retain some money from grants. Because such grants are for the production of art 
and by no means for the living standards of the artists, the manipulation of accounts 
is certainly bordering on the illegal. But this is a matter of common knowledge and 
there are hardly any cases of objections,” says Mečl. 

A list of jobs that contemporary artists in their environment hold to earn their living 
includes working for advertising agencies or in minor positions in the film industry 
as graphic designers or set painters.[22] Most of these jobs are apparently, and not 
surprisingly, connected to the academic or professional skills of the artists. A graphic 
designer, for example, is a typical occupation for many artists in Prague.[23]

Mostly, they divide their time between their jobs and their artistic aspiration and 
ambitions as decisively as Bogna Burska, who works for prestigious Polish publishing 
houses. In her art, she pursues social problems and “thinks the ‘work for money’ is 
currently the only way for her that does not limit her artistic freedom.”[23]

When Art and Life Come Together
 

Oskar Dawicki, a member of the Cracow-based group Azorro, designs promotional 
brochures as his source of income. Unlike Bogna Burska, he does not distinguish one 
from the other, but instead smuggles his own products for sale, and self-portraits into 
commercial publications. This ironic and rather mischievous approach is typical of 
Azorro artistic interventions into everyday life, and comments about it, since Dawicki’s 
subversive insertions require that the audience be very observant and have a good 
vision “…because they are very small.”[25]
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Dawicki’s colleagues from Southern Poland, Wilhelm Sasnal, Marcin Maciejowski 
and Rafał Bujnowski, contribute to the media on a regular basis. After graduating 
from the Cracow Academy, they formed a group called Ładnie (Beautiful) and at the 
moment all three of them enjoy quite successful careers abroad.[26] But, Sasnal and 
Maciejowski continue to draw cartoons for the weekly magazine Przekroj and Rafał 
Bujnowski has been producing a weekly program for a local TV station in Cracow 
called “Once a week I go to Cracow.” Bujnowski and Sasnal left Cracow soon after 
their graduation to live in small towns. The decision to move away from the center 
of artistic life was made consciously to reduce living expenses. 

Romanian artist and contemporary art activist Dan Perjovschi regards grants and 
residencies in western countries as an efficient tool for making a living in Romania 
where the average monthly income is around 100 Euros. So, given an accordingly 
relatively modest expenditure in Romania, Perjovschi suggests: “You get a fellowship 
in Vienna, let’s say, you live low and save enough money to live okay in Romania for 
the next four months.”[27] Among the more ordinary means of self support, Perjovschi 
mentions, rather sarcastically, that young artists either just leave the country for the 
more promising West or else join advertising companies, work as web designers or 
turn to art therapy.[28]

As for his personal strategies and for being an acclaimed Romanian artist, Perjovschi 
can certainly rely on the aforementioned sources, which are grants and stipends in 
Austria, Germany or the UK. But in addition to these more exclusive opportunities, 
he has been working for a political weekly magazine since 1990.[29] As Kristine 
Stiles discusses, Perjovschi’s “drawing political comments for major Romanian 
oppositional newspapers” can be considered his “public art” and therefore “the 
same as his ‘employment’, wherein his actual wage-earning labour functions in a 
collective social context in which heterogeneous individuals grapple with shared 
homogenous past in the reconstruction of a desired and developing heterogeneous 
present and future.”[30] Actually, he has been exhibiting the same works he did for 
the magazines named Contrapunct and 22 at the Venice Biennale in 1999 and other 
venues for Contemporary art. 

Another example of job and artwork being almost inextricably intertwined[31] is 
Bulgarian artist Ilian Lalev who has produced the video piece Postgraduate Qualification 
(2003). His personal “postgraduate qualification” as an artist consisted of becoming 
a boxing trainer at the National Sports Academy in Sofia. In his film, he performs his 
final examination for his audience and comments on the procedure as following “in 
the conditions of a grave economic crisis and the lack of a sympathetic attitude in 
the society and its institutions towards art and also through the complete change of 
the values, people are constantly obliged to attain different qualifications.“[32] 

Ilian Lalev’s compatriot Kamen Stoyanov reflects upon the fact that the dire 
necessity of making a living as an artist can also lead to serious temptations and 
irreversible deviations. Stoyanov went to the coast of the Black Sea in summer 
2003 and filmed artists who paint instant portraits for tourists and sell their scenic 
drawings and paintings to the passers-by. Those of his colleagues, Kamen Stoyanov 
explains, are able to sustain a decent life style for the rest of the year after having 
done this job for one summer season. He understands that for some of these artists 
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the business started out as just a means of making money and then turned into their 
main occupation, so abandoning their previous ideas about art. Stoyanov concludes 
(not without a sense of gallows humor) that since there is no support for critical art 
in Bulgaria whatsoever joining the commercial mainstream must be a real artist’s 
destination.[33]

Stoyanov, who has been living in Vienna for five years, appears to be one of the 
very few artists or art professionals who actually mention advantages of living in a 
CEE country – at least in respect to some artistic and economic conditions. One of 
these rare advantages seems to consist of the lower productions costs for artworks 
and this impression is supported by Ania Stonelake, the art dealer from London 
who mainly deals with contemporary Russian photography. Furthermore, Stoyanov 
actually praises the artistic freedom for artists interested in experimental and 
critical approaches resulting from the indifference of the society and the complete 
independence from an art market.

That freedom to express whatever provocative artistic messages ultimately proves 
to be deceptive since it collides naturally with the inherent desire of artists to gain 
publicity for their ideas. “If nobody is interested in an artist’s work, paintings will pile 
up in storage,” suggests Czech artist Michal Pěchouček, in his video Sberatel (The 
Collector). The painter (Pěchouček himself of course, although offscreen) presents 
canvas after canvas to an anonymous collector and because the artist obviously has 
hardly had any previous sales, he is able to create a narrative, almost a comic book 
story, out of his numerous paintings. Pěchouček’s colleague and fellow countryman 
Václav Stratil acts more boldly into the face of a potential buyer. One of Stratil’s larger 
canvases states in cartoon style lettering, “This will be bought by some terribly rich 
German.”

Richard Fajnor, a Slovak artist living in Brno, employs a much more subtle way to 
catch public attention to the state of the arts: “How much money can one receive in 
100 minutes on Slovak streets as a beggar in the benefit of art”[34] Over four years, 
Richard Fajnor donned a fine suit and placed himself on the pavement of twenty 
cities in Slovakia,[35] with a paper plate in front of him and a cardboard sign stating 
that he was an artist in need. This strategy did not prove to be a serious means of 
survival, yet it made the misery of artists in societies of transition visible, at least 
symbolically for 100 minutes. 

Far from posing as a victim, Richard Fajnor acts as a representative for all his 
colleagues (not only those in CEE) who are determined to stick with their vocation 
as artist, thereby having to face challenging situations and come up with surprising, 
highly creative solutions both artistically and financially. 

And it is not only the artists themselves who have to develop additional creativity to 
adjust to the numerous cultural and social obstacles they face. This need for individual 
responses applies to almost any art professional in CEE engaged with contemporary 
art and manifests itself in many ways, be it in the non-commercial or the profit-oriented 
sector. Developing a sustainable supporting structure for contemporary art is still 
very much an ongoing process, a process that requires patience and energy and that 
has markedly slowed down again during the course of the recent years. 
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Some of the hopes and illusions that emerged after the changes of 1989 and after 
the establishment of the Soros Centers, for example, have had to be abandoned as it 
turned out that the transition from communism to capitalism was an unprecedented 
complex operation. In none of the CEE countries would it follow the same pattern and 
neither has the development in the area of contemporary art. Western models, such 
as those for running and maintaining a private gallery, are scarcely transferable and 
thus commercial spaces have had to come up with unconventional ideas to support 
public education in contemporary art, and to try to encourage a new generation of 
people interested in art.

Even non-profit and semi-public organizations cannot count on the respective state’s 
interest in contemporary culture and have to find other means to support and promote 
art as with tools like Artservis or alternative funding methods. This does not appear 
very motivating and speaks of a relentless and exhausting struggle, but, ultimately, 
these ideas are being developed in a climate of high spirits and inventive talents. 
Though models from the western art system cannot be imposed on conditions in the 
CEE countries, strategies coined there could prove to be very helpful and certainly 
transferable to the west – in times where public funding can no longer be taken for 
granted and where the art market is subject to recession and turbulence.

An extended version of the text: S. Altmann, ART IN TRANSITION - Conditions for Contemporary Art 
and Artists in Some Former Communist Countries, Green College, The University of Oxford, Reuters 
Foundation Paper No: 229, Hilary Term 2004.  
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Walter SEIDL

Economic Interventions on an Artistic Scale: 
The Work of Plamen Dejanoff

Since the 1960s, increasing artistic strategies of intervening into the complex 
of advertising and the inherent economic structures have triggered various 
marketing effects that produced some of the pop-icons of the 20th century. With 
the master of pop, Andy Warhol, it became possible that numerous genres, be it 
painting, photography, fashion or music, were synchronized in one artistic practice. 
Warhol’s predilection for alternative settings as well as high-fashion scenarios led 
to collaborations with a number of photographers, whose work mostly remained 
in the form of ads in various newspapers and high gloss magazines, symbolizing a 
triumvirate of iconographic values, artistic efforts and market economy. For media 
theorist, Marshall McLuhan, the result of these developments was the fact that 
“[w]ith very large budgets commercial artists have tended to develop the ad into an 
icon, and icons are not specialist fragments or aspects but unified and compressed 
images of complex kind.”[1] 

The iconographic value of the ad is contained in its reflection of zeitgeist phenomena, 
which correspond with the progression of market economy and its interference in 
social distribution processes. The exploration of the ad’s and the artist’s functioning 
within market realities at the turn from the 20th to the 21st century and their economic 
constellations have been explored by Bulgaria-born and Vienna-based artist Plamen 
Dejanoff. Dejanoff skillfully intervenes into the structures of global enterprises, 
which can be seen as a subtle undermining of social and economic mechanisms as 
well as a successful play with the rules set by those entrepreneurs who are willing 
to deal with art. Using his own labor force to earn money and buy art and design 
objects, or letting institutions buy the space allotted to him in galleries to place ads 
of their own company, was Plamen Dejanov’s and Swetlana Heger’s strategy during 
their common artistic work in the 1990s, leading to the fact that BMW offered 
the duo a Z3 roadster to Test the World. As a result of the long-time collaboration 
with BMW, which installed an advertising booth in the exhibition Dream City in the 
Munich Kunstverein in 1999, the Z3 now belongs to the collection of the Museum 
of Applied Arts in Vienna, around which it is parked during the summer months in 
order to be at Dejanoff’s disposal during winter time. Linking the artist’s persona 
with an upper class market product, which also appeared as an ad in various art 
magazines, continues the story of what started out as a unique phenomenon in the 
U.S. of the 1960s, but, through the effects of globalization, has spread into various 
regions of an ever-extending western world.
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Quitting the common artistic work with his partner, Swetlana Heger, brought about 
the necessity for Plamen Dejanoff to visualize the transformation of his, the artist’s 
image on a medial/artistic surface. For this endeavor, an image advisory board which 
usually works for politicians and pop-stars was consulted in order to negotiate the 
changes suitable for the artist’s further projects. Hence, it was no longer a matter 
of Warhol’s 15 minutes of fame, but, in relation to the role of the pop star (and this 
regardless of the artistic medium) the question of a long-term positioning within 
the international art market. Due to Dejanoff’s Bulgarian origin, where his name is 
written in Cyrillic letters, the primary spelling of his name in the Latin alphabet used 
to be Dejanov. This spelling, however, had to be changed in order to obtain a new 
identity as an individual artist. The various modes of transferring the sounds from 
the Cyrillic into the Latin alphabet led to the fact that the name Dejanov was changed 
into Dejanoff, which merely resulted in a visual change of the lettering, and, through 
the existing homophony in Bulgarian, maintained the voiced pronunciation of the 
labio-dental final sound. The product eventually induces a semantic image transfer, 
which, for the English-speaking observer, might trigger associations to the spelling 
of Russian names and thus to Dejanoff’s Eastern European descent. 

After his move from Vienna to Berlin in 2001, Dejanoff’s agenda was to achieve 
an overall perception of his new life as an artist and the specifics that surrounded 
his living environment. Hence, Dejanoff went one step further to advertise his Berlin 
home and studio, which is located in a building complex for fashion and advertising 
companies, in magazines such as Flash Art. The visual realization of this development 
was done together with the Paris-based marketing agency M/M, which is responsible 
for the advertising campaigns of designers like Yohji Yamamoto, working together with 
photographers/artists like Ines van Laamswerde or Max Vadukul. M/M created a logo 
with Dejanoff’s name and the coordinates of his Berlin home, which was inserted 
in photos/ads of his apartment and studio and produced as a crystal object for the 
exhibition Art and Economy in Hamburg’s Deichtorhallen in early 2002. The ads were 
published in the Italian Flash Art and the German Artist, each time with a different 
intention, either with an analytical text or just as an ad that leaves readers in doubt 
about the actual meaning of the work. The placement of the ad to represent the 
Berlin office block at Hackescher Markt resulted out of a sponsoring deal with the 
owner of the building, which not only enabled Dejanoff to live there at low costs but 
also position himself as an artist and market commodity within the global network 
of business advertising and its intrinsic economic relations.

In addition to Dejanoff’s given image as the owner of a silver BMW Z3 with burgundy 
red leather seats, his advisory board worked on various identity patterns that would 
correspond with the car he drives. Relating to Dejanoff’s image of a pop icon in the 
arts, a BMW would not suffice to render the artist the respective features. Thus, the 
advisory board suggested a number of cars, which are linked to the specific roles an 
artist has to take. With respect to the desired image, they developed four categories, 
from which Dejanoff could choose the relevant model. In the category of elitist sports 
cars there are the brands Porsche, Ferrari, or Jaguar, which would serve the artist 
on special occasions. For daily use, he could take an Audi, Volkswagen, or Volvo, 
whereas in the status of a wicked pop star he’d do best in driving a Ford Mustang 
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or Jeep. The fourth category would be an oldtimer, but this is a step he would take 
later on to not impede the current appearance of his youthfulness. Before deciding 
upon which car to take, Dejanoff produced 30 small models in crystal, which are sold 
though his galleries as extension of the artist’s self-representation, or, in McLuhan’s 
sense, narcissistic auto-amputation. The result of this advertising strategy is the 
transition “from the consumer picture of product to the producer image of process,” 
leading to the fact that the “corporate image of process includes the consumer in 
the producer role as well.”[2] Hence, the buyers of Dejanoff’s art manage to share 
the iconographic values of the artist’s life as suggested through advertising. 

Dealing with the phenomenon of real estate, Dejanoff has not only worked with 
magazine ads but even goes one step further in the large-scale project Made in 
Bulgaria. Born in Sofia, Bulgaria, Dejanoff uses this circumstance as a cultural 
means of branding. After having acquired a number of buildings in the Bulgarian town 
Veliko Tarnovo, Dejanoff is planning to highlight the status of this place by presenting 
international art collections of museums which operate as sponsors by using and 
maintaining Dejanoff’s houses. One of the first projects in this series was realized 
in the frame of Dejanoff’s solo exhibition at the Viennese Museum of Modern Art 
(MUMOK) in 2006. In cooperation with MUMOK and the Soravia group, one of the 
first buildings in Veliko Tarnovo will be renovated as of 2007 in order to host parts 
of the collection of MUMOK. In the long run, there will be several “branches“ of 
museums next door, presenting a wide range of contemporary art. The architecture 
of the individual houses will be determined by various materials. As a precursor, 
Dejanoff presented a large bronze-grid structure in his Vienna show which was about 
to symbolize the facade of the MUMOK branch in Veliko Tarnovo. 

A further visual marker of the MUMOK exhibition which continues Dejanoff’s work 
method from the 1990s was the presentation of a black Porsche Cayenne, which the 
artist acquired with exhibition money, sponsoring by Porsche and the sale of miniature 
car glass objects. The production of the miniature car models has resulted from 
Dejanoff’s image consultation. In addition, Dejanoff has produced a number of other 
glass objects, among them wheel rims, which became very popular collection items 
and reflect the artist’s notion of contemporary sculpture. The latter was continued in 
a performance and video project at Kunsthalle Kiel in 2006 and Michelle Nicol Fine 
Arts in Zurich in 2007. In these “car tuning“ performances, parts of the car such as 
rims or tail pipe were replaced with highly sophisticated models. In Kiel, a crane had 
to lift the car into the courtyard of the Kunsthalle, where the whole action was filmed 
and later turned into a three-screen road movie video installation with sound. The 
Zurich version was performed in the inner courtyard of Credit Suisse, which included 
a new business partner in Dejanoff’s economy-related art production.                    

With the mechanisms at hand and their orientation to western economical 
systems, or, in other words, a tactically well balanced symbiosis between art and 
economy, Plamen Dejanoff achieved to position himself within the international art 
market and the demands imposed upon a business-oriented artist. Though being 
criticized for submitting to the rules of neo-liberal tendencies within the structures 
of global economy, Dejanoff succeeded in fulfilling the laws of supply and demand 
in communicating his work as an artistic service. Through the transfer of market-
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oriented practices into an artistic arena, the latter becomes automatically identified as 
part of the economic production. Thus, Plamen Dejanoff lives up to the expectations 
placed upon the contemporary artist, who does not want to live beyond the limits of 
a decent form of existence but excel through his artistic creativity and thinking on 
an international scale. 

Život umjetnosti developed the project with Plamen Dejanoff on the occasion of Walter Seidl’s 
exhibition In Passing at the Pavel House Laafeld, Austria, from July 6 to September 6, 2003.

1 M. McLuhan, Understanding Media, MIT Press, 1964, 1994, p. 226.
2 M. McLuhan, Understanding Media, MIT Press, 1964, 1994, p. 226-227.
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Suzana MILEVSKA

The Ready-Made and the Question 
of the Fabrication of Objects and Subjects 

Whether Mr. Mutt with his own hands made the fountain or not has no importance.
He CHOSE it.
                      Marcel Duchamp [1]

I want to be a machine.
                      Andy Warhol [2]

The phenomenon of the ready-made and its usage as an art object (and possibly 
later as an installation) is proximal to the abandonment of the art craft. If painting 
signifies art, skill and craftsmanship, then, with the onset of industrialism, craftsmanship 
was rendered useless, and thereby, so was painting. Nevertheless, new technical 
achievements have continued to emerge from within the realm of painting.

Today, the international art scene is moving dramatically in a new direction. When 
it comes to participation in large international exhibitions, the growing tendency has 
been to rely on the use of new technologies and new and serious obstacles have 
been placed in front of artists coming from the East. The possible frustration of such 
artists is derived from the usage of objects that are completely industrially produced 
or even ordered to be produced. In the case of exhibiting ready-made objects, the 
painter has been replaced by a machine. This proves that the motivation for ready-
made objects was closely related to production and fabrication,[3] although, Marcel 
Duchamp, for one, did not have in mind any obsession or glorification of the perfection 
and beauty of the ready-made “When I discovered the ready-mades I thought to 
discourage aesthetics.”[4]

Differing visual and conceptual results are a consequence of the acceptance and 
presentation of the readymade object as part of artistic activity, specifically in the 
context of the Balkan region--a region in which industrial production, following World 
War II, has never been applied in a complete capitalist free market economy.[5] 
In fact, in all socialist countries, there existed a kind of “simulation of production” 
in which ideological emphasis was put on the fulfillment of a social policy of full 
employment and on the quantity of production, while the quality of the manufactured 
objects were of secondary importance. Of course, this was possible only under 
special circumstances wherein industrialization and the market functioned under 
state supervision and control--a system that survived until the period of transition 
following the break-up of the Yugoslav federation and the fall of the Berlin Wall in 
1989. From this point a series of complex political and economic transitions began 
that continue to evolve today.
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According to Adorno’s aesthetic theory, there is a relationship between the level of 
development in a given society and the art produced in that society.[6] If we accept 
this, then there must be a difference between the art produced by these societies 
and their production development. The nature of the situation today can only be 
explained by the ongoing process of globalization and the will to simulate that they 
are equal participants in it. During the transition from one mode of production to 
another, and from one model of ownership to another, a whole range of relationships 
have changed. The invisible patterns that rule western society (long suppressed in the 
East), have started emerging as “desiring machines,”[7]--unconscious mechanisms 
latent in the individual but also in social and historical structures.

The usage of high technology for art purposes poses a question about development 
in the arts--an unsolvable problem that creates many paradoxes, not only in countries 
with underdeveloped technological capacities. Although this article aims to give 
an overview of some of the different applications of ready-made objects by artists 
living in unstable political and economic regions in times of transition, another 
aim is to examine the limits of the ready-made object as a medium. Artists using 
ready-made objects usually exhibit perfectly produced and iterated forms in order to 
give installations a look of unification and repetition, with no difference among the 
repeated objects - an effect possible only if the objects in question are industrially 
produced. As mentioned before, the problem here is that different visual effects 
and meanings are produced when the ready-made object is faulty in its original 
production or montage. Furthermore, the term “perfection,” as used in its high-
technological context, is problem atic when used in the context of art. Issues of 
technicality, materiality, tools and media have always been important, although not 
the only consideration in art-making; the discovery of certain rules has always been 
connected with certain technical means. Therefore, an artist today who avoids the 
latest high-tech wonders must still confront the question of means.

What, then, makes the ready-made different when it is made and represented as 
artwork in the region of the Balkans--a region where socialism has been intermixed 
with inefficient productive means? It never looks as perfect as the objects made in 
western countries since the tools and means of production are not perfect themselves 
(similarly, this argument can also be taken into account when it comes to the installations 
presented in the wider Eastern European context). How the management context, 
the free market economy or strong competition effects the perfection of products is 
not more important than ready-made objects being beautiful or imperfect. Should 
the form of the readymade object not be essential to its own existence as a way of 
revolting against the act of skillful artmaking?

The examination of the ready-made object in the context of Eastern European 
art, and the question of its difference in meaning between eastern and western art 
communities, are particularly called to mind by one very unique project, “Dossier 
‘96” (1996) by the artist Igor Tosevski from Macedonia, one of the former Yugoslav 
republics. [8] The project refers to one of the most talked-about issues in the formerly 
socialist countries of Eastern Europe. It specifically questions the necessity of the 
perfect ready-made object in the context of the widespread bankruptcy of non-
competitive factories and their subsequent privatization.
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“Dossier ‘96” derived from a one-year research project by the artist, along with 
four exhibitions, that placed the artist in a new role as he discovered new paradoxes. 
Tosevski re-examined the problem of the extensive “production” of faulty objects by 
bankrupt factories as well as the process of privatization in various stages. First, he 
visited the factories that were declared insolvent, and with permission (not always 
easily obtained) he took photos of the buildings and the piles of rejected objects. He 
observed tons of decaying material on the premises of factories awaiting privatization. 
Some managers declined to assist in the export and use of this material because 
they hoped instead that they would be able to purchase the firms more cheaply if 
these firms appeared to be less productive.[9]

It is worth noting the “desiring machines” concept, in which there is no distinction 
between the product and the production--the desiring production has become the 
continuum. Machines are connected to other machines in an endless chain, and 
in such a context, “Dossier ‘96” could be treated in a way similar to that in which 
desiring machines function--with ruptures, cracks and fissures. Distances and 
fragmentations, in this schema, function best when they produce nothing at all 
except the art itself.[10] To adopt the terms of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, the invisible 
power of capital is that it forces the system of managers and politicians to abuse 
their positions and act as “wild beings?”[11]

The conversations with the workers and managers presented real adventures. 
Tosevski needed to explain readymade and conceptual art to them, a challenge 
in itself, especially when the workers were reluctant to talk for fear of losing their 
jobs and the managers were reticent because they suspected their work was being 
investigated for purposes beyond art. During 1996 the artist realized three exhibitions 
in different cities where he found similar factories and received permission to relocate 
a certain amount of waste material, although he was obliged to pay for some of it. 
Galleries that usually display local artists were now being used to expose local factory 
installations. For example, in Titov Veles, while Tosevski was exhibiting broken plates 
from the local ceramics and porcelain factory, he projected a slide made of the original 
enormous pile of abandoned material over the small pile of objects in the gallery and 
thus simulated the actual situation in the factory yard. In addition, the destiny of the 
gal lery itself furthered the concept since it was otherwise vacant.

In March 1997, Tosevski opened his large exhibition at the Museum of the City 
of Skopje, displaying faulty textiles, granite blocks and porcelain from the three 
previous exhibitions and adding a fourth - irregular bottles from a glass factory in 
Skopje. In addition to the rejected factory material he projected slides of words taken 
from an economics dictionary, defining terms such as “transition,” “transformation,” 
“privatization,” “solvency” and “bankruptcy.” The paradoxes that Tosevski dealt with 
may be interpreted by applying a theory of linguistic discourse to the given aesthetic 
context. To be sure, the polemics surrounding the issue of whether performative 
artistic acts still fall within the realm of the aesthetic can reach radical extremes, 
from Duchamp’s assertion that art is separate from aesthetics to Greenberg’s claim 
that the aesthetic is identical with the artistic. Regardless of one’s critical stance, it 
is obvious that the performative work of art re-examines the relationship between 
the artist ic, the aesthetic and the real.
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The approach underlying the entire “Dossier ‘96” project can be called a performative 
act, since it exemplifies J. L. Austin’s definition that performative exhibits produce 
meaning even when they are themselves rhetorically empty. [12] That is, the very 
demonstration, articulation and proclamation of the performative utterance carry out 
the act. The separation of rejected objects from their original real context and their 
transposition into gallery spaces is in fact similar to Duchamp’s first performative 
artistic act: the displaying of the urinal with the signature “R. Mutt,” in conjunction 
with its proclamation as a work of art. [13] If a work of art is a work of art because 
the artist designates and proclaims it to be such, then what becomes of the original 
manufacturer of the object that has now become art? In this case, Tosevski takes 
heaps of rejects from bankrupt factories and exhibits them as works of art; are not 
the producers of these objects--the workers and the managers--deprived of their origi 
nal function? Do they now become artists themselves?

According to the theory of speech acts, there are certain criteria by which to 
judge the success of a performative act. These utterances/acts are outside the 
consideration of truth or falsehood; they are semantically empty--they can produce 
only meanings. These are, above all, the intention, and the awareness of the 
intention of the performance, the competence and legitimacy of the performer and 
the institutional setting in which the act is performed. According to these criteria, 
the “producers,” whose “products” have been proclaimed as works of art, can by no 
means be considered the artists. However, because of their metaphorical association 
with unusable objects, once they are labeled “technological surplus”--the term used 
in Macedonia for workers dismissed from their work--their status approaches that of 
the art objects in question, and not subjects with control over their products. [14]

If we pursue the analysis of this paradox further, starting from the same premise, 
we can pose a question as to the status of the insolvency official. If the manager, 
rather then trying to use discarded material by recycling or modifying, proclaims the 
material unusable for no obvious reason, has the official become an artist? Is not this 
act similar to that of an artist carrying out a performative act? Of course, the answer 
is no. If we take into account the circumstances of this official’s involvement then 
the criteria of the institutional theory prevents us from regarding these two acts as 
identical. That is, the manager’s motivation is not artistic. He is concerned more with 
rendering production sites insolvent so that they can be purchased more cheaply.

In contrast, the artist’s awareness throughout the process--the relocation of the 
rejects to the gallery, the organization of exhibitions, the preparation of a catalog, 
and the intention itself--has met the necessary preconditions for the illocutionary 
power and success of the performative act. By fully exercising his right to judge and 
confirm the universal validity of his act, he remains subjective. In this way, according 
to institutional theory, theories of taste and aesthetic views are surmounted and the 
skeptical observer who believes that something has been deemed artistic merely 
because it has been placed in a museum cannot develop alternative criteria, as even 
the act of naming is validation.

In linguistics there has always been a dichotomy between speech and action, 
language and body, and their association has been in place since the appearance 
of the first ready-made in the case of Duchamp, through the conceptual art of the 
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1960s and 1970s, to postconceptualism and the most recent media: installation, 
electronic art and the reemergence of body and performance art. The current practice 
of exhibiting accumulations of ready-made objects and material leads us to another 
paradox arising from the “Dossier ‘96” project--its ambivalence on the plane of visual 
perception. Sometimes the appearance and form of Tosevski’s installations are highly 
reminiscent of some works by Man Ray (e.g., the hangers displayed in Kumanovo, 
the third of four exhibitions that complete the series of the “Dossier ‘96” project), 
Tony Craig or Richard Wentworth (e.g., the installation with broken plates in Titov 
Veles, the first exhibition in the series) or Richard Long (e.g., the granite blocks in 
Prilep, the second exhibition) or other internationally known artists. Even though the 
material--being readymade--is identical (this is not surprising, simply because they are 
ready-made objects and therefore can be produced anywhere with the same quality) 
Tosevski’s works are utterly different in content, precisely due to their performative 
character and production of meaning. [15]

Tosevski uses a medium much in vogue in western art today (installation and 
ready-made) but manages to create a project originating from his everyday life. Not 
only does it offer information or knowledge of reality; it also touches upon that reality, 
carrying out its performative act within it, so that the very act itself becomes a part 
of the reality within which it is performed. And so we come to the most sensitive 
question posed by Tosevski: the possibilities of engagement in art and whether art 
can change reality. According to Adorno, art is always both inside and outside reality, 
and its status and autonomy are dependent on the level of social freedom in a given 
society. Taking into account institutional theoreticians such as Arthur Danto and 
George Dickie, the institution dictates the conditions and decides what art is and 
what it is not. [16] Tosevski questions the problem of the appropriate position of the 
artist in relation to art institutions and the adequate medium in these circumstances. 
For this purpose he has also deemed it necessary to re-examine the social, economic 
and political context within which he creates. The marginal role assigned to art and 
artistic institutions, in a society preoccupied with a myriad of more important problems, 
is another significant point illustrated in this project. The first three exhibitions in 
particular, which were held in galleries or cultural centers in provincial Macedonian 
cities, emphasized the similarity of these spaces to the factories themselves: the 
spaces were dirty, almost abandoned, turned into storage rooms.

Therefore, the artist’s personal engagement takes place in the realms of reality and 
its portrayal as art. The art is a study of reality itself, as well as a part of everyday life, 
thereby blurring the lines of an artistic act and a real life case study. The relationship 
between reality and art is usually set up in a hierarchical sense--reality having the 
dominant role, one expecting an engaged artist to pursue his baffles on the barricades 
instead of through artistic and conceptual means.

The latest project that Tosevski exhibited was during the group exhibition “Words, 
Objects, Acts” in 2000 at the Museum of the City of Skopje. In this piece, titled Perfect 
Balance or 23 Kilos Human Rights, Tosevski used 23 kilos of original documents from 
the UNO (United Nations Organization) Committee for Human Rights. [17] Many old 
files full of typed or printed declarations, conference resumes and letters were placed 
on seven scales suspended from the ceiling. Tosevski was targeting the bureaucracy 
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and hypocrisy of the international institution for human rights, questioning its efficacy 
and commitment. By turning these official human rights documents into art, the artist 
created art out of human tragedies depicting ironies even in the highest political 
establishments and art institutions, while declaring these documents of numbers 
and names “art.”

The usage of ready-made art by Zaneta Vangeli, another young artist from Macedonia, 
relates the problem of the ready-made to the problems of subjectivization and national 
identity and other unresolved political problems in the Former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia. In particular, her project “Social Plastic of Macedonia” (1996)--created 
for the group exhibition “Liquor Amnii I” that was held in a fifteenth-century Turkish 
bath in Skopje--exemplifies the metaphorical way in which the artist juxtaposes 
objects that are either industrial ready-mades or objects found in nature. Although 
the exhibition itself was imagined and based on the theme of amniotic fluid as the 
border between the body of the mother and child, Vangeli focused on the problems 
of national identity in Macedonia.

The project consisted of three installations in different rooms of the main venue. In 
the first room, Vangeli placed six black and white photographs; three on one wall and 
three identical, blurred ones on the opposing wall. These were life-sized photographs 
of the Minister of Foreign Affairs, the Archbishop of the Macedonian Orthodox Church 
and Baskim Ademi, a well-known local underground figure. The composition of the 
three standing, blurred figures in the photographs was an ironic reference to the Holy 
Trinity and was meant to emphasize a major problem of the government, namely its 
alleged involvement in illegal drug activity. While one would have expected to see the 
Archbishop at the center of the composition, as it is the usual position reserved for 
the omnipotent figure of God, it was in fact the drug addict, Ademi, who was placed 
in that position, alluding to a more contemporary “religion.”

The exhibit in the second room displayed an even greater reference to the connection 
between the local government and the drug underworld. This part of the installation 
titled “Spiritual Macedonia, or Anything Goes,” included 10 Macedonian flags, two 
plates of gold and lead and framed objects with poppies, the source of most drug 
use in Macedonia, an obvious reference to the chaotic situation in the country where 
neither the state nor the church are recognized in the wider international context. The 
well-known problem with the recognition of the constitutional name of the Former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia--it was replaced by the acronym FYROM--went so 
far that even the design of the flag was changed due to the intervention of the Greek 
Government. Thus, the placement of the new flags opposite the opium poppies was 
a deliberate metaphor referencing the state and government not being organized 
and completely legitimate (another kind of imperfect ready-made) and its blurred, 
uncertain future. The third part of the project included a video installation showing 
a drugged Ademi watching the Fluxus artist Al Hanson recite a poem so that the 
whole scene signified a hallucination, even though each of the two video scenes were 
documentary and realistic--ordinary ready-made images from everyday life.

In “Culturalism or About the Ontological Failure of Tragedy” (1999), Vangeli 
deepens her interest for the relationship between local and global cultural problems 
with national and religious identity. Vangeli’s exhibit was part of the group project, 
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“Always Already Apocalypse” which was held in both Skopje and Istanbul. The work 
itself consisted of a large ink-jet printout of a photograph of the interior of the Hagia 
Sofia Church in Istanbul, the title of the work inscribed over it while a slide projection 
of the inverted image acted as its own reflection; the Byzantine frescoes and the 
Islamic calligraphy written over them were seen both as real and ghostly transparent 
hallucination--false presence of the religious object with lost function as either a 
church or a mosque. There were also four separate glass cases that contained small 
objects (Macedonian bank notes of 1000 and 500 denars and four neckties put 
in the shape of a cross), and photographs of the small models of objects tested for 
seismological resistance found in the venue of the exhibition in Skopje--The Institute 
for Earthquake Engineering and Engineering Seismology.

The investing of the Hagia Sofia’s Christian interior with frescoes and Islamic writings 
became a metaphor for cultural misunderstanding in this piece. A similar unexpected 
conclusion about the absurd relationship between the important institutions of the 
state and church can be seen in the display of denar notes. While the government 
tries to simulate historic continuation with the cultural and religious heritage, it insists 
on using the religious symbols. On the surface of the 1000 denars note there is a 
reproduction of an icon of the Mother of God. From the religious point of view this is 
an act of blasphemy. Inscribing the most sacred symbol on something profane and 
worldly, such as money, works against the religious canons. The icon is taken as an 
object symbolizing the presence of God; the money thus gains the significance of 
a sacral object as well. On the other hand, the engraving of a poppy flower on the 
surface of the 500 denar note was intended to be a symbol of the natural resources 
of the country, although its association with opium is inevitable.

Such clashes of meaning place a strong emphasis on the many absurdities in 
social, cultural and political life in Macedonia. According to Vangeli, the only way to 
find meaning is through the mystical belief in redemption that does not depend on 
ephemeral or profane concepts of tragedy. While criticizing the social and cultural 
conflicts (the example of turning the church first into a mosque and then into a 
tourist attraction), Vangeli negates the relevance of tragedy even when caused by 
postcolonial cultural domination. In this context, Vangeli’s artistic concepts are 
influenced by Orthodox Christian theology. Tragedy and suffering in earthly life are 
not recognized as relevant due to the sacral concepts of redemption and salvation 
obtained only through the Apocalypse.

The money fetish is embraced as strongly as the image of the Mother of God, 
an icon that is a phantasm--immaterial and powerful although still as vulnerable as 
any other material object.[18] On the other hand, the fetish of the poppy is also a 
very old and strong phantasmatic image that can serve for manipulation with the 
fragile national consciousness, and by taking into account Lenin’s famous quote 
that “religion is the opium of the masses,” religion and drugs are already closing 
the vicious circle.

Vangeli’s usage of Macedonian flags and money should be understood metaphorically. 
Instead of questioning the possibility of a perfect ready-made within the Balkan 
context, Vangeli has posed the question of fabricating. In establishing legitimate 
state, church, money and subject-identities as widely recognizable symbols, she 
posed questions of identity rather than fabricating perfect objects.
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Interestingly enough, for the second phase of the “Liquor Amnii 2” (a project that 
took place during the 1997 Convergence X Summer Festival in Providence, Rhode 
Island) Vangeli created another site-specific installation also dealing with issues of 
identity, this time using the latest model of life vests--produced in the United States-
-as ready-made objects. She floated the bright orange objects on the dark surface 
of the Providence River in order to represent the optimistic concept proclaimed by 
the title of the work itself: “The Constant Desire for Eternity.” Thus, she also avoided 
any kind of possible national exoticism that could be taken as an argument against 
the imperfect ready-made. They can be replaced with perfect ready-mades that can 
be ordered and found even in the Balkans under special conditions, however, then 
the question arises of context and content becoming underestimated and neglected 
in favor of formal appearance.

In terms of the proliferation and consumption of images and the continuous 
flourishing of new media, one project by Yugoslav artist Zoran Naskovski gives a 
strange and tragic example. His project “War Frames” (1999) is a radical example 
of using TV programming as ready-made images in extraordinary circumstances. 
After he was selected as a participant in “Always Already Apocalypse,” he found 
himself imprisoned in his home during the NATO bombardment over Belgrade. Not 
having access to any other materials, nor the freedom to produce any other work, he 
made the only possible choice--he recorded the images from the local TV stations 
including the strong media campaign of Slobodan Milosevic, the leader of the ruling 
government at that time.

The question of the perfection of the medium and the living standard became 
unexpectedly intertwined; the barest life styles were followed by a perfect political 
and blinding usage of the medium of television. By using this medium, the everyday 
suspense of the sirens announcing the war mingled with the suspense of Hollywood 
movies. The TV programs recorded for the project included everything from the 
local news to music entertainment to religious documentaries to cockfights. In the 
top left of the screen the words “war danger” were written, reminding us of the 
absurdity of the animal and human fights appearing in miniature on the television. 
The presentation of the work, with an interactive CD-ROM, can be interpreted as a 
simulation of what an average TV viewer was watching during the bombardment. 
The viewer in the exhibition space could also represent the experience by clicking 
the mouse in order to change the channel.

The consequential outcome of the war, the tide of about 200,000 refugees who 
emigrated to Macedonia during the NATO intervention, provoked the artist Ismet 
Ramicevic to create the work “Pain + Food = Souvenir” (1999). Ramicevic’s work 
was shown in the context of the group exhibition “Artists and Refugees,” that was 
organized by the Center for Contemporary Arts (appearing at the Museum of the 
City of Skopje). Ramicevic displayed the plates of several refugee families that he 
had previously photographed. These objects were their only belongings after they 
left the refugee camps--signifying their short, yet tragic, experience. The destiny of 
those subjects was strongly connected with the simple aluminum plates--the only 
remaining evidence of the harshness of life during that period. On each empty plate’s 
inner surface the artist had placed a photograph of some of the refugees just before 
they left the camps.
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The ready-made might be not the most appropriate medium for the art activities in 
the Balkans in the technological sense, but it is appropriate in terms of the content. 
It can express the specific reality of countries affected by continuous economic 
and political instability; especially if the industrial shapes and their difference from 
perfection are used within profoundly conceptualized artistic projects. Focusing on the 
ready-made as an artistic mode of expression was expressed in Tosevski’s “Dossier 
‘96.” Its method of investigating the possibilities for a perfect mode of production, 
along with other problems initiated by the switch to a market economy implies there 
are other ways of using and interpreting the ready-made: e.g., the treating of state 
symbols as “unready” ready-made products. Or, in the conditions of establishing a 
new state with unclear strategies, as in the case of Vangeli’s projects, Naskovski used 
theses images as a strong critical context of the bombardment of Serbia, emphasizing 
the possibilities for manipulation via television--the most powerful ready-made of 
all--during a time when the whole population was forced into a “home TV prison.” 
The absurdities and paradoxes of life and art in the Balkans are emphasized by the 
medium of ready-made. The tendency toward a society of high-tech objects and 
the not-so-perfect everyday life of their consumers are inevitably in conflict so that 
partial information about globalization and its technological advantages often sounds 
unconvincing and hollow in such social, economical and political conditions.
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Marina SORBELLO 

Eastwards: A Panel Discussion
About the Emerging Art Markets of the New Europe 

On Saturday, January 28th, 2006, Eastwards brought together representatives of art institutions, 
critics and collectors from the countries of the new Europe. 
 
Participants: 
Ivan Mecl (Editor and publisher of the international art magazine “Umelec”, Prague)
Mihnea Mircan (curator at the National Museum of Contemporary Art/MNAC, Bucharest)
Viktor Misiano (curator, theoretician and art critic; director “Moscow Art Magazine”, Moscow)
Gregor Podnar (gallery owner and curator, Galerija Gregor Podnar, Ljubljana)
Zsolt Somlói (contemporary art collector and expert, Budapest)
Aneta Szylak (curator and theoretician, co-founder and director of Wyspa Institute of Art, Gdansk)

Organization and moderation: Marina Sorbello, art critic and curator, Berlin. 

MARINA SORBELLO: I would like to introduce this talk with just a few words about 
the title “Eastwards”. The idea was to have a look at the specifics and differences 
of different local contexts. I will start introducing from the left: Ivan Mecl is founder 
and director of the art magazine “Umelec” – which means “artist”. “Umelec” is 
based in Prague, in the Czech Republic, but they also have an office in Berlin, and a 
couple of years ago they started publishing in different languages, French, Spanish, 
German. They are even planning a Chinese edition which will be out pretty soon. 
The main characteristic of “Umelec” is that it looks at aspects of contemporary art 
and contemporary culture that are not mainstream, and mostly from peripheral 
areas. For instance, if you’re interested in what’s happening right now in Belarus, 
take a look at one of the last issues. Mihnea Mircan is currently on a scholarship at 
the Pavillion at the Palais de Tokyo in Paris, and he is also curator at the National 
Museum of Contemporary Art in Bucharest, Rumania. You may remember that 
museum for the controversies and peculiarities around its location, which is the 
former Palace Of The People, built by dictator Nicolai Ceausescu. Gregor Podnar 
is a curator and gallerist based in Ljubljana. He started his career as a curator at 
public institutions and galleries, such as Galerjia Škuc, and has curated numerous 
exhibitions in Slovenia and abroad. Three years ago Gregor Podnar decided to open 
up his own gallery in order to be more independent. Viktor Misiano was director of 
the Pushkin National Museum of Fine Arts in Moscow in the 80s, and from 1992 to 
1997 he was the director of the Center for Contemporary Art (CAC) in Moscow. He is 
the founder and director of the “Moscow Art Magazine”, which is mostly devoted to 
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art theory. The magazine is published in Russian. He has curated many exhibitions, 
among these the “Moscow-Berlin” exhibition in Berlin, and was commissioner for 
the Russian Pavilion at the Venice Biennale. Aneta Szylak, theorist, art critic and 
curator, comes from Gdansk in Poland, and is the founder and director of the center 
Wyspa, Institute of Art, and vice president of the Wyspa Progress Foundation. The 
Wyspa Institute of Art is devoted primarily to art and the exchange and networking 
of international exhibitions. She is also the correspondent for many art magazines, 
among them “Mare Articum”, “Praesens”, “n.paradoxa”. She recently discovered a 
passion for teaching and she currently teaches at the Johannes Gutenberg University 
in Mainz, Germany. Last but not least, let me introduce Zsolt Somlói from Budapest. 
He is a businessman and art collector. His collection of contemporary art that he 
started together with his wife Katalin Spengler counts over three hundred works of 
contemporary art, Hungarian and international. You will learn more about it later. 
Now each of the guests will have more or less ten minutes to talk about the topics 
of their choice. We will start with Viktor Misiano who will probably talk about theory, 
the general implications of the changes that occurred in the past fifteen years in 
Eastern Europe, and the so-called “post-communist condition”.

VIKTOR MISIANO: Thank you, Marina, very much. First of all for the fact that 
you are considering theory as something general and so important that practical 
issues should be discussed after the presentation of a general methodology. It’s 
something very much related to classical German philosophy, which in our liberal and 
pragmatic time is considered to be a thing of the past. In reality, yes, I’m probably 
going to give you a very schematic, general overview of a certain situation, but it 
will at the same time also be quite concrete. First of all, I’m going to speak about 
the Russian situation, and not going about the general Eastern European context. 
As I am probably the oldest in this group sitting here on stage, I had a chance to 
take part in many discussions over the last fifteen years that were dedicated to the 
Eastern European context. The more time passes, the more reasons there are for 
considering Eastern European as something unique and as having something in 
common. Even if there are a lot of economical, political, cultural, historical reasons 
for this. But at the same time, during the last fifteen years, these countries went in 
very different directions. Slovenia went in one direction, and the Republic of Serbia 
went in the opposite direction. The situation in Russia is very much different from that 
in the Czech Republic. And the Czech Republic, like many other Eastern European 
countries, is part of the European community, while Russia will never be a part of 
that community. So really we accumulated many different experiences in the last 
fifteen years. I’d like to speak about the Russian case. 

As Marina just told you, I’m the curator and editor of “Moscow Art Magazine”. 
The magazine is in Russian, but we also published some English issues recently. So 
professionally, as an activist of the cultural scene, I’m very much linked to the cultural 
politics in my country. My work is profoundly rooted in the context of the reforms 
which were carried out in the country, and which also presumed a certain new model 
of activity, a new model of becoming, and a new legitimization in a post-communist 
country. Well, as you know, in Soviet times, in Socialist times, this is what all of us 
had in common, art and cultural activity were a part of a very homogenous concept 
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of the development of society. The socialist state was very generous in relation to 
culture. It was generously subsidizing museums and other cultural institutions. 

Usually this is explained in an ideological key, whereby a socialist, totalitarian 
state used art as a form of ideological indoctrination of the population, as a form 
of propaganda. Which was partially true. But at the same time I also think that 
there was a second component, an extremely important component, which has 
something to do with the “socialist utopia” that was the basis for Soviet society. 
Maybe you remember the very famous pages from Marx’s “German Ideology” where 
he describes communism in a very utopian way. Marx writes about people dedicating 
a few hours a day to work, and then they have a lot of free time in which they draw, 
go to see museums, sing songs, compose music. In other words, they devote their 
free time to cultural activity. I think that this idea of the fullness of life, the idea that 
the Socialist worker should divide his or her time between work and cultural activity 
was very profoundly rooted in Socialist societies. It’s the reason why we had not only 
big museums but it is also why the Russian state used to give money to clubs and 
other independent activities. There were a lot of institutions where it was considered 
a socialist experience to give the population the possibility to express themselves in 
cultural forms. This is what totally disappeared in post-Soviet time. 

I still remember an enthusiastic pamphlet by liberal writers and journalists from 
the early 90s in which they proclaimed that finally cultural activity would become 
self-sufficient. To them, culture that was supported by the state was ideology. Real 
culture belongs to the people, it is a culture for which the audience wants to pay. If it 
doesn’t want to pay, it means that it doesn’t need it. The new liberal democratic order 
presumed, logically, that art should be based on commercial income. So that was 
the initial impulse. But the problem is, and this is very curious, that what we had as 
a result had nothing to do with this neo-liberal idea. Neo-liberal laws in Anglo-Saxon 
countries presume that the federal center creates certain conditions which are going 
to help culture and cultural production, such as tax incentives. For example, they 
make private sponsorship in the cultural field tax-deductable. 

There are many ways to lessen the commercial aspects of cultural activity. We can 
look at the American system as an example. It can be criticized for many reasons, 
but in many ways this model is working. But that’s not what happened in Russia. 
There was no attempt to move in that direction. The majority of cultural institutions 
still belong to the state. Deregulation and privatization never happened. Or if they 
did happen, it was not in order to keep the institutions active, but simply to sell them 
as real estate. In fact even the Putin government which is much less neo-liberal now 
than it was in the nineties, many cultural and scientific institutions are going to be 
sold away. A friend of mine who works at the Center for Nuclear Physics told me: “You 
know, Viktor, I came back after the summer holidays, and realized that the building of 
our institute has become so beautiful, even the garden around it. It means that we’ll 
be sold very soon.” So the neo-liberal idea is essentially to sell cultural institutions as 
real estate, not to keep them as cultural assets or as an active cultural resource for 
society. At the same time, the state wants to have control over cultural activity. Not 
as in Western Europe (in Germany or in France) where the social welfare considers 
it its obligation to use social resources and public money to create programs and 
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grant systems that support not only major institutions such as big museums but 
also cultural activities with an experimental character. Nothing of this sort is being 
done in Russia.

MARINA SORBELLO: But what would you say is the role of culture, how does it 
change?

VIKTOR MISIANO: The paradoxical combination of social control Soviet-style, on 
the one hand, and neo-liberalism understood as free commercial practice, on the 
other, has produced the figure of the state bureaucrat, a manager who manipulates 
public funds and deals with them at his own risk like a businessman on the free 
market, without any external control. The state managers who are the former directors 
of museums or the bureaucrats in the ministries prefer not specific programs or 
experimental activity but big, representative projects. For instance, recently, Russia 
organized an enormous exhibition at the Guggenheim Museum in New York that was 
completely paid for by the Russian state and not by the museum. The Guggenheim 
simply opened its doors. However, this exhibition was not organized by expert curators 
but by bureaucrats. The same thing is happening in the film industry. There is no 
seriously articulated program for helping our national film industry, as there is in 
France for instance. However, the Russian state pays very generously to finance 
blockbuster commercial movies. 

There are two justifications for this preference for big spectacular events, events 
that are organized not by specialists but by people who are unify in themselves the 
ambition to become cultural producers and managers who control the money. First, 
there is the ideological justification. Paradoxically, in this neo-liberal time, we are 
getting back to ideology, but ideology understood in a completely different way, a 
really populist way. Which kind of ideology is behind this? Russia has invested money 
in big propagandistic events. We have to build up our new capitalistic industry. We 
want to be competitive, we want to invest in big blockbusters that will compete with 
the American or Chinese ones. So there is a very nationalistic rhetoric behind it. 

The second justification for these events that are produced out if any public control 
or transparency has to do with the neo-liberal ideal of efficiency. Public control is 
simply not efficient. It’s boring, it’s old fashioned, it’s something we’ve had too much 
of in socialist times. Now, it’s the time of dynamic young managers who will very 
quickly change everything. Now, however, we come to the last point which is absolutely 
inevitable in a situation where cultural production and money are controlled by the 
same people and without any transparency. We are touching on a very delicate point, 
the problem of corruption. I’m not going to speak about this too much but I want to 
simply quote some statistics carried out by a sociological center that is very close to 
the Putin administration. During one year and a half of Putin’s second presidency, 
corruption in the country increased ten times. And this is data produced by an official 
sociological research center. I promised to speak about something very concrete, 
about the Russian case. Despite the enormous differences that we have in the 
world nowadays, in reality, I think that this model is in some way universal. I have 
noticed a certain false consciousness in Western interlocutors. Usually they are use 
two different scales. One of them is global, whereby everything works according to 
the same standards. But at the same time they like to emphasize local and specific 
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cases. Russia is such a specific case because of its lack of a democratic tradition, 
because of Stalin’s terror. In reality we all live in a global and a local context at the 
same time. If the Russian case is part of a global world, this means that the same 
thing is, in different forms, going on almost everywhere. An American specialist in 
Russian history has said that Russia is a very interesting country because it’s sick of 
European diseases, though it is suffering them in a catastrophic way. So the Russian 
case is catastrophic, but the disease is European. 

MARINA SORBELLO: Thank you Viktor. We will probably have the possibility later to 
ask more about Russia. I noticed you were a bit nostalgic about the socialist system. 
Now I give the word to Zsolt Somlói, who is a collector and who may possibly have 
another approach to the subject.

ZSOLT SOMLÓI: Thank you. What I’m going to talk about very briefly today is to 
highlight some key points about the art market in Hungary over the last fifty years. I 
will also talk for a few minutes about our collection. I will make this presentation in 
three parts. One is 1945-1985, life behind the iron curtain. In communist Hungary, 
there was an official policy and an official art. The communist government divided 
art into three categories: forbidden, accepted and supported. There were people 
who were very much in line with the official concept of Socialist Realism, and they 
had support from the state; there were people who were kind of so an so, and there 
were people who had no money, no exhibitions, and no support at all. So there was 
no real art market at that time. Underground collectors could buy treasures even 
for a bowl of soup. Collectors were primarily low budget intellectuals, librarians, 
teachers, etc., because even on a primary school teacher’s salary, you could compile 
a fantastic collection. 

The period between 1985 until 1995 I would describe as influenced by the West. 
After the fall of the iron curtain, the region became interesting and fashionable, 
creating a phenomenon we might call “C art”. “C art” means that you are interesting 
because you come from a certain region. For me, “C” doesn’t mean anything. I’ll 
give you an example of a simple thing, how you drink and how you do your coffee. In 
the Czech Republic, people drink filter coffee, in Poland they drink Turkish coffee, in 
Hungary we drink Italian style espresso coffee, and Russia has the tea market. In the 
same way you can talk about politics, history, language, religion and so forth. If these 
countries described even in these simple terms have nothing in common, then how 
can you talk about them in the same way? In these ten years, in Hungary, there was 
the phenomenon of double pricing: one price for the locals and another one for the 
foreigners. By the mid 90s, Hungary and the region had lost their curiosity. 

I would describe the period after 1995 as the emergence of a local market. The 
markets were open. New galleries opened. The oldest gallery in Budapest celebrates 
its fifteenth anniversary this year. Fifteen years of constant work, and exhibitions. So 
I think it’s not an emerging, it’s an established market, when someone can make 
it for fifteen years. There are other galleries present at the international art fairs. 
For example when Tony Cragg had an exhibition in Budapest, he sold three big art 
pieces to Hungarian collectors. There is a new generation of collectors with a totally 
different social-demographic background. They are bankers, entrepreneurs, CEOs 
who are focused on their own generation and who are interested not just in painting 
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but also in new media. And there are a lot of private contemporary museums that 
were opened in the past ten years or that are going to open soon, and not just in 
Budapest. My wife Katalin is an art journalist. I work in the communications industry. 
I have some advertising companies, film productions, art, media, and so forth. We 
started to collect art in 1992. As I used to say, I had a good painting before I could 
get a good car. We bought our first contemporary art work in 1996. We started with 
classical Hungarian contemporary art from the 1980s. But then we turned from 
this to photography, prints, videos, and objects. From 2004 on, we decided to open 
up towards the world and tried to put our collection in an international context. We 
tried to visit international fairs and bought international art. Our collection comprises 
about 300 pieces today. 

MARINA SORBELLO: Thank you, Zsolt. I was struck by your example of coffee 
drinking habits to illustrate how different Eastern European countries are. We will 
return to this topic later in our discussion. Now I give the word to Gregor Podnar.

GREGOR PODNAR: Thank you, Marina. First of all, I would like to refer to the 
comment made at the beginning of this conference, when it was said that we are 
all seeking a common identity. I would say that identity is something that belongs to 
objects. Human kind is never able to reach identity in its absolute sense. So in that 
sense, I can also refer to the so-called Eastern European contexts and I would also 
follow Viktor’s idea that we have to focus on particular issues. Nevertheless, there is 
one matter, which I would stress, that’s a lack of private initiative in general, or the 
private sector, which we faced during the last fifteen years of developments in central 
and Eastern European cities and art centers. And from this perspective, I would say 
that the Slovene example is not much different from many other central, Eastern, 
and middle European countries. Although I would say that from the very beginning 
of the fall of the form of socialism we experienced in Ljubljana at the beginning of 
the 90s, there was not only a focus on the West, but also very much on the former 
republics of Yugoslavia, to the East, and possibly Vienna or Budapest,. During this 
time we realized that the infrastructure given in Ljubljana, or Slovenia, was actually 
very much grounded in national structure. It became like this during a successful 
economic period in Slovenia, until the last years, during a time of very nationalistic 
ideology. During the last 10 years, it was difficult to change the infrastructure to 
a more open structure. It was quite a vivid scene in the 90s, for a relatively small 
city. This was due to the fact that there were artists and a few museum directors 
and curators in general, but at some point we faced a stagnation of developments 
in Ljubljana. So my decision, to tell a little bit about my story, was to open a gallery 
space, which still tries to develop a curatorial approach or experience that we try to 
follow also in our presentations at art fairs in general. As a curator, I realized I was 
working with internationally renowned artists. However, few of them actually came 
from and worked in Eastern European centers. They were not backed up commercially 
by the gallery system, so that was one direction that we tried to start with: already 
institutionally established artists, working for 15 to 20 years on the international 
market in the sense of institutions, museums, biennials, etc. The second direction of 
the gallery was to focus on young artists. Since every young artist starts somewhere 
it does not make sense to speak geographically about their origins. We worked with 
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young artists coming from post-socialist countries, including a few Swedish and a 
few Slovenian artists. So that is all, and we can continue this at the discussion.

MARINA SORBELLO: Now I give word to Mihnea Mircan, visiting curator at the 
Palais de Tokyo in Paris and curator at the National Museum of Contemporary art 
in Bucharest. 

MIHNEA MIRCAN: I’ll say that one of the things that differentiates various Eastern 
European contexts is the ability of the local art scene to present itself coherently, 
acting as one group with one readily identifiable image that differentiates them from 
the magma of central or Eastern Europe or of the various Balkan contexts that have 
been imagined in recent years. I don’t know if you would agree with me, but I would 
say that the Slovenian and Polish scenes have managed to do just that, presenting 
themselves as entities in both cultural and commercial terms. And now I’ll say that 
this starts to be the Russian case. The Russian scene has found ways to promote 
itself both culturally and commercially, and I respect that move in both senses. 
Unfortunately, Romania is not such a case. It hasn’t found the ways to communicate 
itself, to communicate an identity that brings something to the European polyphony 
that we all imagine. I would say that there are sociological and institutional causes for 
this. I am not going to the sociological side, because I would get lost immediately, but 
I am going to the institutional side, which I happen to know quite well as a curator at 
the National Museum of Contemporary Art in Bucharest. I’ll say that the creation and 
the progressive discouragement of this institution by the Romanian government is a 
clear example of what is wrong with institutional culture in Eastern Europe. First of all, 
the idea of establishing such a museum at this location probably stemmed from the 
medieval need to have art and political power in the same place. Of course, the idea 
of a museum of contemporary art in Bucharest has been discussed repeatedly since 
1989 and there have been various ideas as to where the museum could be located. 
But eventually it became quite clear that either the museum would be located in the 
Palace of the Parliament or it would not exist. This building is formerly known as the 
Palace of the People. It’s the second largest building in the world. As the main tourist 
attraction in Romania, one can find it in absolutely any tourist guide. The museum 
occupies a wing in the Palace of the Parliament that is about 4% of the total space. A 
remarkable fact is that the museum is the only area in the Palace of the People where 
the original plans sanctioned by Ceausescu have not been carried out. Therefore 
it is the only area in the building where the style of Socialist Rococo has not been 
implemented. Instead, we tried to replace it with a flexible functionalist way of thinking 
about architecture. Such an institution has a lot of problems because it’s not only a 
museum of contemporary art, but also a place where art has to reflect permanently 
on its political context and on the place where it is being exhibited. Therefore, the 
museum must negotiate permanently between the need to exhibit art, to articulate 
a view of visual contemporary culture, and to take a critical distance from its own 
premises. In addition it must admit that it is located in a traumatic place which was 
built as a result of an act of political brutality—a place of power that has transited 
rather easily from communist to neo-liberal times.

MARINA SORBELLO: Maybe we should add that moving the museum into this 
palace also split the contemporary Romanian artistic and cultural scene.
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MIHNEA MIRCAN: There was, of course, massive opposition from one side of the 
contemporary art scene to the project, an opposition that had not been vocalized 
when the parliament itself moved into the building. There was no problem there. I 
don’t know why the contemporary art scene created such a heated debate, whereas 
politics, which is undoubtedly more important, has not attracted any. The fact that 
the new democratically elected parliament took over the central building of the 
communist power did not surprise anyone, although I think it’s far more problematic 
than the museum itself with its mild subversion. I have a few images of projects that 
I selected because I think that they are the more interesting ones. These projects 
actually reflect on the building and engage its history.

This image [shows image] is from an exhibition which the museum showed, 
consisting of a few hundred Socialist Realist or Socialist Surrealist portraits of 
Nicolai Ceausescu, the main character in the exhibition. It was similar to a crash 
course in art history because everything was there from a Simone Martini painting 
with Ceausescu to a Jasper Jones rendition of the same man surrounded by various 
Socialist achievements: children thanking him, birds, and so on. Actually, this started 
another debate. The museum successfully creates one debate after another. This 
time the debate involved the masters of Romanian painting, who managed to create 
a halo [for Ceaucescu]. Their answer was that they had no option but to paint Nicolai 
Ceausescu. Their second answer, which contradicts the first, was that a good painting 
is not a matter of subject matter. If it’s a good painting, it doesn’t matter whom you 
depict. The works were installed in a rather narrow corridor between the original 
wall of the house of the people and the board wall we built for the museum to hide 
various installations. So you were actually touching the paintings, your relationship 
with them was rather corporeal and not visual. It was a corridor of power, in a sense. 
This [shows image] is another project that responded directly to the political context 
of the house and to its symbolic architecture. Artists Gianni Motti and Christoph 
Büchel described it as a political fair, with a Romanian and European Union flag. The 
Romanian presidency is presented on cheap monitors, with the volumes turned up 
as high as possible. This resulted in a complete political cacophony belonging, to a 
certain extent, to the Palace of the People itself. 

MARINA SORBELLO: For those who do not know of the Palace of the People and 
its massive architecture, let me say that in order to build this palace, Ceausescu 
destroyed about one-third of the historical center of Bucharest, which before was 
called the “Paris of the Eas.” Now I give word to Ivan Mecl from Prague. Ivan is the 
founder and director of the art magazine “Umelec,” based in Prague and in Berlin.

IVAN MECL: I come from Czech Republic, which is not really Eastern Europe 
because geographically we are partly inside Germany. When there was a very famous 
“Last Eastern European Show” in Belgrade, this was very visible because the Czech 
Republic was not invited to this show. At that time, no one knew if we were still part 
of Eastern Europe. Basically, we are very badly located. I edit the magazine “Umelec,” 
which is published by the Divus publishing house. The magazine has been published 
since 1997. In the beginning it was published in Czech with English summaries. 
Now it is published in two separate languages (Czech/Slovak and English) and has 
distributors, readers, and contributors from all over the world. Since 2002 there has 
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been a French edition, since 2004 a German edition, and in 2005 a Spanish issue 
was published. I can also say something about the Czech Republic and its present 
situation which is worse than in the 90s when Eastern European countries shared 
similar fates, as my colleagues explained. At that time we lived through an Eastern 
Europe hype, but that is over now. Now we are confronted with a wave of bombastic 
and very expensive events. In Prague we now have two very strange Biennials as 
well as our own art fair, which is very bad but not very expensive. We have many 
things that our officials have seen in Europe. However, they’re doing it in a bad way, 
and nobody is taking care anymore of the small initiatives that are important for a 
growing contemporary culture. So we have a very high number of ambitious projects, 
but at the same time we have a dying level of very small galleries, activities, and 
associations. So that’s the situation, and I think that’s all for me.

MARINA SORBELLO: I give word to Aneta Szylak, from Gdansk. For those of 
you who weren’t here before, Aneta is the “inventor” of Wyspa, the Institute for 
Contemporary Art.

ANETA SZYLAK: Gdansk is in the very north of Poland. So what I am going to talk 
about is the institutional project I’ve been busy with for the last few years. And actually 
I will also refer to my previous efforts in establishing an intellectually independent art 
institution in my country. The condition we have been struggling with since 1989 is not 
only the post-communist condition but a neo-liberal condition. Also, the democracy 
that unveiled this unwanted image of itself has triggered cultural wars in the country. 
Contemporary art has become a battleground for political representations. It’s a 
difficult situation and many curators have gotten new directors. I myself tried twice to 
establish an art institution. The first one was the Center for Contemporary Art Laznia 
(Bathhouse). It was an artist-run organization that was transformed into a public 
institution. So my first effort in the 90s was to have public art institutions, because 
what we really needed was a strong new public art institution that could manage 
to follow the entire process of transition in cultural terms. But this instantly put us, 
including myself personally, in trouble, and I was fired as director of this institution. 
Now, the institution is going on its own path, but it is very much dependent on the 
city authorities, and is no longer showing the sharp political profile I tried to give it. 
This was the first and only public art institution that was established in the country 
after 1989. That made me think that we needed something else. We needed an 
institution that would not be public, and not even legal. So we have a very small 
foundation. However, being a foundation in Poland doesn’t mean that it has money. 
The foundation is merely the easiest form for a non-governmental organization to 
establish itself. Started in 1994, the foundation is run similar to the Bathhouse, my 
previous organization. After losing the Bathhouse and some other exhibition spaces 
in the city we were invited by a private developer to move to the Shipyard area in 
Gdansk. I will give a brief introduction to what is happening in the Shipyards. It is a 
very legendary spot in northern Poland where the entire process of the social political 
transformation in central Eastern Europe started. This is the place were the strikes 
run by Lech Walesa began, triggering this very long process of changing the social, 
political, and economic system. The Shipyard remains a very symbolic spot. It’s both 
a production site and a very strong political symbol. And today, the Shipyard has 
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become one of the first victims of the neo-liberal system. Many of the workers who 
fought for democracy and economic change are now unemployed. The Shipyard is 
much smaller in terms of ship production because ship production is down globally. 
The shipyard is a triangle, beautifully located in the center of the city between the 
waterfront and the main train station. Today it has become a very valuable piece of 
land. Now the shipyard area is fenced off and operated by two major owners. One is 
still the shipbuilding plant, and the other is a Polish-American real estate developer. 
So the developer started a new project called the “Young City,” by inviting different 
artists and art organizations to settle down there. 

MARINA SORBELLO: So what is unique about Wyspa?
ANETA SZYLAK: Wyspa is the little building in the middle [shows image]. Wyspa is 

trying to be a completely new kind of art institution. First of all, we are known as the 
Wyspa Institute of Art, but there is no such organization registered in the county. It is 
an intellectual construct. It has a location and a program, and it is strongly oriented 
towards the social, political, and economic context. It is also one of the major cultural 
operators in the country, pushing, in intellectual terms, public art institutions. Virtually 
no one knows that we don’t exist in a legal sense. We exist in cultural terms. A new 
means of artistic cultural production was created by our foundation. Therefore, it 
was important for us to win a space in the public sphere and to debate the condition 
of artists and artistic institutions in this completely new political situation. Since 
our system is completely corrupted, it is very much dependent on political ups 
and downs. So now we will have a new Museum of Modern Art in Warsaw. I hope, 
since there are very qualified people working on it, that it will be a good institution. 
However, because of the fact that it is not independent it will still be a medium for 
political representation… What we are trying to do is to be a sort of troublemaker 
who is there as a very political and highly politicized place. Next to us will be the 
Solidarnosc Central Foundation which will be a major commemorative project. 
There is a memorial dedicated to the fallen ship builders. The entire Shipyard and 
its surroundings is the scene of different forms of political recuperations. So being 
there and asking difficult questions about what is happening in the public sphere in 
terms of cultural production is very important. We see the role of Wyspa as a sort of 
intellectual think-tank for analyzing this specific situation. At the same time we operate 
in a very broad international network. We have very important major intellectual 
organizations in Europe and the United States who work with us and this gives us a 
lot of visibility in artistic and intellectual terms. At the same time we have managed 
to be very local. So it really attracts audiences from the city and from the Shipyard 
itself. For example, we made a project about memory and history in a way that was 
completely different from the official image made by politicians and by the media. 
We also give space to those who have been pushed outside of the official political 
representation of memory and history. It doesn’t mean that we identify with them, 
but we see it as important that all the voices connect. As long as it makes sense, it 
will be released. So it is like an open platform for different ideological positions. 

MARINA SORBELLO: So in a way we can say that Wyspa is an example of a do-
it-yourself institution: if there is no institution by which you feel represented, just 
make one yourself…
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ANETA SZYLAK: It is very tough financially. We are trying not to stick to any major 
donors that would make decisions for us about what we are supposed to do there. 
We operate in different networks. In the future we will have our own sources of 
income, so that will also balance our situation a little bit. We have a pretty big space, 
3500 square meters, and it will expand further. We are going to build an extension, 
the building will be over 5200 square meters. We also have a collection and have 
been collecting art works since the mid 90s. It is a wonderful thing to have but also 
a burden in economical and organizational terms. So we are trying to develop some 
projects that will give more visibility to the collection in terms of the recontextualization 
and translation of those works from Poland that have a strong political overtone. We 
work a lot with politically involved artists and activists. This has been the specificity 
of Wyspa since the beginning, originating from the mid 80s. Working in with public 
spaces, activism, and highly political art were always our major fields. 

MARINA SORBELLO: The time for the presentations took longer than expected. 
So I wanted to ask you if there are any questions, or any topics you would like to 
discuss. Otherwise I will give word to the public.

PUBLIC: My question has to do with the commercial aspect of Eastern European 
art. My question is primarily to Mr. Somlói, as a collector, but also for Mr. Podnar, as 
a gallery owner. What do you refer to when you talk about the lack of private initiative 
in the Eastern European context, especially in your country? And as a collector, 
could you say what your main reason is for collecting? Maybe you have a particular 
attitude towards the national expression of art, or maybe you receive special tax 
reductions... Another question is: do the institutions have a particular relationship 
with the galleries, or are they still two worlds opposite?

ZSOLT SOMLÓI: Ok, I can’t think, I can’t draw, I can’t read, I can’t write, so my art 
is my collection. My motivation is very simple. In response to what you ask in general, 
this story came to my mind. It was a Hungarian who invented vitamin C. His name 
is Alber Szent-Györgyi. He was a very clever chemist. Once he was asked to give an 
interview about how he invented vitamin C, and the importance of different factors 
in the invention it. So he said that money is just factor number 3. Number one is 
creativity and innovation. Number two is the public understanding and public support 
around you, those people who want you to do something good, or people who listen 
to you and understand what you are doing. The number three factor is money. This 
interview was given forty years ago, but I think it is still valid. 

GREGOR PODNAR: I would refer to the private sector as a power system. That means 
that with only one center of power, it becomes a system that is not very dynamic. So 
I see all over Europe, that whenever there is a power system, it can have negative 
as well as positive influences, which provides for more of a competitive structure. 
So in the case of Slovenia, there were mainly two financiers and two partners for 
contemporary art, including the minister of culture and the city council. I believe that 
cultural politics have something to do with an individual approach. It might sound 
strange if I tell it from a curatorial background, when this type of demystification or 
demonization of neo-liberalism is very much at stake. So I would say that if there is 
a neo-liberal system we have to enhance certain systems and improve the already 
existing institutional framework. That means that if there is a private institution, such 
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as a private museum, which does good work and is opening up and working on a 
scientific level, then it might also be helpful in the long term as a mirror for a state 
run institution. The same goes for other fields; it’s not only the art market, but private 
initiatives, concerning donations, and private institutions. In the long term it reflects 
on the state of art in the general approach in changing tax laws and so on [sic!]. But 
of course, every medal has two sides, which means that the private market brings 
a certain dynamic and a certain change in the power structure. However, only if it is 
a dynamic system can it lead to a change in the system. 

PUBLIC: Mr. Mircan in his talk referred to some “local groups”. Some of these 
groups have a common commercial and cultural expression. So I just wanted to ask 
not only Mr. Mircan, but also everyone who is willing to comment on this, how is it 
possible for these local, national groups not to remain local, but to become somewhat 
“global”, and enter the global art market?

MIHNEA MIRCAN: I obviously wasn’t referring to the attitude of those groups that 
are endlessly reinforcing clichés about their own nation and becoming continuously 
involved in the exercise of expressing their nationality. I was saying that through an 
ensemble of operations that involve various means of cultural policy, I must confess 
that the entire process escapes me. Certain nations have managed to produce more 
coherent images than others. I’m from a country where this process hasn’t yet happened, 
and I look with the utmost respect to Slovenia, for instance, for doing that. So I don’t 
know if you agree with this or if you know how this has happened. Unfortunately, I’m 
unable to answer this question; I’m only a witness to this process.

MARINA SORBELLO: I would like to raise another topic. The problem of the neo-
liberal condition is not only that of the flexibility of work and the vanishing welfare 
state. It is not merely a problem of the so-called “New Europe,” or of the Eastern 
European countries. It is a problem sensed also in Italy and in Germany and in 
countries all over the world nowadays. I also wanted to raise one other question: 
where are the leftovers of Socialist culture, and what is the place of culture in society, 
not only in Eastern Europe but also in Western societies? I mean, it is a kind of mirror 
because we are looking at the Eastern European countries and vice versa. There are 
differences but in the end there are also many things that both have in common. 
In my own experience, I have traveled a lot in the East, the basic problems people 
they do have are very similar to the problems that we have in Western societies. 
Concerning the art system for example, institutions are not sponsored enough, they 
don’t have enough money, they are not backed up from the political side, artists have 
to struggle to survive, and so on. 

PUBLIC: I think the Irwin group is a great example of dealing with a given system, 
that of Slovenia, and producing art works which are recognized and appreciated 
internationally, beyond the Slovenian art system.

MARINA SORBELLO: The Irwin group is also working on a project entitled “Eastern 
Art Map,” a massive research project on alternative art history from Eastern Europe, 
an art history that has been silenced or not yet researched. Gregor Podnar, maybe 
you could comment on that. 

GREGOR PODNAR: It is actually the same in other countries, or in other situations 
that happened maybe twenty or thirty years ago, when art historians decided to 
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write the history of avant-garde art, and other art historians didn’t understand them 
because they had another approach. In this case, a few artists are actually telling the 
same story in another part of Europe to their colleagues, artists, and conservative 
art historians. So it’s always the same story of discovering or re-discovering the past. 
I think the fact that it was artists who opened up the debate is very interesting. The 
project functions as a platform from where you can look to the past and the future. 
But it is not only an Eastern European project. It’s also a project on the arts, and in 
that sense it’s actually directed at the search for quality and discourse in general. 
So it starts from this specific geographical point of view, but more generally this 
raises questions about context, processes of re-contextualization and conceptual 
art practices, including in the United States, Germany, or anywhere else. So it is not 
a project merely about Eastern Europe. 

PUBLIC (DAN POPESCU): I have two comments on the issue of cultural policy in 
Romania, which is a little bit tricky compared to other Eastern European countries. I 
happen to know something about it because I own a gallery here. The first problem 
in Romania is that the state needs cultural policies. They don’t take into account 
the fact that the only way to raise awareness about contemporary artists is to help 
private independent endeavors. However, I heard that in Slovenia and also in the 
Czech Republic, if I’m not mistaken, this was an issue of national pride: the fact that 
the state got involved in helping artists had something to do with building a sort of 
national pride or national identity. That’s how I see it, but maybe I’m wrong. Until a 
few years ago, all institutions in Romania were state-owned. About four years ago, 
the first private venues opened in Romania. So now there is a new fresh institutional 
movement that has something to do with the opening of the Museum of Contemporary 
Art, the rise of the private sector, and the fact that private galleries are representing 
artists abroad. 

MARINA SORBELLO: Thank you for these remarks. But maybe we could go back to 
the topic of what the position of culture in the current post-socialist countries is. 

ZSOLT SOMLÓI: As I said, I am 38 years old, I have lived here for fifteen to sixteen 
years and for twenty-two or twenty-three years I lived over there, in a one party system. 
At that time, culture was important on two fronts: the first front, the one on which I 
agree with Viktor, is that Marxism stated that people must develop themselves. So 
if you are a rural worker, your son has to be a white-collar worker and your grandson 
has to be an intellectual. It was in this atmosphere that the government put a lot of 
money behind culture, with the idea that culture was for everyone. So my grandparents 
were normal, ordinary people, and we had opera season tickets. I grew up going to the 
opera twice a week. We had front row seats and it cost the equivalent of two Euros. 
For five dollars I could buy five books because the government subsidized it. The 
other aspect of culture and art at that time was resistance, because art and culture 
were very good expressions of discontent with the system. For some people, culture 
was a central political issue, and for others, culture was a way of demonstrating 
hatred for the communists. Novels, paintings, and music became an expression for 
not liking the system. So culture was important at the time. As for now, from what I 
see from the media, Brad Pitt’s wife is more important than what is exhibited at the 
National Kunsthalle in Hungary. Around 1990, every region had a very competitive 
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edge and this competitive edge was directed against Western Europe. Just a small 
example: for a very long time, in Hungary, the biggest political daily had three times 
the circulation than the biggest tabloid daily. For comparison, in Germany, the biggest 
tabloid circulation is 6 million copies and the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung has a 
circulation of 350,000 copies. In Hungary and the Czech Republic it was absolutely 
the reverse. So generations grew up on the notion that culture was important and is 
a part of your body and soul. Culture’s importance seems to have gotten lost in the 
last fifteen years, and we just follow the western European and American standards 
for our way of living and thinking.

ANETA SZYLAK: I wanted to also say something about standards, but I don’t think 
this remark is only about Eastern or central Europe. It’s generally about Europe, or 
possibly the entire Western artistic system. So I think that the conviction we inherited 
from modernity is that we consider the institution as a building, a structure, a budget, 
or sometimes a brand name. This is no longer relevant to what is really happening 
in art and artistic production. This kind of branding connected with the institution 
doesn’t have any kind of creative power anymore. The artistic institution is not a 
kind of a box where one puts aesthetic goods son display. For me, an institution is 
first of all an intellectual force and it’s always an individual or a team. It is never the 
same institution when the team has changed. So what I wanted to say is that what 
counts is this strong individualization, a kind of intellectual authorship behind the 
institution. At Wyspa, we have a building, but we can also operate without it. What 
really counts is the content behind the term “art institution.” We can have the same 
intellectual force without a fancy building, and this is why I don’t want it to be fancy. 
That is not a message we want to send to the audience. In general, I think this is 
the direction in which we could go in terms of a general transformation, not only in 
Eastern Europe, but Europe in general. 

VIKTOR MISIANO: Well if I have to contribute to the idea of the function of art in 
contemporary society, let’s say in Eastern Europe, I would start with the situation 
in Russia during the 70s. Back then, when the young Ilya Kabakov was working in 
Moscow, the Collective Actions Group was starting to do their performances, and 
young Erik Bulatov was doing some of his first work, the moment was so rich with 
talent, so dense with critical and metaphysical pathos, that there is no comparison 
with what we have nowadays. I simply wanted to say that in every social context 
in modern times art has been produced by a very small circle, a circle zone. In my 
opinion, art is usually produced in what I call “zones of autonomy” and “zones of 
solidarity.” One of the functions of these zones is to establish a platform for a critical 
point of view on society. In socialist times, the aim of this criticism was of one kind. 
Today, there are a lot of other reasons to have a critical position on society. What 
I was trying to defend in my speech today was that the post-communist state is 
imposing a very vulgar, neo-liberal concept of culture, culture as entertainment. 
As “art-entertainment”–art purely understood as a commercial product meant to 
entertain the audience and the possible purchaser. This practically became state 
policy, which is dangerous and needs to be criticized. At the same time these “zones 
of autonomy” and “zones of solidarity” produce another level of quality for the artistic 
product. The necessity to produce and to articulate another understanding instead 
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of the “internal” selfish quality of the art product is extremely important. So I want to 
say that autonomy as we know it from the times of Adorno and the Frankfurt School 
has political meanings. 

MIHNEA MIRCAN: I’d like to answer with the example of a project that refers 
to the local and confuses it with the global to such an extent that both become 
indistinguishable. The project is by a Bulgarian artist named Plamen Dejanoff 
who lives in Vienna. He is planning to create an international museum quarter in 
the middle of Veliko Tarnovo, a very nice small town in Northern Bulgaria. He has 
bought seven villas there and is now converting them with the help of architects and 
selling them to various international museums that would be interested in having an 
outpost in the heart of the Balkans. The first museum that is going to occupy one 
of Dejanoff’s villas is the MUMOK from Vienna (Museum Moderne Kunst Stiftung 
Ludwig). He is negotiating with other museums. I think this is a very good answer 
to fifteen years of talk about how to bridge the gap that separates East and West 
and of trying to invent a common language, either a language of European cultural 
history or a language of a European political future. I think this might be the perfect 
response to the questions that we have been asking in the last few years, without 
any hope for an answer. 

IVAN MECL: We are comparing countries, but I think we’ll be more clear if we 
compare cities. What I can say about Prague and the position of contemporary 
culture in this city is that the government wants to change Prague to some kind of a 
medieval Disneyland, because we have a lot of national treasures and monuments 
from the past. They want to reconstruct it as a very beautiful “cake.” With this kind 
of background, it is very difficult to build and live for contemporary art, for anything 
contemporary. So the situation is much better for other cities, like Brno, the second 
biggest city in the Czech Republic. There are not as many monuments as in Prague, 
and contemporary culture and young culture are sensed much better there. So it’s 
not only a problem of money, but also a case of how you feel in a given context. 

PUBLIC: I have a question for Mr. Misiano. What I don’t understand is why the culture 
is so different from the art system. I want to understand how it is possible for artists 
from Eatern Europe tobecome important. Let’s say, Kabakov became really important 
as an artist and his idea of Russian conceptual art became important only once he 
had left Russia. Even if the socialist and communist system was important in this 
country, the local circles would need a guide, an artistic guide, to become influential 
in the cultural world. So my question is: Realistically, what do you think should be 
done in these countries, in cultural terms, to change their current situation? 

VIKTOR MISIANO: Well, first of all, I think that Kabakov was very important even 
before he appeared in the West, just as I think that Tolstoy was a great writer before 
he was translated into French in the 19th century. So I would say that in culture 
personalities are important because of their message, not their popularity, because 
of their institutional market influence on the situation. When I’m speaking about 
the “zones of autonomy” and “zones of solidarity,” I believe that this is not only a 
specifically Russian or Eastern European phenomenon. I think it’s universal and valid 
for any country nowadays. Also, when you’re speaking of the Western art system, I 
think such a thing doesn’t exist. I think it is very different. The American art system is 
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very different from the German system, the French system has nothing to do with the 
British system. In reality, there are multiple variations and differences, methodological 
differences and different principles. The problem is that in certain countries the 
institutional machine and the “zones of autonomy” are very close to each other. The 
“zones of autonomy,” the zones of professionals, and the zones of people who are 
able to establish values, occupy the position of experts, both on the market and on an 
institutional plane. In the Eastern European countries, the official public sphere and 
the sphere of public experts often do not coincide. Sometimes they are even opposed 
to each other. Sometimes they establish a dialogue, but not one that is particularly 
homogeneous. Very often the same happens in Western countries; The institutional 
machine is late to absorb the messages that are being established in the “zones of 
autonomy.” That is all. That is the reason why in Eastern the zones of autonomy are 
taking the form of fictitious institutions. They are trying to institutionalize themselves 
by opposing the public sphere. As an example, we could again point to Irwin because 
they are probably the most emblematic case. However, the same probably happened 
in Moscow with the conceptualist movement, which was not simply a circle of friends. 
They tried to institutionalize themselves, because they wanted to create order, logic, 
and alienation. They tried to act inside the “zones of autonomy.” This is the reason 
why Eastern European artists so often work in collectives. The last remark is that 
there are many similar situations and phenomena that happened lately, not only in 
Eastern Europe, but also in Latin America, Asia, and the far Eastern countries. This 
is due to the fact that they share the same social conditions. Artistic autonomous 
zones are not absorbed by the public sphere, they are distant from it. 

MARINA SORBELLO: I think we have to start to finish. I don’t know if you want to 
add something. Zsolt?

ZSOLT SOMLÓI: I would like to stess the importance of being strong at home. I 
would like to cite a very good cultural parallel. A hundred years ago Hungary was very 
famous for its music and its music system. We had Liszt, Bartók, Kodály, Ligeti, and 
so on. To learn good music thirty, forty, fifty, seventy years ago, you had to travel to 
Budapest. Still, under the communist era, there was a strong initiative that the school 
children should learn music. Currently, there are ten million people in Hungary, and 
out of all these people, only 400,000 school children officially learn to play a musical 
instrument. If you compare this ratio of children learning to play classical music 
professionally to other countries, it is quite small. That’s why today in the Budapest 
Academy of Music, two thirds of the students are from foreign countries. If in five 
years we have an art fair and strong local galleries, we will not have these kinds 
of discussions because we will have a strong local market and strong institutions. 
Politicians will support that and the press will pay attention. Then we are off to a 
good start. As I said, my company is half international, half local. We have strong local 
clients. If you are not strong locally, there’s nothing you can do on the international 
level because no one cares about who you are until they visit you locally. 

MARINA SORBELLO: I think that could be a nice conclusion. Thanks to all the 
participants and to the audience. 
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Doris ROTHAUER

Die Kreativwirtschaft und das Ende der Kunst

Mit Kreativität als Inbegriff künstlerischen Schaffens verbinden wir Originalität, 
Genuinität, Flexibilität, Erfindungsreichtum, Gestaltungsfreiheit, Autonomie und 
eine Reihe weiterer ideeller Werte. Einige davon hat nun die Wirtschaft für sich 
neu entdeckt. War Kreativität lange Zeit mit innovativen Marketingstrategien 
verbunden und im wesentlichen mit der Werbebranche assoziiert, [1] ist sie nun 
zum Schlüsselfaktor im Globalisierungswettbewerb avanciert. Nicht nur Individuen, 
sondern Unternehmen und Nationen sind heute kreativ – und müssen es sein, wenn 
sie international bestehen wollen. Unternehmenskreativität trägt als intellektueller 
Produktionsfaktor zur Content- und Mehrwertproduktion bei, die im Dienstleistungs- 
und Informationszeitalter die industrielle Fertigung in den Hintergrund drängt (vgl. 
Bell, 1975; Drucker, 1993; Sennett, 2000). Strukturell geht dies mit dem Umstieg 
von starren, vertikalen Entscheidungsstrukturen zu flachen Hierarchien und  
projektorientierten Arbeitsabläufen sowie Rationalisierungen im Produktionsprozess 
einher. Die neuen strategischen Leitbilder heißen Flexibilität, Mobilität, Vernetzung 
und Unternehmenskreativität. 

Hinter diesen Schlagwörtern vollzieht sich ein gesellschaftlicher Wertewandel, 
der zunehmend von Künstlern thematisiert und hinterfragt wird. Eine Ausstellung 
im Museum für Gestaltung in Zürich beschrieb 2003 unter dem Titel „Be creative. 
Der kreative Imperativ“ den Wandel des Kreativitätskonzeptes als einen vom 
„Befreiungsmythos“ zum „kreativen Imperativ“. Der Ruf nach Kreativität bezeichne 
unter postindustriellen Bedingungen nicht mehr eine emanzipative Utopie, sondern 
eine gesellschaftliche Verpflichtung. Die am Projekt beteiligten Künstler verfolgten 
unter anderem die veränderte Struktur der Ökonomie und der Arbeitswelt, den Umbau 
des Bildungssystems, und die Aneignung künstlerischer Produktionsprozesse und 
subkultureller Lebensweisen in der Werbe- und Immobilienwelt. 

Die Arbeiten hatten durchwegs dokumentarischen Charakter. Unter dem Titel 
„Neue Ökonomie“ fanden sich beispielsweise überarbeitete Werbepanels der 
Start-up-Generation, ein dem Corporate TV nachempfundenes Informationsvideo 
zum Begriff des kreativen Imperativs, oder ein Schulungsvideo der Opel AG, in dem 
Lean Production, Assessment, Gruppenarbeit und Kaizen als identitätsstiftende 
Betriebsorganisation im Opelwerk in Eisenach vorgestellt wird. 

Auf sozialer und gesellschaftlicher Ebene betreffen die skizzierten Entwicklungen nicht 
nur die Strukturen, Strategien und Leitbilder der Wirtschaft im allgemeinen, sondern 
die Anforderungen an die Fähigkeiten, die Lebenssituation und den Lebensstil von 
jedem von uns. Ab den 70er Jahren des 20. Jahrhunderts kommentierten Wirtschafts- 
und Sozialwissenschaftler den Wandel von der Industrie- zur Dienstleistungs- zur 
Wissensgesellschaft, in der unser Wissen und dessen Weitergabe in Form von Information 
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als wichtigste Produktionsfaktoren körperliche Arbeit und Rohstoffe verdrängen. In 
Bezug auf den Arbeitsmarkt ist es der Wandel von der Erwerbs- zur Tätigkeits- und 
zur Risikogesellschaft, der dieser Entwicklung entspricht (vgl. Glaser, 1988; Beck, 
1999; Beck, 2000; u.a.). Kreativität und Flexibilität als persönliche Qualifikationen 
stehen zunehmend für die Auflösung bisheriger Normalarbeitsverhältnisse. Statt 
lebenslanger Bindung an ein Unternehmen mit vorhersehbaren Karrieresprüngen und 
sozialer Absicherung gewinnen die sogenannten atypischen Arbeitsverhältnisse am 
Arbeitsmarkt an Bedeutung. Dazu zählen freie oder geringfügige Dienstverhältnisse, 
projektbezogene Jobs, Teilzeitarbeit oder der Weg in die selbständige Freiberuflichkeit. 
Mit diesem Trend steigt das soziale Risiko, viele der atypischen Arbeitsverhältnisse 
bedeuten zugleich eine prekäre Einkommenssituation. Um dies in Kauf nehmen zu 
können, bedarf es einer veränderten Einstellung der Arbeit gegenüber. Der Zweck der 
Arbeit wird nicht mehr ausschließlich dem Postulat des Erwerbs unterworfen, sondern 
zunehmend mit dem Wunsch nach sinnstiftender Tätigkeit und Selbstverwirklichung 
verbunden. Zahlreiche Ratgeber vermitteln das Bild der „Ich-AG“ und „Ich-Aktie“ als 
neue Arbeitsbiographie. Wieweit die Flucht aus den Normalarbeitsverhältnissen in die 
Selbstverantwortung freiwillig passiert oder von Wirtschaft und Politik eingefordert 
wird, ist umstritten. Unternehmerische Umstrukturierungen, Automatisierung, 
Rationalisierung, Fusionierung und andere Auswirkungen der Globalisierung forcieren 
zumindest den Wandel der Arbeitsgesellschaft, unterstützt durch eine neoliberal 
gesinnte Wirtschaftspolitik. Diese hat sich vom Ziel der Vollbeschäftigung weitgehend 
entfernt und auf die realistische Perspektive des wirtschaftlichen Wachstums ohne 
Erhöhung der Beschäftigtenzahlen, des sogenannten „jobless growth“, eingestellt 
(vgl. Rifkin, 2004; Röbke, 2000). 

Hier taucht unvermutet die Kunst auf. Ihr gesellschaftlicher Wert wurde bisher 
darin gesehen, unsere Lebensqualität durch ihren ästhetischen und unterhalterischen 
Wert zu verbessern. Und neben einer leichten Provokation hielt sie uns am Rande 
durch ihren kritisch-intellektuellen Beitrag auch noch diskursfähig. Nun wird ein 
bisher weitgehend unbeachteter Aspekt der Kunst relevant: die Art und Weise, wie 
künstlerisches Schaffen und Arbeiten organisiert ist bzw. immer schon war. Im Zuge 
des Wandels unserer Arbeitsverhältnisse und des damit verbundenen Wertesystems 
müssen neue Modelle entwickelt werden, für die der Kunstbereich exemplarisch 
stehen kann.

Derzeitige Anleihen finden beispielsweise im Bereich der „Kreativwirtschaft“ (englisch 
„creative industries“) statt. Dieses neue politische Schlagwort bezeichnet eine um 
kreative Sektoren und Branchen erweiterte privatwirtschaftliche Kulturindustrie. In 
ihrem Mittelpunkt steht der Kulturunternehmer, der „cultural entrepreneur“, zumeist 
Einzelunternehmer oder in Arbeitsgemeinschaften kleinteiligst organisiert, tätig in 
den Bereichen Grafik, Design, Mode, Architektur, Medien. Die Politik stilisiert diese 
Kulturunternehmer derzeit gerne zu erfolgversprechenden „Start-arts“ im Sinne der 
Start-ups der New Economy hoch. [2] Gerade die sind aber ein rotes Tuch unter den 
autonom agierenden Kunst- und Kulturschaffenden, die mehrheitlich nach wie vor unter 
prekären Arbeitsbedingungen als cultural worker am Rande der Gesellschaft denn 
als cultural entrepreneurs im Zentrum stehen. Der Wertetransfer von Kreativität und 
Flexibilität sowie der Modellcharakter des Kunst- und Kulturbereiches für Wirtschaft 
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und Politik findet noch weitgehend gegen den Willen der eigentlichen Proponenten 
statt. Ein „Gewinn“ für Künstler und Kunstschaffende aus diesem Transfer lässt sich 
derzeit nicht ausnehmen. 

Kunst kommt in Zeiten forcierter unternehmerischer und nationaler Kreativität noch 
eine weitere Funktion zu: als Standortfaktor. So wie die alten Produktionsfaktoren 
der Industriegesellschaft durch neue der Dienstleistungsgesellschaft ersetzt wurden, 
orientiert sich auch die Standortfrage an neuen Kriterien. Nicht mehr das Auslagern 
in Billiglohnländer oder Ansiedeln in Gebieten mit gut erschlossener Infrastruktur 
ist gefragt, sondern jene Standorte, wo die hochqualifizierten, sprich kreativen 
Mitarbeiter zu finden sind:

Governors, keep your tax breaks, keep those roadway interchanges, we don´t care 
about those giant stadiums you all think we want. When we make a decision about where 
to put one of our company factories or research and development units or laboratories or 
offices, we only have one criterion in mind – we go where the highly skilled and creative 
people are. [3] 

Das ist dort, wo ihnen das entsprechende kreative Umfeld geboten wird: ein 
vielfältiges Angebot an Kunst und ein multikulturelles offenes Klima. Diese neuen 
Standortqualitäten beeinflussen nicht nur unternehmerische Entscheidungen, 
sondern markieren eine Wende in unseren persönlichen Werthaltungen. Oder, in 
den Worten des amerikanischen Wirtschaftswissenschaftlers und Bestseller-Autors 
Richard Florida:

 
We will not move any more for a job, we move for a place. (Florida, 2004)

Genau an dieser Standortfrage dockt nochmals das Konzept der Kreativwirtschaft an. 
Die Wirtschaftspolitik setzt derzeit nicht nur auf ihr Potenzial als Wachstumsbranche, 
sondern auch als Mittel zur Attraktivitätssteigerung von Standorten, Regionen und 
damit letztlich Nationen. Denn über das kulturelle Klima und Image eines Landes 
manifestiert sich die nationale Kreativität, die im internationalen Wettbewerb nicht 
nur wirtschaftlich, sonder auch politisch von immer größerem Interesse wird. In weiten 
Teilen Englands und Nordrhein-Westfalen beispielsweise dient der Aufbau einer 
imageträchtigen Kreativwirtschaft der Belebung ehemaliger Industrieregionen, die 
durch den Zusammenbruch ihrer Rohstoff- und Schwerindustrien wirtschaftlich und 
sozial bedroht waren. Ein anderes Beispiel ist der Versuch, bisher eher traditionell 
orientierten städtischen Kulturprofilen eine Modernisierung und Verjüngung zu 
verpassen, wie dies in London gelungen ist, die über ihre Kreativwirtschaft als hippe 
Metropole vermarktet wird.

Der Begriff Kreativwirtschaft bzw. creative industries taucht erstmals Mitte der 
90er Jahre in Europa auf. Die Wirtschaftspolitik war mit Problemen wie Stagnation, 
Arbeitslosigkeit und Abwanderung konfrontiert. Die Kulturpolitik sah sich gezwungen, 
dem Kulturbetrieb einen Weg aus dem durch rückläufige staatliche Subventionen 
entstandenen Druck zu zeigen, sowie die sehr teure Repräsentationskultur zu 
legitimieren. Das Konzept einer erweiterten Kulturindustrie kam in dieser Situation 
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sowohl der Wirtschafts- als auch der Kulturpolitik sehr gelegen. Die damit in Gang 
gesetzte kontroversielle Diskussion hat Vorgeschichte. Dem schrittweisen Prozess 
einer Ökonomisierung der Kultur ging eine in Europa lange Zeit äußerst kritische 
bis ablehnende Haltung gegenüber jeglicher Verknüpfung von Kunst und Wirtschaft 
zuvor. Theodor Adorno prägte als erster 1944 den Begriff „Kulturindustrie“ und 
kritisierte jegliche Tendenzen, einen Warencharakter von Kunst festmachen zu 
wollen, der sich nach den Erfordernissen des Marktes richtet. [4] Seiner Haltung 
folgend wurde lange Zeit Kunst kulturpolitisch als nicht kommerziell verwertbar und 
daher förderungswürdig gesehen und jegliche Ökonomisierung mit dem Verlust der 
Autonomie gleichgesetzt. Die Wende kam erst in den 80er Jahren des 20.Jahrhunderts. 
Die Wirtschaftswissenschaften versuchten sich zunächst an einer „Kunstökonomik“, 
die am Produktcharakter von Kunst und dessen symbolischem Kapital und Marktwert 
ansetzte. Der öffentliche Legitimationsdruck der Subventionspolitik ließ den Ruf nach 
Professionalisierung des Kunstbetriebes in Form von Kulturmanagement laut werden, 
es folgten der Ruf nach Kultursponsoring und das Argument der Umwegrentabilität 
von Kunst und Kultur. Alle diese Ökonomisierungstendenzen beschränkten sich 
jedoch auf eine Kulturindustrie, in der Kunst und Kultur weiterhin unter Ausrichtung 
auf nicht-ökonomische Zielsetzungen nur indirekt, über „Umwege“ kommerziell 
verwertbar war.       

Die Kreativwirtschaft geht einen Schritt weiter und setzt dort fort, wo es nicht 
mehr um autonome Kunst und Kultur als öffentliches Gut geht, sondern um direkt 
kommerziell verwertbare kreative Leistungen. Diesen weiterführenden Schritt 
illustriert das englische Beispiel am deutlichsten, wo Mitte der 80er Jahre der 
damalige Greater London Council in seinem neuen kulturpolitischen Konzept Kritik 
an der bis dato üblichen Subventionspolitik äußerte und damit die Wende einläutete. 
Es würden gerade jene kulturellen und künstlerischen Aktivitäten zu Wohlstand und 
Beschäftigung beitragen, die nicht Subventionsempfänger sind. Darüber hinaus 
hätte die Mehrheit jener Kulturgüter, die vom Massenpublikum nachgefragt werden, 
nichts mit dem Fördersystem zu tun.

In der Folge als creative industries bezeichnet, wurden in England für die Bereiche 
Design, Mode, Architektur, Musik, Film und Neue Medien umfangreiche Strategiekonzepte 
und Förderstrukturen entwickelt und so dem Land ein Modernisierungsschub verpasst. 
Auch andere europäische Staaten setzen auf das Potenzial der Kreativwirtschaft, 
wenn auch mit unterschiedlichen Gewichtungen und Erfolg. Zwei Entwicklungen sind 
dabei europaweit zu beobachten: Ein Wirtschaftsliberalismus, der  auch vor dem 
Kunstbereich nicht halt macht, nach dem darwinistischen Prinzip des „survival of the 
fittest“, und eine Neubewertung der Alltags- und Popkultur. Diese findet zunehmend 
Einzug in die Kunstinstitutionen, die Grenzen zwischen Hoch- und Subkultur, zwischen 
elitärer Kunst und massenkompatibler Unterhaltungsindustrie verschwinden immer 
mehr. Aber auch der Staat zapft nach der wirtschaftswirksamen Hochkultur das 
Repräsentationspotenzial des Pop an. Bereits legendär ist Tony Blairs Titelfoto im 
Lifestyle-Magazine The Face mit elektronischer Gitarre, nachdem er die Popband 
Oasis zu sich in die Downing Street eingeladen hatte, eine Ehre, die zuvor nur den 
Beatles zuteil wurde.

Kritiker sehen in der Kreativwirtschaft eine Instrumentalisierung von Kunst und 
Kultur, die die sozialen Folgen eines Arbeits- und Gesellschaftswandels außer acht 
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lässt bzw. schön redet, und den Ökonomisierungsdruck für Kunst und Kultur erhöht. 
Zumindest begrifflich ist die Kreativwirtschaft tatsächlich ein politisches Konstrukt. 
Sie entstammt nicht wie beispielsweise die Kulturindustrie und die Kulturökonomik 
dem akademischen Diskurs, wenngleich sich derzeit der Bereich der cultural 
studies um eine Grundlagenforschung zum Thema bemüht. Und es handelt sich 
um einen höchst diversifizierten, inhomogen Sektor der Wirtschaft. Die kleinteiligst 
organisierten Kreativunternehmen, etwa im Bereich Grafik und Design, die oft auf 
eine das Überleben sichernde Nebentätigkeit von Künstlern zurückgehen, lassen sich 
nicht mit den global players der Medien- und Filmindustrie über einen gemeinsamen 
Kamm scheren. 

Über den Schlüsselbegriff der Kreativität, die Kunst und Wirtschaft inhärent 
ist, ließe sich jenseits des Schlagwortes der Kreativwirtschaft und weit über deren 
vermeintliches Potenzial hinaus Kunst, Wirtschaft und Politik zu einem Netzwerk 
verbinden. Ein Netzwerk, in dem der Kunst eine neue Rolle zuteil werden kann. Nicht 
die Synthese von Kunst und Wirtschaft ist anzustreben, sondern die Aufhebung der 
Dichotomie, und damit auch die Aufhebung der Grenzen elitär/massenkompatibel, 
Hoch-/Sub-, unterstützungswürdig/kommerziell. Grenzziehungen, die die Kunst in 
eine (wenn auch gleichzeitig beneidete) Außenseiterrolle der Gesellschaft gedrängt 
haben.

Die Rolle und Position der Kunst im derzeitigen Gesellschaftswandel muss in 
ihrer Beziehung zu Wirtschaft, Gesellschaft und Politik in einen neuen und breiteren 
Zusammenhang gestellt werden, als es die gegenwärtige Diskussion um die 
Ökonomisierung der Kunst tut. Dafür ist es zunächst notwendig, den vielstrapazierten 
Begriff der Kreativität, um die es letztlich geht, zu differenzieren und in die Geschichte 
zurückzuverfolgen. Ihre Bedeutung ist nicht nur je nach Kontext in der Kunst, der 
Wirtschaft und der Gesellschaft unterschiedlich, sondern unterliegt auch einem 
historischen Veränderungsprozess, der auf die Kunst rückwirkt. Gesellschaftswandel ist 
nicht aufzuhalten, sondern mitzugestalten. Dies ist eine der herausragenden Aufgaben 
der Kunst. Diese Funktion wird ihr aber von der Gesellschaft zu wenig zugestanden. 
Kunst ist im Allgemeinverständnis (noch immer) auf Behübschung, Unterhaltung, 
auf ein soziales Statussymbol und eine Hofnarrenfunktion beschränkt. Alle anderen 
Leistungen und Gegenmodelle bleiben in einem selbstreferentiellen Rahmen und 
werden außerhalb des kunsttheoretischen Diskurses nicht wahrgenommen. Und 
Kunst tritt zumeist noch immer als Bittsteller auf, wenn es um ihre Finanzierung 
geht. Kunst kann aber, ähnlich der Rolle der Wissenschaft, durch ihren Blick auf 
die Welt und ihren Zugang zur Kreativität zu einem gesamtgesellschaftlichen 
Entwicklungsprozess beitragen. Wie? Sicher nicht indem Künstler und Kunstschaffende 
zu Kulturunternehmern und Kunstinstitutionen zu McGuggenheims werden. Es 
erfordert zunächst ein verändertes Selbstverständnis und ein klareres Berufsbild 
Kunstschaffender. Erst dann kann an der Neudefinition der gesellschaftlichen 
Rolle, an adäquateren Rahmenbedingungen und an differenzierteren Strategien 
der gesellschaftlichen Einbindung gearbeitet werden.

Das in der Bildenden Kunst im ausgehenden 20. Jahrhundert oft heraufbeschworene 
„Ende der Malerei“ ließe sich angesichts der oben skizzierten Entwicklungen von den 
Schwarzmalern durchaus auf ein „Ende der Kunst“ erweitern.[5] Auf die Ende-der-
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Malerei-Bewegung erfolgten viele Gegenreaktionen und Modelle, die die Lebendigkeit 
der Malerei manifestierten und auf eine Überwindung des klassischen Begriffs 
der Malerei und dessen Erweiterung abzielten. Auch die Antwort auf die (nicht nur 
philosophische) Frage nach dem Ende der Kunst muss in ihrer Erweiterung und 
nicht in ihrer Vereinnahmung liegen. Eine Erweiterung, die die Kooperationsfähigkeit 
Kunstschaffender bedingt, sich als Teil, und nicht als Gegenteil eines bestehenden 
Systems zu begreifen. Und eine Erweiterung, die die Frage der Autonomie neu 
stellt.   

1 „Werbung ist Kunst“, prägte der Werber Michael Schirner einen Leitspruch der Werbekreativen 
in den 80er Jahren des 20. Jahrhunderts (Schirner, 1988).

2 Unter dem Titel „StartArt“ läuft seit November 2000 eine Gründungsinitiative für Kunst und 
Kulturwirtschaft des Ministeriums für Wirtschaft, Mittelstand, Energie und Verkehr in Nordrhein-
Westfalen. StartArt wird alljährlich als Wettbewerb ausgeschrieben, mit dem unternehmerische 
Konzepte im Bereich Kulturwirtschaft prämiert werden.

3 Carly Fiorina, Chief Executive Officer bei Hewlett Packard, USA, zitiert anlässlich eines Vortrages 
des amerikanischen Wirtschaftswissenschaftlers Richard Florida beim World Creative Forum in 
London am 24. September 2003. 

4 Eine umfassende Auseinandersetzung mit dem Begriff der „Kulturindustrie“ und eine Neu-
Interpretation des Grundlagentextes von Adorno liefert der Soziologe Heinz Steinert (1998).

5 Schon der Philosoph Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) prägte den Satz vom Ende der Kunst, das mit 
ihrer Autonomie in der Form gekommen sei, dass sie seither nicht mehr in der Wirklichkeit, sondern 
in der Vorstellung agiere. Dieser Funktionsverlust charakterisiert die Kunst der Moderne, die nicht 
verschwindet, sondern nur unverbindlich wird (Liessmann, 1993).  
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