Political alternatives

Reading the daily newspapers we keep being reminded that democracy is an unfinished project, a cultural achievement which cannot be taken for granted, but needs engagement and innovation if it is not to gradually and silently become empty. 

Several artistic interventions respond to that. Some start from the thesis that the crisis of democracy is a crisis of it's current idea of representation. Asking "who has the right to speak for whom", they point to the increasing gap between the members of society and a class politique. In showing how political parties have developed into institutions with a logic and aspirations of their own, they question whether they are still sufficiently in contact with their voters to represent them, or whether they instrumentalize them with the help of trained rethoric and marketing. 

One can ask, how flexible and open to the better argument institutionalized democratic processes still are. If politics has become a world in it's own, and politicans and political parties only shape their profile relative to the position and power of each other, how much space have they left to change their position, to learn, to be convinced by argument?

Another response of artists to the crisis of democracy begins with a critique of contemporary mass society and it's normalizing, homogenizing and atomizing structure. Against isolating disciplined individuals from each other in false appearence of freedom and autonomy, these artists often work in groups and support wider networks for communication and collaboration. Engaging in the dialogues and disputes necessary for a society of difference, they support a view of politics according to which the purpose of political engagement lies in finding consensus about measures and regulations which create the famous "whole that is bigger than the sum of it's parts", i.e. which make living and acting in society more beneficial than living and acting in isolation. But they insist that the beneficial effects of democratic action must not only be sought in the realms of economy and social security, but also in sustaining cultural achievments (language, justice, ethical standards, art, knowledge and expertise...) and developing them in accordance with the needs of a global interconnection of cultures.

A third direction of artistic concern with the political can be seen in activities which question the traditional form of political organization as nation-state + territory. They ask about the possibility of an organization in the form of trans-national territories or even networks. 

These initiatives can be understood as reactions to the weakening position of political power in relation to the growing power of multi-national economic firms and associations. These can often, trough their flexible network structure, escape the political regulations of individual nation states and move (or threaten to move) their activities to the most favourable location. Here a self-understanding firms as "actors competing to survive on a global market" is passed on to the realm of the political: cities, regions or states understand themselves as competing for firms by offering adequately educated people, favourable work-regulations, low taxes, tolerant environmental law... Conflicts between so called "local vs. global" or "social vs. economic" interests are the consequence and errode the credibility and support of political systems and it's actors even further, up to the point that they need to fortrify themselves against the people they represent. 

By distinguishing between the traditionally congruent levels national unity / political organization / territory and by proposing forms of trans-national political organization and network – collaboration, several artists and intellectuals try to match the superiority of economic forms of organization and adress these problems at their root. Some artists even initiate steps in this direction.

It is these three lines of engagement, one starting from questions about representation, one starting from a critique of mass society and one asking about political organization in the form of nation states + territory, in which I see contemporary artist's search for political alternatives and their participation in working on the ever unfinished project of democracy.
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