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Transitional Economics and Art - Theory and Practice of Contemporary Global Production 

Why is it important to think about economy in relation to art? Why is it important to think about the transitional economy in relation to the post-socialist Eastern European art? Is it possible to talk about the ways in which contemporary art represents economic processes, and (if the answer is positive) what kind of meaning this artistic discourse brings to light? How this art can be read and how this discourse can be interpreted as a source of knowledge about contemporary economy? Is it possible to identify a concise historical overview of such art practices and should they be approached from a single perspective, provided that some artists are critical about the issue of economy, while others take an outright affirmative position? Is it possible to offer an alternative for the one-sided, neo-liberal discourse in the world of economics and in the media, through analyses of economic mechanisms in the contemporary art projects and art-works? How is South East European post-socialism positioned with regard to contemporary global capitalism?

art-e-conomy [www.art-e-conomy.org] is an international research and educational working platform. Officially initiated by the end of 2005 in Belgrade (Serbia), it was conceived as a collaborative project between the local individuals, groups, organizations, and institutions, and their respective international counterparts. The principal aim was to foster the creative forms of partnership between the cultural and business sectors in the local environment. More precisely, art-e-conomy was initiated with an attempt to re-think the ideas behind the relations between economy and art, and the cultural and esthetic dimensions of economic changes in the post-socialist Eastern European situation. The project should therefore be approached and understood within two precise theoretical and political coordinates, one of them being recognized within a contemporary pattern pertaining to the global capitalism, another one – to the post-socialist (Eastern European) transition. This especially refers to the state of contemporary art system in the South East of Europe (perceived from the “neighborhood-perspective” toward the European Union), the issues dealing with economics of transitional societies, and the way in which society is generally structured and how it functions. Thus the starting idea behind the project lies in an attempt to pose questions about the global market economy (and the way it influences the structure of a contemporary global society) exclusively through its discursive, theoretical, empirical, and visual aspects.
The space that used to be reserved for former Yugoslavia is exactly the space where we are supposed to situate the conclusion regarding a theoretically conceptualized division of the world (and what is left of it), and particularly – a division of the “two Europes” (Western and Eastern Europe). This proposition is further elaborated in a contemporary critical discourse coming from the so-called ‘Eastern Europe’. Behind this initiative there is a clear commitment to demystify the imposed continuity between the two worlds (Western European and Eastern European) in the very period of the European integration processes after 1989. 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: (1) integration of European countries into a common EU-unit and (2) 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 one may use this bizarre comparison).

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
 (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 2004 – with the accession of 10 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, are expected to join 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 official presentation,
 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".
 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 fifty-five years. 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 South East Europe today) is related to the very concept of “Europe”.

The transition from socialism to capitalism in the former socialist economies, after the collapse of communist political ideologies in Europe, helps us understand not only a shift from one economic model to another, but also - how the transition contributes to the dynamics of large-scale institutional and organizational reforms, thus providing necessary conditions for a capitalist expansion worldwide. This is, without any doubt, not only a political issue, but an economic one, and affects not only the lives of the former Eastern Europeans, but the global world as such. The logic of the market is therefore what comes up once we are determined to talk about contemporary art. This close relationship between (Eastern European) art and (global) economy has been pointed out and elaborated both in contemporary art theory (with Fredric Jameson, Hal Foster, Slavoj Zizek, Saskia Sassen, Boris Groys, Brian Holmes, and Marina Grzinic, as the most relevant examples), and in contemporary art practices (with practitioners such as Oliver Ressler, Reinigungsgesellschaft, Orgacom, Big Hope, etc.), all of them problematizing the very existence of various critical economic and social issues within the project-based art discourses dealing with them. They are trying either to analyze the process of transition from one model of economy (most notably – a socialist, centrally-planed economy) to a capitalist mixed-market economy with respect to differing conditions for art and culture in the East and the West (Groys), or to critically posit the contemporary global state of economy from a profound theoretical and interpretative perspective related to contemporary art and art system, art market, and global exhibition making (Grzinic, for example). In order to analyze the issue from this global point of view, one is therefore obliged to discuss not only economy as a discipline, or an abstract field of scientific discourse, but political economy, that is: an economy dependent on political decision-making operations and processes, which influence our everyday existence. The first task therefore lies in an attempt to define the fields of (1) economy (political economy) and cultural economy, and (2) the way of positioning a new artistic/cultural subject from the East of Europe in relation (or rather – through) the ideas of contemporary global economy and contemporary global (art) market. 
art-e-conomy has emerged as a concept and an individual initiative in early 2005, due to a constant virtual communication and exchange between its author (a Belgrade-based curator, Marko Stamenkovic) and the cultural protagonists worldwide, who all took their respective positions toward the issues at the point of intersection between contemporary art and economics. The website [www.art-e-conomy.org] has become therefore a virtual platform for the theoretical and practical development of the project. It was a starting point for the creation of a local, regional, and broader (European and global) network of exchange among differently positioned (individual and collective, local and international, governmental and non-governmental) subjects that deal, in various ways, with economics, business and culture: artistic, cultural, economic and business institutions; artists, designers, architects, filmmakers, lawyers, economists, and businessmen; interdisciplinary groups, researchers, students, academics, theoreticians, curators, public administrators, and managers; representatives of cultural, economic, and business companies. And (as Marina Grzinic would say)  it is exactly due to the changes induced by the dematerialization of our presence on the Internet and WWW, that identity is no longer attached to a topos, a specific place, but rather to a reconfigured relationship (between body and space) and the digital re-constitution (of temporality versus space). The transformation of contexts and meaning in digitized environments is now made possible and open for our re-thinking of the subject, brought to light by a variety of transformations that are intrinsically connected to the reconstruction of social identity and different contexts in digital media. What Grzinic is pointing out – and this is all the more important for the subject of contemporary curatorial identities considering the roles they are performing in such transformed environments – is a fundamental change that is taking place once we accept the loss of traditional concepts of identity, and based upon the different nominations of identity between “fluidity” and “flexibility”. What is really fluid in today’s “identity affairs” is not identity itself, but the variety of different ROLES we are forced to perform today.

This exchange of information and ideas, distributed over the virtual space, used to have a temporary mission: to introduce a set of new values into the existent discourses, those that problematize contemporary art matters exclusively through traditional political theoretical matrixes. The reason for taking such a critical distance toward classical political patterns (those that offer a self-enclosed theoretical scheme in a well-known, anti-global fervor), is to be found in an approach that strives for an alternative toward its own critical framework, i.e. an approach proposing a ‘third-way’ between the established polarizations, be it affirmative or negative toward contemporary global matters. A self-critical dimension, as the main orientation for the conceptualization of art-e-conomy, was also supported by the fact that no theoretical platform regarding the global capitalism as such could actually escape the fate of being swallowed by its own contents-reference: every discourse involving the dimension of global capitalist affairs is already the consequence and the product of its main target. This is to say that every discourse emerging from the capitalist condition (and especially the one being born in the age of ‘wild, pre-mature’ capitalism, the way one encounters it now in Serbia, for example) is an offspring of its own political, economic and social matrix. And no clear stance against it has been taken. It was rather an open call for all those aspects, positions, and values that insist on broadening the existent sphere of political actions through art toward its organizational possibilities: a proposal for creative yet critical cooperation based upon principles of self-structuring, self-organization, and re-articulation of issues related to the aesthetic dimension of economic and social problems nowadays. Being initiated in Belgrade, in the situation of new developments of a previously non-capitalist society, art-e-conomy focuses on the most urgent themes of transitional economics, business structures, contemporary culture and artistic production in Serbia and the South East of Europe. The question of an economic shift taking place in South East European territory in the last 16 years, after the fall of the communist regimes, addresses its significance and its definition through the topics of 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. 

The central topic, however, that the project is intended to convey is a notion of contemporary art in the South East of Europe subjected to the current economic changes. 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 - 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 (that is to be recognized today as the ‘’Global Capitalism’’).

The economic dimensions of contemporary cultural development must be perceived as a tool toward dynamic, active and knowledge-based (apart from the exclusive sponsorship-based) partnership between these two systems (economic and cultural). If culture keeps only relying on financial help from the economic and financial sectors, without actually performing any interventionist role there, and vice-versa, there is no way to make any essential change in the broad cultural field today. It is exactly the ECONOMIC aspect that must be highlighted and problematized. The cultural operators must openly, clearly and explicitly produce various creative ways of cooperation not only among themselves (which would still keep them in an isolated, ‘autonomus’ and hermetic state of mind), but rather with all those economic and business-oriented entities that are willing to start communication, exchange and circulation with cultural entities. This is a MUST for the upcoming period, and this will provide the space for positive ‘hybrid structures’ that support each other and both contribute to the global shift as we are experiencing it today. The project thus recommends a clear programme-based intervention into supporting the economically, rather than politically, oriented cultural projects, and especially those that problematize geo-economic, socially-traumatic (invisible), and community-related issues. This is all in order to provide a radical ‘step beyond’ toward a whole field of new interests that are emerging on the global cultural scene alongside the increasing development and extension of global capitalism today. For this reason, more ‘non-cultural’ practitioners and experts (coming from a broad interdisciplinary field of action, such as economy, social policy, psychology, technology and science, marketing research, business, etc.) should be consulted, involved in cultural programming and decision-making processes, and explicitly introduced as new professional elements/entities within the broad cultural realm. Without this, culture will have to rely on its proper, limited context/system, with no possibility for any systematic transformation. 

The current political crisis in Europe is no surprise, especially with regard to what the global political agenda has to offer today. If it is all about ‘the NO votes to the referenda and lack of ownership or sense of belonging amongst Europe’s citizens’, then a proper question about the reason for such a situation must be posed. One could presume that the current political instability, especially in the former Western Europe (the one that is now being recognized as a transnational entity called European Union, something that the citizens of former Yugoslavia have been familiar with long ago, within the previous, yet unsuccessful, ideological construct of ‘brotherhood and unity’) is actually resulting from the lack of consensus about its economic and financial structures. This is to say that the European cultural cooperation does not have a clear meaning today if it keeps being perceived only from the general ‘political’ perspective, but rather should be perceived from a re-articulated economic and financial perspective (within the general cultural and political framework), and exactly through the regulations that are being imposed by the (multinational, corporate) economic and financial power centres. The social aspect of this perception should also be explicitly approached, and especially with regard to what has significantly marked the beginnings of a new civil war in the heart of Europe in autumn 2005 in France, with the suburb-based riots. The ghettoization and constant fragmentation of the European continent, and consequently – of its social structures, through the processes of its systematic right-wing inclination, is no good for any, not even, cultural cooperation. But what culture and cooperation in the cultural field are supposed to perform in such a problematic condition is actually to act as a tool that aims to put openly such a situation into question, visualize it, problematize it and, hopefully, help overcoming it. 

Developed as a broad working unit, rather than a simple project-based work, art-e-conomy opened up the sphere for re-thinking the actual state of individual working methods and conditions in a politically less-favored area of South East Europe (in comparison to the omnipresent significance of its big neighbor, the European Union itself). It did not come up as a ‘non-political’, or ‘anti-political’ act, though: it rather established another theoretical axis around which a new approach of politically and socially relevant questions could be posed today, but always from the aspect of those protagonists in the field of cultural action that are willing to encounter the contemporary political reality in a different way. The way to radicalize such a perspective is consciously established in the field of global economic transformation, in the very fact that along the changes that marked the period after the fall of communism in the largest part of Europe, there must have been a translation from one way of thinking into another, from one political reality into another, and from one economic system into another. This translation from communism into capitalism, from state-ownership into market-based logic, has not only been reflected in the theoretical or parliamentary debates, but rather in all spheres of our common everyday practices and all aspects of social life the way we are experiencing it. The issue of working conditions, or (more precisely) the lack of work, as the unemployment rate is constantly increasing, was a fundamental starting-point concerning the construction of art-e-conomy itself, as a platform providing a modest possibility to start working together, in a justifiable and value-added manner. This possibility got its current form exactly through the contents it wanted to problematize: the issues of labor, networking, cyber-political communities (turning into physical action-communities), collective cultural and social practices, collaborative research and engagement, etc. It principally attempts to fulfill the problematic field related to the theoretical and practical analysis of artistic and economic production in the contemporary global world: while focusing on the fundamental lack (for Serbian and South East European cultural and political space) of a specific and articulated discourse related to the intersection between art and economy, it aims at introducing, re-thinking, re-articulating and opening up the possibilities for a new discourse to this space. In order to stimulate an interdisciplinary, multi-leveled and transnational approach, 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. 

Within the first phase of the project (January-April 2006), three artist groups have been invited to Belgrade in order to start the research and investigate the potentialities for their upcoming projects: REINIGUNGSGESELLSCHAFT (Henrik Mayer & Martin Keil) from Dresden (Germany), ORGACOM (Teike Asselbergs & Elias Tieleman) from Amsterdam (The Netherlands), and ACCESS LOCAL (Rashad Becker, Aline Girard, Ulrike Uhlig) from Paris (France) and Berlin (Germany). What is the most significant feature here (with the project being understood as a working unit) is that the concept of work is based upon the interface between subjective positions and economic, social and cultural situations: it is understood through the ways in which it raises fundamental questions about how individuals fit into the community and the social world. This is exactly what the first international guest-participants of the project – an artist group REINIGUNGSGESELLSCHAFT - put into question, while visiting Belgrade at the beginning of February 2006. REINIGUNGSGESELLSCHAFT (RG) is a German project group based in Dresden, working at the point of intersection between art, economics, and social reality. It exists since 1996 and is run by Martin Keil (1968) and Henrik Mayer (1971). Their projects, within various artistic and curatorial projects, especially elaborate the themes of social importance and the change of the working world. They understand themselves as an independent art company. The activities of RG are a collective act, often with involved partners from other spheres of society as e.g. from humanities or economy. The working method is based on the interest in complex structures. Investigations result in interventions, and/or interaction. They are specified in research, analysis, communication and networking. 
In February 2006 RG stayed in Belgrade for artistic research and investigation, particularly on the connection of a transitional society and new concepts of labour. The RG group introduced the results of their previous artistic research on the potentialities of cooperation between business and art. It was essential to point out the possibilities how art and aesthetic discourses can relate to economic and social processes. The presentation concerning their working methods and previous projects (Forum UnternehmensKultur, Arbeite Mit, Plane Mit, Regiere Mit!, The Spirit of Work, The City of Cool) was related to their specific interest to realize a new project in Belgrade. In order to realize their goal, RG set up a collaborative project structure bringing together the institutions involved with the privatization processes in the local context (The Privatization Agency of the Republic of Serbia, for example). They made a set of video-interviews with the representatives of two local textile companies, one of them in the position of just before being privatized, another one – already under the leadership of a private owner. RG naturally has a great interest in getting to know the specific situation on spot and in developing the project out of that context. This can possibly be at a local level. The starting point was thereby the specific situation in Belgrade and the fact that since July 2001 there is effective a law of privatization in Serbia, an accelerated re-structuring of the big state-owned enterprises to be able for a speedier privatization. This allots the sale of enterprises by bidding and auctions. The law says, that the investor can purchase up to 70% of the companies capital, and 30% are assigned to the staff (according to the German Office of Foreign Affairs). Within this context, RG were interested in which way changing labor conditions are a factor that creates human identity. The artistic research was site-specific and clearly located, but at the same time the outcomes will have the importance for international discourses. This was achieved by addressing the theme as a model situation and from a global perspective. The practice of RG, being based on the principle of a direct perception, aimed to visualize new behavior within the working world in the local situation of the city of Belgrade today. Video sequences shot in different locations resulted in a video-work, that explores the relation between people’s personal and social needs, and the changing conditions in the process of privatization. The video will be presented in May 2006 in Kunsthalle Dresden, on the occasion of the exhibition entitled ‘Wildes Kapital’ (The Wild Capital), in course of a long-term project supported by relations / Kulturstiftung des Bundes [www.projekt-relations.de].
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