Art in Defense of Democracy

Jonas Staall

Thisis a revised version of a pamphlet published under the
same title in NRC Handelsblad (April 12, 2012). The current text
has been altered and expanded to suit the context of the de-
velopment of the second edition of the New World Summit in
Leiden (Netherlands) and the third edition in Kochi (India).

1.
The struggle of art in the twentieth century is character-

ized by an aspiration for freedom. Art has battled the church,
the state, and the wealthy bourgeoisie in order no longer to
serve areligious, political, or economic agenda. The politics of
Post-WWII parliamentary democracies - such as in the Neth-
erlands — has taken this struggle seriously. In our post-war era,
politics has financed art’s duty to be free. Any direct ideologi-
cal commitment has become suspect, as a result of the role
played by art in the Nazi and Stalinist systems. The conclusion
of both politics and the art world has been that it is better not
to be engaged at all, than to be engaged with “the wrong side.”
A generic politics — a politics replacing ideology with manage-
ment - has sponsored an equally generic art. We believe that
any art that does not dare to contextualize itself within a
larger political project is at risk of becoming nothing but mere
entertainment for the voter-consumer and his managers.

Without being explicit about their ideals, both art and poli-
tics have fallen prey to demagogues and populists who utilize



the landscapes of capitalist democracy and its art as hatch-
ing grounds for their own ideas. Ideology is back, yes, but
itisin the hands of new racist movements in Western Eu-
rope, such as the Dutch Freedom Party, which has branded
state-sponsored art as “degenerate” and who has likewise
condemned the judges, educators, and journalists, whose
relativist “multiculturalism” has “corrupted” the supreme val-
ues of the Western Empire. In the hands of these movements
and their agitators, who have dismissed art as a plaything

of the leftist “elite,” art has once again become political.

In response to this situation we need a proactive politics and a
proactive art, which dare to serve a truly ideological project. The
outlines of this project — a project that | would like to call the pro-
ject of a fundamental democracy — have recently become visible.
From the Spanish Indignados protests to the worldwide Occupy
Movement, from the old Green to the new Pirate Parties, from
Wikileaks to Anonymous and the Icelandic Modern Media Initia-
tive (IMMI), we see the outlines of an international democratiza-
tion movement appear. In this context the concept of democracy
is being defended fundamentally as a principled egalitarian space.

The international democratization movement should not be
understood as a single organization — none of its participants
proposes a “total” solution for the fundamental crisis in our
politics, economy, ecology, and public domain. Thus they should
not be judged individually — as existing monopolized politics

and media have tried to do - by focusing on the empty squares
today, the personality cult in Wikileaks, or the “cyber-terrorism”
of the temporal collectives of citizens that take corporate
websites out of the air under the name of “Anonymous.” These
are systematic attempts to dismiss opposing forces as either
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dangerous or mindlessly utopian. This is why it is crucial to see
that these organizations are not isolated, but together form a
movement, connected by its collective demand to break exist-
ing monopolies on power — the monopolies on representation,
on violence, on information and history. Thus, each of these
organizations — each part of this movement - offers itself as

an instrument, through which politics is brought back to the
streets, and democracy is shifted from representation to action.

Let's describe some of these “instruments” more concretely. The
Pirate Parties have experimented with members’ permanent
participation in the decision making processes through “liquid
democracy” software, which when implemented publicly would
allow parliamentary systems, including all documents concern-
ing public interest, to become digitally accessible for all citizens.
This would lead to the end of the sphere of secrecy that we
have learned to accept as a necessary part of the democratic
doctrine; IMMI drove Iceland toward radical transparency poli-
cies after the economic crisis, among others through the collec-
tive rewriting of its constitution; Wikileaks supplemented the
“democracies” of war mongering states with the information
necessary for the public at large to understand its actual vio-
lent and economic motive; Anonymous allowed citizens col-
lectively to bring down the servers of those who control the
“free” space of the internet and enact blockades of the free
flow of information; the Indignados still today build on alterna-
tive political spheres with their own media, internet, food, and
medical infrastructure and Occupy showed the potential of a
dialectic movement between the digital and physical squares.

Fundamental democracy is thus an ideological project that
does not comprise a political system by itself, but actu-
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