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tional and global problems. The pace of development di!ers 
from field to field, as the acceleration of technological innovation 
continues while institutional development proceeds at its tradi-
tionally slow pace. The negative impacts of this imbalance, such 
as the concentration of power or misuse of technology, keep 
growing, which means that not just individuals and communities 
but also cities, regions and nation states are losing their previous 
security and control. That leads to discontent, protests and a de-
mand for new forms of democracy.

This is the context for the work called Global Direct, which 
seeks to use the possibilities of global networking to actively en-
gage citizens in various forms of global governance. The project 
was devised by Italian conceptual artist Paolo Cirio, who has 
long dealt with the cultural ramifications and paradoxes of the 
Internet and social networks, from the existence of tax havens, 
through issues of privacy to political polarization in elections. In 
this regard, Global Direct is the culmination of his work to date, 
as it concentrates on the key problem of contemporary demo-
cracy. 

Cirio’s work comprises flowcharts in large-format prints  
exhibited in the gallery space. In the artist’s words, the aim of 
Global Direct is “to create new alternative protocols, procedures 
and policies that can cope with the social complexity, crises and 
speed of present-day life.” Cirio is striving for nothing less than 
“self-governance via consensus-building and deliberative proto-
cols within a  framework of democratic checks and balances,” 
a process at a global level that would include “forms of partici-
patory legislative and judicial systems in which laws can be crea-
ted, revoked and enforced democratically by the voice and will 
of everyone without governmental or corporate interference.”43

This aspiration sounds hugely ambitious, and the artist ac-
knowledges this when he speaks of the utopian nature of the 
project. In the work, Cirio picks up on the rich modernistic tradi-
tion of social utopias inspired by scientific and technological 
progress. Unlike the art avant-garde’s visions of social engineer-
ing, however, technology is intended here to serve as a tool of 
transparency and maximum public participation. Cirio’s research 
draws on publications by social scientists and he features some 
of them in his project in the form of interviews recorded on  
video that are juxtaposed with his large-format prints of flow-
charts in the exhibition space. 

Given that Cirio is interested in deepening and expanding 
a democratic form of governance based on new forms of com-
munication that make it possible to create new forms of institu-
tions, a closer parallel to his endeavor than the political engage-
ment of avant-garde artists in the past century is the situation at 
the birth of modern democracy at the start of the Enlightenment, 
as there too a key role was played by a new communication me-

43#Quoted after Paolo Cirio’s statement 
“Global Direct” in this catalog,  
pp. 252–258.

Paolo Cirio, Poster to the Global Direct 
project, 2014



36

dium and a new social institution: newspapers and the co"ee 
house. But when Cirio mentions “a new form of society based on 
global awareness shared among every human and with the col-
lapse of the notion of borders and nations,” it is necessary to 
keep in mind that this involves a long-term goal that might take 
several decades to achieve, or even an ideal that will never be 
fully realized. In this context it is worth remembering Iceland’s 
experience with the drafting of a new constitution that was ulti-
mately not approved. The members of the Constitutional Coun-
cil who were directly involved in drawing up the constitution 
concurred that the process was too short-lasting for more  
people and various interest groups to play a su#cient role in it 
and reach an overall consensus. 

Democracy right now

After a long period in which democracy spread across the world, 
in recent years we have witnessed a  number of events and 
trends, like growing populism and the return of authoritarian re-
gimes, that suggest a move in the opposite direction, demo cracy 
in retreat. The principal reason for the successes of populist po-
liticians and public dissatisfaction would appear to be the weake-
ning of the nation state, which is ceasing to be able to fulfill its 
traditional task — delivering fundamental social security and ci-
vil rights. 

The Modes of Democracy project uses works of art to present 
selected accounts of democracy on playing out on various tem-
poral and spatial scales and originating from various geographi-
cal and cultural regions (Europe, North America, South America, 
Asia). In doing so, it strives to demonstrate how specific scales 
(urban neighborhood, autonomous province, small and big ci -
ties, all the way up to the global scale) alter the conditions of the 
functioning of democracy. The aim is to show how democratic 
practice is shaped by the interaction and coexistence of both lo-
cal traditions and supranational or global trends; in other words, 
how new forms of democracy are born and evolve. The exten ded 
time scale of some of the accounts facilitates a better under-
standing of how the past a"ects the present, as it provides 
a more comprehensive picture of the present day, showing the 
link between historic events and long-term trends, such as the 
birth of nation states, ethnic conflicts and wars, globalization, 
colonialism and decolonization, and their impact on forms of de-
mocracy.

The contemporary social situation is characterized by oppos-
ing trends like the decline and concentration of power; the ex-
port of western democracy and the growth of religious funda-
mentalism; e"orts to preserve the hegemony of the West and 
the economic rise of the East; the expansion of neoliberalism 

Paolo Cirio, Defining Citizenship without 
the Nation-State, diagram from the 
Global Direct series, 2014
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