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Abstract

In order to develop new symbiotic relationships and different imaginaries, it is firstnecessary to critically restructure the representations of forms of cooperation, which intheir positive, desired version usually represent a certain romantic idea of nature andhuman, and the possibilities for a harmonious model and holistic structure of reality. Thiscan be seen in both eco art and activist ecological agendas, which often play on feelingsof harmony and mutual reciprocity, and actually further contribute to a distorted andextremely one-dimensional image of reality. Using the concepts of conviviality andcosmpolitics, the article aims to offer new concepts of symbiosis and symbiotic futuresthat face today's process of defuturing. The second point of the article is to develop aconvincing and solid alternative to the neoliberal view of market-driven models based oncompetencies and the logic of growth. Therefore, the actual task for disruptive avant-garde art of today should be understood as the decolonization of our imaginaries thatperceive nature through the logic of growth and the harmonious model in the direction ofshaping post-growth imaginaries for symbiotic futures.
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Introduction

At the end of the epidemic, faced with another Europeanwar, and shattered by climate disasters, we seem to befacing a similar if not even worse zeitgeist to the one ofthe twenties that called for the avant-garde art anddesign school Bauhaus to bring a new social, culturaland creative impetus. However, back then there was noexperience of the failures of the 20th century artisticand social utopias and movements.
For this reason, we can rightly question any revolution orchange through artistic and cultural means.Nevertheless, new artistic expressions that use newtechnology and scientific methods to conduct trueartistic research are developing novel concepts andopening space for another horizon of experiences thatcan offer images and ideas of a different future, in whichit will be possible not only to survive, but also to thrive insymbiosis with other human and non-human beings.
In order to describe the mentioned process through adeep understanding of how current art contributes tothe shaping of our imaginaries for the better future inthe age of the Anthropocene, the article will firstintroduce key concepts, such as “conviviality”,“symbiosis”, “defuturing”, “imaginary”, “growth”, and“post-growth/degrowth,” that comprehensively shapethe paradigm, criticized by the artistic projects that areaddressing the most burning issues of today, andrightfully represent the contemporary avant-garde. Inthe last part of the article, we will show three distinctexamples of current artworks that seek to participate intransforming the human imagination in the direction ofsymbiotic futures with a different system of relationshipnot dependent of industrial and consumerist systems,rooted in the idea of continuous growth.
Living together: Conviviality

and Symbiosis

The term conviviality was incorporated to the humanitiesvocabular by Ivan Illich, who in his work criticized theindustrial capitalism and productivity, to insteaddescribe a path of human emancipation and autonomyfor reaching convivial life.¹ For Illich conviviality meansan “autonomous and creative intercourse amongpersons, and the intercourse of persons with theirenvironment; and this, in contrast, with the conditionedresponse of persons to the demands made upon themby others, and by a man-made environment.”²Furthermore, because of his instance of the

interdependence among living beings, Ilich’s thought isparticularly productive in the field of posthumanism todescribe interdependence and entanglements betweendifferent species, human and non-human agents.
The term “conviviality” comes from Latin convivere,which means “to carouse together, live together” (com“with, together” and vivere “to live”). The more commonterm “symbiosis” that comes from ancient Greek sýn andbíōsis similarly denotes living together. Today both ofthese concepts are equally important in theposthumanism research that emphasizes theimportance of exploring relations between human andnon-human beings and other entities or matter, andinsisting on the theoretical break with anthropocentrismand with the dualisms between human/society andnature.
Conviviality does not mean only relationships ofcooperation, but it also includes conflict and tensions asconstitutive and necessary part of convivial relations;human beings are understood as a part of the networkof players living in symbiosis with others. ³ Moreover:“To Illich, the word ‘conviviality’ does not mean joy orlight-heartedness; it refers to a society in which moderntools are used by everyone in an integrated and sharedmanner, without reliance on a body of specialists whocontrol said instruments.”⁴ For Ilich convivial toll can beused by an individual for a purpose that they choose,and it needs to bring about more freedom, autonomyand creativity (for all beings).
Perceptions of harmonious interactions of symbiosiswere critiqued by Isabelle Stengers’ research inthermodynamics to include complexity, processes ofdisturbance and friction that cause a state of crisis andlead to change.⁵ In her seminal work on “cosmopolitics”Stengers described a “symbiotic agreement” as a part ofan “immanent process of ‘reciprocal capture’;” shedescribes “the event” of symbiosis as “the production ofnew, immanent modes of existence, and not therecognition of a more powerful interest before whichdivergent particular interests would have to bow down.Nor is it the consequence of a harmonization that wouldtranscend the egoism of those interests.”⁶
We can further find productive thoughts on this topic inAnna Tsing work on rare matsutake mushroom, in whichshe presents the complex network of cooperationbetween human and non-human participants thatrejects stability as a central goal of relationships, andeven stability of the term “naturalness”.⁷ Stengers’ andTsing’s work not only opens to question the foundationsof objective (natural and humanities) science, but alsoshows a new way of connecting and generating
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knowledge and possible new imaginaries that can arisefrom different forms of human activity, which is notnecessarily bound to the rationality and authority.Knowledge and science can be, through specificpractices and processes, something that we not onlydiscover, but also shape.
Facing Defuturing

To recognize what is, we first need to establish activeknowledge about how our current dysfunctionalrelationships of un-sustainment are sustained. Onecould assume it is truly difficult to be an avant-gardist inthe time of defuturing, as Tony Fry named our conditionin his book Defuturing. A New Design Philosophy.⁸ Fryintroduced the concept of defuturing as the destructionof the future by design; it means that we live in a worldthat is taking away futures for ourselves and non-humanothers. He criticizes Eurocentric, anthropocentric andproductivist structures of unsustainability by exploringthe history of design that so importantly yet oftensubliminally coordinates our activities, and influencesour thought.
Because our conditions of existence drasticallychanged, Fry stresses that we also need to drasticallychange our philosophy of existence and of acting. Thenew direction for making anything in the world is not adirection within design as-is; within the alreadyestablished paradigms; it is a direction beyond wheredesign now is. It is also a direction beyond wherethought now is. The alternative to this process of“change so that nothing changes” and covering of crisis,would be “informed futuring”, which basically refers tofinding the alternative and acquiring the agency in orderto create something truly different, an actual change.⁹
For this kind of futuring, a new avant-garde in doing andthinking is needed. Therefore, it is central to look intothe past to deconstruct and surpass it. The mostsignificant signifiers of how we do and think things, andhow we ascribe value – is growth. Therefore, besidesoffering a complex image of symbiosis and establishingnew and different relationships, it is important todecolonize our imaginary of growth.
Decolonizing our Imaginaries

We can understand “growth” as a centuries-old matrix ofthinking that historically constructs Western-civilizational models of meaning-making, collectively and

individually, from various institutional macro andmicroforms of society. The logic of growth is thus notonly rooted in the rational categories that shape ourconcepts but also in the way we look at the world, howwe describe, perceive, and represent it. Thestubbornness to fight growth by reformulating capitalistparameters – for example, by establishing concepts likesocial, human, local, and sustainable “development” –can only lead to new ecological, economic, and socialfailures.
Agendas such as the New European Bauhaus forexample, and the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainabledevelopment do seem to be signs of a significant shifttoward an awareness about social and environmentalhealth, equality, and justice. However, we need to becritical of the very idea of sustainable development,which remains part of the Western economic imaginaryof growth. We can find this critique especially in theworks of Serge Latouche¹⁰, who claims that the idea ofsustainable development is a mystified and ideologizedone that does not bring about any radical turn in thinkingbut stems from the logic of a compromise.
Consequently, it is unavoidable to start “decolonizingour imaginaries,” a syntagma borrowed from Latouche¹¹,who refers, on the one hand, to the concept of theimaginary by Cornelius Castoriadis¹², and on the otherhand, to the anti-imperialist concept of decolonizationintroduced by anthropologists (e.g., Serge Gruzinski).¹³ Ifwe follow Latouche’s insight, radical change needsanother economy; another view of science that wouldgo beyond the concept of Promethean technoscience;another conception of life and death; a differentconception of wealth and poverty; another notion oftime that would no longer be linear, cumulative,continuous; other conceptions of space; otherintergenerational and gender relations; a differentconcept of work (placing social relations in the center,instead of, e.g., efficiency or value accumulation)¹⁴.Latouche integrates this into an eight-point programwith listed imperatives: to re-evaluate, reconceptualize,restructure, redistribute, relocalize, reduce, re-use, andrecycle.¹⁵
Constructing the Imaginary of

Post-Growth

One solid set of alternatives to the logics of growth wasoffered by the introduction of concepts such as post-growth and degrowth. And even though the concept ofdegrowth as the most optimal future direction of ourglobal society is becoming more and more mainstream,
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it is clear we will not achieve any drastic changes inhuman behavior if we do not address itsphenomenological and epistemological implications thatcould provide us with new models for everyday life.
Neutralizing the disastrous impact of our growth-basedsociety would therefore mean actually using radicalavant-garde methods as a unique combination ofchance and plan, happening and controlled work in allaspects of thinking and creating for uncertain futures.We see the legacy of the historical avant-gardemovements, such as Dadaism and Surrealism, as aplethora of valuable concepts for thinking degrowth thatis yet to be researched and applied from the field of artexclusively to the area of social and environmental care,and precisely to the way we make and do things. Thehighly experimental avant-garde presented the mostradical possibilities for changing the logic of thinkingand perceiving reality, thus showing the opportunities tolet new forms and relationships emerge.
And although the avant-garde is all too often perceivedas art that sought to demolish and destroy everythingthat existed before it, it carries within it an extremelyaffirmative and constructive character: avant-gardesinvented a whole series of new formal languages andstrategies that are still in use today as fundamentaltechniques of our modern visual or multimodalcommunication (e.g., photomontage, collage, avant-garde cinema, advertisements, graphic designtypography, new architecture). They sought to formalizethe coincidence and freedom of expression and eraseany automatization and pre-given cultural definitions.
The avant-gardists’ proposition appears to have beenprecisely what we need today for a symbiotic“metamorphosis in being” as stated by Pasi Haikkurinen,connected with the “practice of releasement”understood as the “new ethos” for degrowth society.¹⁶,¹⁷
Artistic Disruption for Radical

Innovation

We finally come to the acknowledgment of theimportance of artistic disruption and art-thinking as thekey innovative methodology that may provoke radicalchange in order to create a meaningful difference fromwhat was (wrong). Which are those new (inter)mediaand investigative artistic practices involving cutting-edge technologies, critically confronting the Europeansocial and cultural values with the aesthetics-, ethics-and tech-related legacies of the historical avant-garde?

By way of conclusion, let us try to briefly discuss threeof such topical cases selected among the newest(intermedia) artistic practices:
Vladan Joler's recent hybrid animated info-graphic workentitled New Extractivism (2020) visualizes the positionof the individual as a user of contemporary informationtechnologies, who is subject to systemic and systematiccorporate extraction. Thus, it reveals and criticallydiscusses some of the most pressing issues of modernplatform capitalism. The printed materials, which theauthor considers to be a kind of sci-artistic“assemblage”, are presented in the format of a posterand a brochure, and are accompanied by an animationdistributed online, supported by the author's ownnarrative, which he occasionally also delivers as alecture (performance). By combining the elements of amap and a guidebook, and accompanied by abundantand extremely analytical notes, the work attempts toproduce a symbiotic and fractal-like “blueprint of amachine-like superstructure, or a super allegory.”¹⁸
Often relying on the approaches of speculative designand advanced computer graphics, as well as info-animations or even physical spatial installations, theworks of the interdisciplinary group Disnovation.org notonly vividly show the paradoxes of the contemporaryconsumer and hyper-informatized society, but also try tocontribute suggestions and tools for resolving them. Inthe Post Growth Toolkit (2020), a set of so-called criticalgames, they offer a mix of scientific and speculativeliterary-narrative tools, which should offer the players ofthis game (or the users of the toolkit) a set of moresustainable solutions for everyday life. Post GrowthPrototypes (2021) complement the mentioned toolboxwith critical (animated video) essays functioning as casestudies of advanced and symbiotic concepts such assolar income, radical energy transition, or transcendingthe Anthropocene via the post-growth paradigm shift,introducing a new responsibility of man towards thebiosphere.
As the last truly comprehensive example of an artisticpractice that radically questions the human role withinecosystems, we wish to discuss the set of terra0projects. Since 2018 various prototype environmentshave been built on the decentralized (peer-to-peer)blockchain platform Ethereum, which aims to provideautomated frameworks for the resilience of a givenecosystem. By establishing a “DecentralizedAutonomous Organization” on the upper layers of theearth to govern them, terra0 research team aims tocreate technologically augmented ecosystems that areboth more resilient and more capable of operating withina predetermined set of rules in the economic sphere, as
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independent agents: e.g., the forest independentlymines cryptocurrency and decides how it will change itsmaterial base. The group believes that moderntechnologies such as remote sensing and machinelearning provide an opportunity to rethink existinginefficient governance and regulatory structures.Moreover, they also seem to suggest how, withappropriate art-thinking and speculative-design basedassumptions and interventions, these could play a keyrole in creating a sustainable, resilient, symbiotic andbiodiverse future.
There are more such artistic practices and they bearwitness to the engagement of art in order to answer themost pressing questions of our time not only byrepresenting what does not work, but above all toconstruct, in an avant-garde manner, new symbioticrelationships with human and non- human agents thatwould contain the full complexity of the symbioticorganization of different entities jointly working tosustain a functional environment, without falling backinto the old paradigms shaped by the imaginaries andlogics of growth, duality, harmony and stability.
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