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As part of the project “Paletten And The Interna-
tional In Gothenburg”, SVILOVA proudly presents
the Turkish artist Elmas Deniz’s video work “Uni-
versal Minimum Wage Commission”.

During 2014, three artist-run platforms in Gothe-
burg have been invited to collaborate in a Paletten
project, that aims to create a dialogue between
the local and international art scene.

To read more about it please click the following
link:

www.paletten.net
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THE FEAR OF
POVERTY

By Pelin Tan

‘Contradictions within the division of labour are a
dime a dozen’l"

A few years ago artist Elmas Deniz staged her first
solo exhibition in a 40-year-old modernist gallery
in an old bourgeois neighborhood in Istanbul.
This solo exhibition, presenting her first mature
constellation of works, also served to define herself
as an artist surviving in conditions of “poverty.” The
exhibition was a narrative of livelihood, struggling
on the edge of poverty, of possessions and
intimacy. Her use of various media, from paper to
video, from the family’s fork (which is often also
used as an example in David Harvey’s talks) to a
bird’s nest, invited us to consider the economic
survival strategies of our everyday lives.

1 p.113, David Harvey, Seventeen Contradictions and The End of
Capitalism, Profile Books, London, 2014

With the starting point of her own experiences as
an artist, moving from Izmir to Istanbul in 2005 in
order to engage in the greater global art market
of Istanbul, Elmas Deniz focuses on issues such
as the work hours of the common laborer and
artist, as well as the production and dissemination
of ideas about the value of a labor. These issues
relate not only to the fast growing global “bubble”
of the art market of Istanbul, but also to the
ambiguous and precarious conditions of an artist
(or any citizen), struggling in an urban environment,
with debts and unpaid jobs. In Turkey, artists don’t
have official worker status and therefore are not
entitled to the benefits of job security (health/
retirement) or the guarantee of minimum wage.
Thus, class identification is often vague as most
artists see themselves as belonging to the upper
class in light of their international lifestyle, but in
reality they are members of the working class or
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lower, due to their modest hourly/daily wage. This
constitutes a precarious livelihood.?' The vague
shift between her artistic experience regarding
work/labor, especially amongst institutional
constellations, as well as the everyday experience
of being a Turkish citizen in the most contested
of urban spaces (Istanbul), has led E.Deniz to
question her position on the edge of poverty. But
the analysis of poverty is not the main focus here.
What we encounter in E.Deniz’s various media
specific works is a contemplation of the means
of production that are attached to “poverty,” and
this economic reality in its entirety. E.Deniz states:
“Poverty is about whether you accept or reject the
mindset imposed upon you, simultaneously...”
“The system of values is different. Today, we do
accept the language of poverty with delight. The
reason we see the space of struggle as being so
narrow is also due to the discourse’s imposition.
Thus she often poses that “the fear of poverty”
diffuses the coordination of class identification
and the formats of survival of livelihood; therefore

an impoverished, underpaid individual never has

2 Labor in Contemporary Art Survey—Turkey (2012 — 2014)
http://laborincontemporaryart.wordpress.com

3 Interview with Elmas Deniz by Pelin Tan&Ulus Atayurt, Bir+Bir
Magazine, May-June 2012, Istanbul.

fear. In Turkey the minimum wage is at the edge
of poverty. While comparable to EU countries in
the official sense, the economic climate differs
so greatly from Greece to Austria and to Spain,
that a blanket standard becomes difficult to
implement. In the video work Universal Minimum
Wage Commission,”” the aim of E.Deniz, on the
discursive level, is to pose a utopian question
with irony. Referencing the uneven austerity
measures taken in Europe, the following question
is asked: “Is a worldwide, global commission for
minimum wage realizable and what would be the
implications of this for us, if it were to happen?”

Universal Minimum Wage Commission is a TV
discussion program featuring four participants
invited by the artist to explore issues revolving
around minimum wage. The program aims to
articulate a universal minimum wage standard
by referencing the commission that determines
the rate of minimum wage. The debaters are
of different fields: historian, economists and a
unionist curator.

4 Universal Minimum Wage Commission DVD Video, Pal 16:09, in
color and sound, in German with English subtitles, 30’ 30”, Vienna,
2013
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e
data from countries™
that already have minimum wages:
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Is it possible to discuss the possibility of a
universal minimum wage in a context where capital
production and its dissemination are uneven
in most parts of the world; consider underpaid
Chinese laborers working in the mass production
of a cheap European fashion brand (H&M) or
workers at Fox company in China, who produce
components for Apple...

By posing this self-contradictory question (maybe
to provoke the Euro-centric mind) Elmas Deniz
attracts attention to the contradictory notion
of minimum wage decisions being made in an
uneven global economic landscape. Can we
imagine a universal minimum wage beyond the
borders, state or EU, that tend to be the basis
for the setting of these standards? How can we
establish an ethics of labor in spite of boundaries?
When local and national unionists negotiate with
states or the EU, do they consider the conditions
of the Chinese worker? Though it is often denied
by the EU's top countries, the welfare system

has already collapsed in Europe. As Stefan
Schulmeister explains in the video, EU policies
on wages are fostered by neo-liberal conservative
governments and always benefit the elite classes
and countries, with the purpose of controlling
union influence.

In this Euro-Centric debate, information regarding
the current neo-liberal economic situation and
its contradictions is discussed on a conceptual
level. The debaters try to give proposals of what
the minimum rate of wage could be. Brought
up in the discussion are statistics from Austria,
which state that artists are subsisting on less than
minimum wage. As the economist Schulmeister
points out: “To me it is no coincidence that artists
are the first ones to realize that there is something
really wrong,” referring to the precariousness of
the lower classes of society as well as the high-
level wage negotiations in the EU, where wage
structure is decided by the private sector, not by
collective union agreement.
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Artist Elmas Deniz often draws upon her personal
survival strategies while questioning economic
conditions on a global perspective. In her
practice, any medium, from video, performance to
ready-made, forms a part of her “economy”. Her
research, utilizing different strategies and formats,
forces us to confront the ethical contradictions of
the production and value of labor in art.

Pelin Tan

Pelin Tan (b. 1974 ) is a writer, artist and curator
based in Mardin, Turkey. She holds BA in Sociol-
ogy and Phd in Art History. She is Assoc.Prof. at
the Faculty of Architecture, Mardin Artuklu Univ.
“2084” is a sci-fi film series on the artists run future
and ideology that she produces with artist Anton
Vidokle. She edits and writes for several journals
and magazines. Tan will be co-curating with ar-
chitect Joseph Grima the urbanization exhibition
of Arc en réve/Bordeaux (2015). Tan runs several
collaborative research on forensic architecture,
refugee & conflict spaces and heterogeneous
economies.

Al still images from Universal Minimum Wage Commission DVD
Video, Pal 16:09, in color and sound, in German with English
subtitles, 30’ 30", Vienna, 2013.

Courtesy of images: The artist and Pilot Gallery.

Backstage photos: Daria Kostina.

TURKISH VERSION

FAKIRLIK KORKUSU

“Contradictions within the division of labour are a

dime a dozen™!!!

Birkac sene once, sanat¢i Elmas Deniz ilk kisisel
sergisini Istanbul’un eski ve burjuva bir semtinde,
30 senelik modernist bir galeride acti. Bu sergi
E.Deniz’in iglerini/yapitlarini ilk defa olgun bir
biraradalik icinde sunan ve sanat¢inin “fakirlik”
kosullart i¢indeki durusunu ortaya c¢ikaran bir
sergiydi.

Sergi; gecinme kaygisinin anlatisi, yoksullugun
sinirlarindaki  miicadele, sahip  olduklarimiz
ve mahremiyet {izerineydi. Belgeden videoya,
ailesinden kalan hala kullanilan eski cataldan
(-ki bu catalin durumu David Harvey’in de kendi
kullandig1 bir 6rnektir) kug yuvasi gibi birgok farkl

1 5.113, David Harvey, Seventeen Contradictions and The End of
Capitalism, Profile Kitaplari, Londra, 2014

mecralarda dolanan E.Deniz, tamamen catigik
fakat ayni zamanda bizi hemen, giindelik hayatta
ekonomik olarak hayatta kalma stratejilerimiz ile

yiizlestiriyordu.
Istanbul ~ sanat ortammin  ve  iiretiminin
kiiresellesmeye  bagladigt 2005  sonrasinda

[zmir’den taginan sanatgi, kendi deneyimlerinden
yola cikarak bir is¢ci veya sanat¢cinin c¢alisma
saatleri veya emegin degerinin iiretimi ve dolagimi
gibi konular iizerine odaklandi. Bu konular sadece
Istanbul’un hizlica biiyiiyen kiiresel “balon”
sanat pazarmna odaklanan konular degildi, bu
ayn1 zamanda kentsel mekanda bogazina kadar
borca batmig ve emeginin karsiligini alamamaig bir
sanat¢inin (ya da herhangi bir vatandasin) belirsiz
preker kosullarina isaret ediyordu. Tirkiye’de
sanat¢inin resmi olarak -bir is¢i veya memur gibi-
is tanim1 belirlenmis bir pozisyonu yok. Dolayisi
ile saghk ya da emeklilik sigortast veya asgari
ticret hakkir da yok. Boylece, yasadig1 uluslararast
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elit kent yasamindan dolay1 cogu sanatci kendini
genelde yiiksek bir sinifta hayal eder, fakat aslinda
herhangi bir sinif durumunu isi ile iligkilenme
ya da kimliklestirme cok belirsizdir. Kazang ve
gelirlerine bakildiginda cogu is¢i smifi ile ayni,
hatta o bile degil, daha kotii, tamamen belirsiz
giivencesiz ge¢inme kosullarinda yasarlar.”!

Hem sanat¢i olarak kurumlar baglaminda is/
emek iligkisi deneyimi hem de en ¢ok miicadele
verilen kentsel mekandaki (Istanbul) bir Tiirkiye
vatandasit olarak deneyimi arasindaki gelis
gidiglerdeki belirsizlikler E.Deniz’in yoksulluk
sinirint arastirmasinin ana merkezi oldu. Burada
konunun ana odak noktasi olarak yoksullugun
analizinden degil, fakat sanat¢inin ¢esitli mecralara
yayilmig islerinin biraradaliginin temsiliyetinde
rastladigimiz  yoksullukla iligkilenmig iiretim
araglarindan Sanatgt  bir
sOylesisinde sOyle belirtiyor: “Yoksulluk, ayni

bahsediyorum.

zamanda, sana dayatilan akli kabul edip etmemekle
de ilgili. Bugiin, “yoksulluk™ dilini yiye yiye kabul
ediyoruz. Miicadele alanini kisitli goérmemiz,
sOoylemin dayatmasindan da kaynaklaniyor.’"”

E.Deniz ¢ogunlukla fakirlik korkusunun sinifsal
iligkilenmenin koordinatlarin1 veya gecinmek igin
hayatta kalma yollarin1 karmagiklastirtyor ve bu
nedenle de asgari gecinme standartinin altinda olan
yoksul bir bireyde hi¢bir zaman fakirlik korkusu
olmadigimi ekliyor. Tiirkiye’de minimum asgari
ticret yoksulluk sinirinin altinda. Avrupaiilkeleriile
karsilastirildiginda, resmi anlamda Yunanistan’dan
Avusturya’ya ve Ispanya’ya kadar minimum asgari
ticret farklilik gostermekte. Universal Minimum
Wage Commission'* adl1 videoda sanatginin esitsiz
gelisimin yol actig1 yoksullugun su anda yasandigi
Avrupa kosullari igerisinde iitopik ve ironik bir

2 Giincel Sanatta Emek Arastirmasi- Tiirkiye (2012-2014) laborin-
contemporaryart.wordpress.com

3 Elmas Deniz ile roportaj, Pelin Tan ve Ulus Atayurt, Bir+Bir Der-
gisi, Mayis-Haziran 2012, istanbul

4 Uluslararasi Asgari Ucret Komisyonu DVD Video, Pal 16:09,
Renkli-sesli, Almanca ingilizce Altyazili, 30’ 30, Viyana, 2013

soru soruyor “Evrensel anlamda, kiiresel diinyada
minimum asgari licreti tahayyiil edebilir miyiz? Ve
eger boyle birsey olursa ne anlama gelir?”

Universal Minimum Wage Commission sanatci
tarafindan hazirlanan kendi isi olarak iirettigi
bir televizyon programi. Sanat¢ci program icin
asgari iicret iizerine calisan iktisatgi, tarihgi ve bir
sendikaci kurator olan dort profesyonel davetediyor.
Program sanatginin sordufu soru cercevesinde
standard evrensel asgari ticret hakkinda karar verici
komisyon ve politikalar baglaminda tartismay1
amachyor. Kapital iiretimi ve dolagimin esitsiz
diinyanin bircok bolgesinde evrensel asgari licret
olasiligint sormak miimkiin mii? H&M gibi ucuz
bir Avrupa moda markasinin seri iretimi igin
saatlerce diisiik tcretle calistirilan Cin tekstil
iscilerini diistinlin... ya da Apple’in parcalarint
tireten Fox firmasindaki iscileri... E.Deniz’in
celigkili -ve belki de Avrupa merkeziyet¢i aklt
provake edecek- sorusu dikkatimizi esitsiz gelisim
icindeki kiiresel diinyadaki asgari iicret hiikiimleri
ile ilgili problemli kavrama dikkatimizi cekiyor.
Karar verici ulus-devlet veya Avrupa Birligi
otesinde evrensel asgari iicreti hayal edebirlimiyiz?
Emegin etigini nasil kurgalariz, sorumlulugu nasil
tarifleriz? Yerel ve ulusal sendikalar hiikiimet veya
Avrupa Birligi ile miizakere ettiklerinde Cinli
iscileri dikkate aliyorlar mi1? Refah Devlet sistemi,
birinci sinif AB iilkeleri tarafindan miizakere edilen
Avrupa’da coktan ¢okmiis. Tartismada konusan
Stefan Schulmeister’in aktardig1 gibi, Avrupa
Birligi'nin asgari iicret politikalart her zaman elit
smiflar ve ilkeler i¢in ve de aslinda neoliberal
muhafazakar hiikiimetlerin tesvikiyle sendikalart
kontrol etmeye ¢alismak iizerinedir.

Bu videodaki Avrupa-Merkeziyetci tartisma, giincel
neoliberal ekonomik kosullar hakkinda kavramsal
bilgiler veriyor, bir yandan da tartismacilarin asgari
ticretin ne oldugunu tanimlamaya caligmalari ile de
konun celigkileri 6greniyoruz. Tartismada belirtilen
Avusturya’daki asgari licret istatistiklerinde en alt
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-tabanda- bulunanlar sanatcilarmis. En az asgari
ticreti alan... hatta altinda olan. Toplumun alt
tabakasindaki giivencesizlik ve tam tersine en
ist tabakada, AB diizeyinde verilen asgari iicret
kararlarinin, kolektif sozlesme igin miizakere
eden sendikacilarin degil sektoriin lehine karar
verildigini ve bunda bir sorun oldugunu belirten
Iktisat¢1 Schulmeister, sanatcilarin bu baglamda
sorunlar1 ilk fark edenlerden oldugunun tesadiifi
olmadigini belirtiyor.

Sanatgr  Elmas Deniz kiiresel perspektifteki
ekonomik kosullara dair sorularmi g¢ogunlukla
kendi gecinme kaygisi ve hayatta kalma
miicadelesinden yola ¢ikarak oriiyor. Urettigi
herhangi bir mecra; videodan, performansa veya
hazir yapita... tiim isleri “ekonomi” sinin parcasi.
Farkli formatlarda {iireyen, farkli temsiliyet
dillerinin bir aradiligindan bahsedebilecegimiz
arastirmasi, bizi sanat iretimimizin ve emek
degerinin etik temellendirmesi ile yiizlestiriyor.

Pelin Tan
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ABOUT THE ARTIST

Elmas Deniz b. 1981, is based in Istanbul. Her
practice is conceptually driven and includes
installation, sculpture, video, drawing, curating
and writings. Recurring topics in her work are
globalization, governmental control, urbanism and
economy. E. Deniz is initiator of several artist-run
projects, and she is co-editor of the journal Sanat
Dunyamiz.

In 2007 she was awarded the Berlin Goethe
Institute cultural grand, and has been a resident
at Pistoletto Foundation ltaly (2011); Sextant e
Plus La Friche Belle de Mai, Marseilles, FR (2009);
DIVA Copenhagen, DK (2008) and Vassl, Karachi,
Pakistan (2006), among others.

Her recent solo show, was presented at the Macka
Sanat Gallery in Istanbul in 2012.

Elmas Deniz is currently doing a residency at
IASPIS, the Arts Grants Committee’s International
Programme for professional practitioners in the
visual arts, design, crafts and architecture in
Stockholm, Sweden.
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