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has to resemble everything and yet be nothing other than itself. I think as 
artists who produce work that we normally describe as social practice or 
socially engaged art, we are exactly in the crux of that problem. What does 
it really mean for me, for example, to go and interview the last speaker of a 
language (which is what I do in one of my projects)? I’m not a linguist. So 
a linguist may say you have no business in actually doing that. And yet I 
believe that the role of an artist in doing that is very different from that of 
a linguist specifically doing a study on that particular thing. It comes from 
the belief that you actually can contribute in some degree to a conversa-
tion. Certainly there is a selfish or egotistical aspect of it—that you believe 
that you can do it. It is an unavoidable aspect of art-making that we all 
have that impulse, we all have the organic need, to some extent, to make 
something, to speak, to create something, even for ourselves or for others. 
But that impulse is not just a self-centered one, I believe, but also part of 
a conviction that by engaging that reality you can generate reflection on 
it and contribute to changing it, hopefully in positive ways. That’s at least 
how I understand my practice in the world.

Place of production: Pablo Helguera

Why Talk about Work and Labor?
Within late capitalist societies it has become fairly common to talk about 
art in terms of knowledge work, research activity, or critical practice, partic-
ularly for those artists, theorists, and curators who consider themselves as 
critically or socially engaged. They may opt for the models of a “researcher,” 
“knowledge worker,” or “activist,” and in doing so, maintain some sort of 
critical distance from the production of objects.1 This is not least the conse-
quence of the concept of art as an author-centered production of objects being 
consistently a subject of critique during recent decades.2 Although a number of 
theorists have proclaimed a “material culture turn,” an object-centered notion 

1 See Sarat Maharaj, “Know-How and No-How: Stopgap Notes on ‘Method’ in Visual Art as 
Knowledge Production,” Art and Research, no. 2 (Spring 2009): 1–11; Maurizio Lazzarato, 
“From Capital-Labour to Capital-Life,” Ephemera 4, no. 3 (2004): 187–208; Lars Bang Larsen, 
“Zombies of Immaterial Labor: The Modern Monster and the Death of Death,” in Are You 
Working Too Much? Post-Fordism, Precarity, and the Labor of Art, eds. Julieta Aranda, Anton 
Vidokle and Brian Kuan Wood (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2011), 74–93; and Jonatan Habib 
Engqvistet et al., eds., Work, Work, Work: A Reader on Art and Labour (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2012).

2 See Howard Singerman, Art Subjects: Making Artists in the American University (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1999); Marion von Osten and Beatrice von Bismarck, eds., 
Norm der Abweichung (Zurich: Voldemee, 2003); and Suzanne Lacy, Leaving Art: Writings on 
Performance, Politics, and Publics, 1974–2007 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010).
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of art has been widely replaced by paradigms like “conceptualization,” “critical-
ity,” “participation,”  or by terms like “relational aesthetics.” 3 This shift to a more 
open, communicative, and interactive notion of art was prompted not least by 
the expectation of a transformation of power relations, one which meant the 
hierarchies between producers and recipients could be suspended. The German 
art critic and art historian Sabeth Buchmann argues convincingly that the 
conceptualization and dematerialization of art for many participants in the art 
field seemed so attractive since it promised to substitute “the traditional art 
object with distribution-oriented sign systems in order to free artistic produc-
tion from the logic of the marketplace and anchor it within a non-institutional, 
non-commercial public sphere.” 4 It is therefore not by accident that this turn-
ing away from the object- and author-centered notion of art appears to spread 
rapidly in the 1990s, a period in which the art world expanded enormously 
in a boom of museum building and unprecedented growth of the art mar-
ket. Conversely, it seems as if the concept of knowledge work is subsequently 
taken into account as a kind of countermovement to the hegemonic nexus of an 
author-centered object production, a model that is (probably quite rightly) sus-
pected of following a highly speculative market logic. Or to put it another way: 
a collaborative non-institutional art practice, in which the key players describe 
themselves as knowledge workers committed to criticality and in which they 
position their work in an allegedly non-commercial public space, prefers to see 
itself as the alternative to what is called “market art.”5 

3 See Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2005); Tony Bennett and Patrick Joyce, eds., Material Powers: 
Cultural Studies, History and the Material Turn (London: Routledge, 2010); Alexander 
Alberro and Blake Stimson, eds., Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 2000); Sabeth Buchmann, “Under the Sign of Labor,” in Art after Conceptual 
Art, eds. Alexander Alberro and Sabeth Buchmann (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press 2006), 
179–95; Martha Rosler, “Take the Money and Run? Can Political and Socio-critical Art 
‘Survive’?,” in e-flux journal, no. 12 (January 2010), http://www.e-flux.com/journal/take-the- 
money-and-run-can-political-and-socio-critical-art-“survive”/; Claire Bishop, ed., Participation 
(London: Whitechapel, 2006); Suzana Milevska, “Participatory Art: A Paradigm Shift from 
Objects to Subjects,” Springerin 12, no. 2 (2006): 18–23; and Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational 
Aesthetics, trans. Simon Pleasance and Fronza Woods (Dijon: Les Presses du Réel, 2002).

4 Buchmann, “Under the Sign of Labor,” 179.
5 On the influence of the market and recent developments, see Holger Liebs, ed., Die Kunst, das 

Geld und die Krise (Cologne: Verlag der Buchhandlung Walther König, 2009); Don Thompson, 
The $12 Million Stuffed Shark: The Curious Economics of Contemporary Art (New York: Palgrave, 
2010); and Lucien Karpik, L’économie des singularités (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 2007).
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However, in retrospect, this shift was not only about a countermove-
ment within the art field, but rather it correlated with a critical distancing 
from the concept of an operationally closed art system6—that is, a system 
with its own logic, its own institutions, its own patterns of recognition, 
its own training programs, and its own market. Lucy R. Lippard and 
John Chandler’s dictum of the “dematerialization of art”—already for-
mulated in the 1960s—was therefore more than simply a new “-ism” in 
art history.7 Rather, it inspired many artists and theorists to transform 
the cultural field at large and to move away from “art-as-art” 8 and its role 
models, conditions of production, distribution, and reception.

The art market and the exhibition-gallery nexus may once have been 
regarded as independent communication platforms and significant proof 
of the existence of an autonomous and free art system. But in the twenty-
first century the term “art market” has implied something to oppose or 
resist. It is increasingly suspected as a location of capitalist speculation, 
which may have little or nothing to do with the project(s) of modern art: 
emancipation and self-determination.9 And this may be one of the many 
reasons why there is significant hype in the debates around new self-
concepts of how to be an artist and the reconsideration of the notion of 
autonomous experience.10 Within the context of the educational system, 
the concept of the art school or academy also undergoes a reconsideration, 
not in the least because this system still aims at a job description in which 
artists are understood as a “Me Incorporated” and seen as suppliers to a 
museum/gallery/market system.11 The clamor for alternatives has grown 

6 Niklas Luhmann, Art as a Social System (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2000).
7 Lucy R. Lippard and John Chandler, “The Dematerialization of Art,” Art International, 

no. 2 (December 1968): 31–36. 
8 Ibid., 35.
9 See Isabelle Graw, High Price: Art between the Market and Celebrity Culture, trans. Nicholas 

Grindell (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2010).
10 A summary of the debate can be found in Andrea Fraser, “Autonomy and Its Contradictions,” 

Open, no. 23 (2012): 106–15; and Thomas Khurana and Christoph Menke, eds., Paradoxien 
der Autonomie (Berlin: August Verlag, 2011).

11 See Ute Meta Bauer, ed., Education, Information, Entertainment: Current Approaches on 
Higher Artistic Education (Vienna: Edition Selene, 2001); Jerry Saltz, ed., An Ideal Syllabus 
(London: Frieze, 1998); and Ecke Bonk, “Kunstuniversitäten,” in Spielregeln der Kunst, ed. 
Wolfgang Zinggl (Dresden: Verlag der Kunst, 2001), 68–72.
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steadily louder and has become a pressing issue: Should artists necessarily 
be seen as self-employed producers? Particularly in the light of concepts 
like “self-assignment,” “creativity,” “self-empowerment,” and “emancipa-
tory self-conception” becoming buzzwords within the cultural industries 
(if not a general social dictum), traditional conceptions of the artist were 
once again subjected to sharp critique within the theoretical debates of 
the art world.12 “The call for self-determination and participation no lon-
ger designates only an emancipated utopia, but also a social obligation,” 
writes the artist Marion von Osten.13 

So, one could ask: What are the alternatives? What are the precise 
circumstances in which an artist works if he or she understands himself 
or herself as an independent “knowledge worker” or a “critical activist” 
and not a supplier to the art market? Does he or she actually work be-
yond an operationally closed system of galleries, and beyond established 
critique and key players like curators? And more importantly: Does it 
really make sense to talk about art in terms of labor and production? Yet, 
I think there is still strong evidence that artists should not embrace and 
include themselves in the institutional logic of remunerated work. To me, 
it seems necessary to reconsider the current semantics, which often focus 
on art in terms of knowledge-work and (immaterial) labor,14 since such an 
understanding (of art) runs the risk of losing sight of art as a fundamen-
tally ungraspable and unpredictable practice. 

Given this framework, it seems worth examining the current self-
conception of artists. In the following I will look at artistic practice that 
self-identifies as a practice beyond the exhibition-gallery system. In the 
process, I will also take a closer look at the role models and semantics of 

12 See Marion von Osten, ed. Norm der Abweichung (Zurich: Edition Voldemeer, 2003); the 
Berlin initiative Haben und Brauchen (http://www.habenundbrauchen.de/en/); Gerald 
Raunig, Gene Ray, and Ulf Wuggenig, eds., Critique of Creativity: Precarity, Subjectivity 
and Resistance in the “Creative Industries” (London: MayFly Books, 2011); and Andreas 
Reckwitz, “Kreativität,” in Glossar der Gegenwart, eds. Ulrich Bröckling, Susanne Krasmann, 
and Thomas Lemke (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2004), 139–44.

13 Marion von Osten, “Unpredictable Outcomes/Unpredictable Outcasts: A Reflection af-
ter Some Years of Debates on Creativity and Creative Industries,” transversal, November 
2007, http://eipcp.net/transversal/0207/vonosten/en.

14 See Juileta Aranda, Brian Kuan Wood, and Anton Vidokle, eds., Are You Working Too Much? 
Post-Fordism, Precarity, and the Labor of Art (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2011); and Engqvist et 
al., Work, Work, Work.
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the terms “work,” “labor,” and “practice,” and will go on to question the 
idea of the self-conditioning of the artist as a lifelong destiny. 

A Radical Self-Questioning?
In an article published during dOCUMENTA (13) in 2012, the German 
philosopher Christoph Menke detects a distinction between two differ-
ent understandings of the term “art” within the current discourse. He 
states that many theorists and practitioners emphasize a contradiction 
between “art as knowledge” and “art as surface”—or, in other words, a 
contradiction between “art as critique” and “art as taste.” 15 In this sense, 
a politically shifting, intellectually demanding, and socially engaged art 
seems to be the opponent of a realm of sensual experiences provided by 
galleries and museums. 

Building on this common view, Menke calls into question wheth-
er this understanding is reasonable or appropriate and asks precisely: 
“What if both alternatives are wrong? What if both strategies, at the 
very least, give up that idea of modern art in which art—at any point—
questions the necessary condition of art?” 16 Menke’s assumption is that 
both—the idea of “art as critique” and the idea of “art as surface, taste 
and amazement”—abandon this idea of questioning the necessary con-
dition of art. 

In common with a number of other (and in particular German) 
philosophers and aesthetic theorists, Menke emphasizes that art should 
be regarded as a phenomenon beyond theoretical and rational control. 
Referring to Friedrich Nietzsche, he points out that art is about play, chaos, 
ecstasy, coincidence, materiality, and life, and, in doing so, he underlines 

15 Christoph Menke, “Brauchen wir Kunst?,” Die Zeit, June 23, 2012, 5. 
16 Ibid. All translations by the author unless otherwise noted. The complete quote, in German, 

is: “Was aber, wenn heute beide Seiten falsch geworden sind? Wenn sich erweist, dass beide 
Strategien zuletzt die Idee der modernen Kunst preisgeben, die in jedem Moment die Frage 
nach ihrer Möglichkeit stellt: die eine zugunsten der Sicherheit des kritischen Wissens, die 
andere zugunsten des Staunens vor den sinnlichen Effekten künstlerischen Könnens? Wenn 
das zutrifft, kann eine Kunst, die die Frage nach ihrem Begriff stellt, heute nur jenseits dieses 
Gegensatzes liegen.” 
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the inapproachability of art and its experimental character.17 With these 
considerations Menke connects directly to Theodor W. Adorno’s crucial 
opening of Aesthetic Theory, which states: “It is self-evident that nothing 
concerning art is self-evident anymore, not its inner life, not its relation 
to the world, not even its right to exist.” 18

Menke’s thoughts are not new. Many other theorists and artists 
share a similar narrative, one which goes like this: within the project of 
modernity, art has become a practice that always contains a radical self-
questioning—a questioning of its social position, its purpose, and, not 
least, its meaning. And following from this, the experimental character 
of art also has to be questioned. Since institutional critique has gained 
influence, artists themselves have become the most critical observers of 
their own working conditions and contexts. An increasing number of 
debates about art comprehensively explore and reflect on working ar-
rangements, art institutions, production conditions, and the art market. 
Hans Haacke’s work Shapolsky et al. Manhattan Real Estate Holdings, A 
Real-Time Social System, as of May 1, 1971 (1971) is perhaps the most 
influential example. In this project the investigation and documenta-
tion of the political and economic conditions of art production became 
an art piece in itself. But one could also think of Joseph Beuys’s “ex-
tended concept of art.” Under this banner the artist designed his own 
particular relations between the social world, nature, art, and economy. 
He was involved politically, including running for public office with the 
German Green Party, and initiated projects like the Free International 
University, wherein—in the form of art events—subjects such as new 
concepts of currency and innovative approaches to ecological and educa-
tional questions were discussed.19 

17 Menke’s original text reads: “Immer aber geht es darum, das Kunstwerk als das Geschehen 
der allerunwahrscheinlichsten Verwandlung zu begreifen: des Hervorgehens der Form aus 
dem Formlosen. Unwahrscheinlich ist diese Verwandlung, weil sie durch nichts abgesichert 
ist. . . . Das macht jedes Kunstwerk zum Experiment: zum Experiment mit einer bestimmten 
Weise, einer bestimmten Strategie des Machens einer Form aus dem Formlosen.”

18 Theodor W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998), 1.
19 Joseph Beuys, Kunst Kapital. Achberger Vorträge / Kunst = Kapital. Achberger Vorträge (Wangen: 

FIU-Verlag, 1992).
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These are only two among many examples that support a paradigm 
of art—at least since the beginning twentieth century—in which ar-
tistic practice includes a questioning of the necessary condition of art. 
This also supports the idea that examinations of work models and new 
forms of organization in the production of art—such as multiple author-
ship, co-creation, participation, and the like—are not simply theoreti-
cal considerations of marginal academics; they are embedded deeply in 
artistic practice itself. This prevails not only within so-called Kontext 
Kunst (context art) or institutional critique, in which artistic practices 
explicitly thematize the conditions of their own production and insti-
tutionalization, but I would say that it applies to most artists who play 
a role in the contemporary art field.20 This is not simply because artists’ 
quotidian activity is hard to imagine without the precarious struggle 
for autonomy by workers motivated by permanent self-doubt, but also 
because Adorno’s striking quote has become an indispensable dictum of 
today’s art practice. 

To ignore the conditions of artistic production seems regressive with-
in the discourses around art,21 given the significant historic achievements 
in this area. Adorno’s reminder to self-question is far from just a theo-
retical or philosophical construction; it is a starting point to understand 
that, within the current art world, the economy, the administration, the 
politics, and all social dimensions of artistic practice are not simply re-
garded as part of an external framework. They should not be regarded as 
exterritorial to art itself—not “an imaginary outside,” as the German art 
theorist and critic Isabelle Graw wrote in her book High Price: Art between 
the Market and Celebrity Culture.22 On the contrary, even artists who be-
long to the mainstream of what Menke calls “art as surface” (for example, 
Jeff Koons, Damien Hirst, and Takashi Murakami)demonstrate that their 

20 See Peter Weibel, Kontext Kunst: The Art of the ’90s (Cologne: DuMont Verlag, 1994), 57; 
Andrea Fraser, “From the Critique of Institutions to an Institution of Critique,” Artforum 
(September 2005): 278–83; Alexander Alberro, Institutional Critique: An Anthology of Artists’ 
Writings (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2009); and Gerald Raunig and Gene Ray, eds., 
Art and Contemporary Critical Practice: Reinventing Institutional critique (London: MayFly 
Books, 2009).

21 One of the most significant books on this issue is Helmut Draxler, Gefährliche Substanzen 
Zum Verhältnis von Kritik und Kunst (Berlin: b_books, 2007).

22 Graw, High Price, 7.
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work includes a reflection of the economy and the institutions they work 
in—even if this reflection is not critical of capitalism.23

However, the present tendency of radical self-questioning seems to 
cast new problems, since this critical reflection of the social meaning of 
art, the mechanisms of the art market, and the conditions of artistic pro-
duction have, at least for the moment, turned into a self-referential mat-
ter, not to say a kind of fashion.24 What results from this is a paradox: an 
inflated discourse about the social function and the concept of art risks 
disconnection from the social world. In particular, artists, curators, and 
critics who understand their practices as research based, as socially en-
gaged, or as political activism—or to use Menke’s terms: those who un-
derstand themselves as representatives of the “art as critique” track—may 
rashly place themselves on the moral high ground and at the edge of a 
current discourse. In reality, however, they are often disconnected from 
those social problems of which they make issue.25 

Let me give an example: at the Frieze Art Fair in New York in May 
2013, I was part of the audience for a panel discussion about socially en-
gaged art. On the panel were the former social worker and artist Suzanne 
Lacy and the art critic and curator Nato Thompson.26 To make an issue of 
socially-engaged art at a fair at the epicenter of the commercial art business 
says a great deal about the dominant preferences of the current art world. 
However, all the more remarkable was that the event started with an in-
tervention from some members of the Arts & Labor group. A woman (as it 
turned out later, the artist Blithe Riley) stepped up to the microphone. She 

23 It would surely be shortsighted to take Hirst’s impulse to organize his own art auctions and 
to open shops like Other Criteria just as lucrative business opportunities in addition to his art 
production—rather, it is part of it.

24 Artists like Fraser drew attention to this problem; see Andrea Fraser, “Speaking of the Social 
World,” Texte zur Kunst, March 2011, 153–56. Critics like Negar Azimi have diagnosed a “na-
scent industry of ‘political art’”; see Negar Azimi, “Good Intentions,” Frieze, March 2011, 110–15.

25 See Jacques Rancière, The Emancipated Spectator (London: Verso 2009), particularly the 
chapter “The Misadventures of Critical Thought,” 25–49; Claire Bishop, “Antagonism and 
Relational Aesthetics,” October, no. 110 (Fall 2004): 51–79; and Claire Bishop, “The Social 
Turn: Collaboration and Its Discontents,” Artforum, February 2006, 179–85.

26 For more information about the event, see Eileen Kinsella, “Arts and Labor Spoke at a  
Frieze Panel Today; The Teamsters Did Too, Sort Of,” In the Air (blog), Blouin ARTINFO,  
July 28, 2013, http://blogs.artinfo.com/artintheair/2013/05/10/arts-and-labor-spoke-at- 
a-frieze-panel-today-the-teamsters-did-too-sort-of/.
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was wearing a T-shirt bearing the words “FRIEZE IS THE WRONG 
ART WORLD” and read out a prepared speech in which she complained 
about the non-unionized employment conditions of the workers who put 
up the marquees for the fair. Moreover, she denounced the city for renting 
the (publically owned) ground for this event to the rich at a ridiculously 
low price and without ensuring that it served the public any good. The paper 
was well prepared, but was read a little shyly. Afterwards, Riley took a seat 
in the front row and nodded like an eager student during the discussion. 

Why use this example? I do not doubt the legitimacy of this criti-
cism—on the contrary, in fact; but nevertheless, the whole situation 
seemed paradoxical, since the protest was officially sanctioned by the 
fair itself. It seems problematic to turn critique into an artistic interven-
tion that conforms to the reputation-making mechanisms and protocols 
of the art system rather than actually affecting the matters at issue.

The same applies in many forms of criticality—especially the self-
reflection of artistic practices. This can lead in two directions: on the one 
hand, criticality can follow the sincere concern to reflect the social posi-
tion of specific artistic practices within today’s society; on the other, how-
ever, it can culminate as an entirely dissociated and elitist metadiscourse. 

In his recent book On Critique, the French sociologist Luc Boltanski 
draws an enlightening distinction between “critique” and “metacritique,” 
which defines precisely the danger of criticality.27 Boltanski suggests 

27 Luc Boltanski, On Critique: A Sociology of Emancipation, trans. Gregory Elliott (Cambridge: 
Polity Press, 2011), 1–17.

Logo on Arts & Labor’s flyer on the occasion of the Frieze Art Fair, New York, 2013 
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reserving the term “critique” for a “socially rooted, contextual form of criti-
cism” 28 closely connected to the concerns of the people who make up so-
ciety, whereas the term “metacritique” should refer “to theoretical construc-
tions that aim to unmask, in their most general dimensions, oppression, 
exploitation or domination, whatever the forms in which they occur.” 29 In 
doing so, Boltanski emphasizes, metacritique risks being “nothing more 
than the lamentation of rootless intellectuals, cut off from the sense of re-
ality that comes from belonging to a community and, as a result, having 
abandoned even the desire of acting to transform it.” 30 

If the reflection of the necessary condition of art is nothing more than 
a metacritique, it will simply follow the rules of an operationally closed 
art system. The reflection of production conditions would be simply a self-
reflexive gesture, fulfilling an art-internal behavioral pattern. 

Work, Labor, Production 
If, as Adorno wrote, nothing concerning art is self-evident anymore—“not 
even its right to exist”—and that self-questioning is at the very core of all 
artistic activities, does it then make sense at all to persist in discussing art 
in terms of production, work, and labor? Should we not rather consider 
art in terms of activity or practice? Yet if we aim to analyze role models, 
institutions, self-conceptions, and forms of production, it seems a highly 
unpromising and unsuitable premise to operate within a formula of art 
that permanently questions itself. It is at first glance entirely paradoxical 
that artists have to deal with the dictum of self-questioning while at the 
same time one of the first things students learn at art academies is that 
they should be extremely committed—if not devoted—to the idea of being 
an artist. On this basis, one could ask whether there is a link between self-
questioning and self-commitment. To me, it seems evident that the reason 
why it is so crucial for students and so-called emerging artists to be wholly 
committed to their self-conception as artists is because art is meant to be 

28 Ibid., x.
29 Ibid., 6.
30 Ibid.
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unapproachable. This commitment to a certain individual self-conception 
and role model is necessary precisely because of the nebulous uncertainty 
around the term “art.”

Following these thoughts, it is perhaps part of both an artist’s private 
and public discourses to question if it is appropriate to aim for a future 
working “career” as an artist, or if describing artistic practice in terms of 
“work” and “career” is already the wrong approach. It is, at least, remark-
able that the term “work” has such common and widespread use in the 
art world. The term is used not only for the traditional final product of 
an artistic manufacturing process commonly known as an “artwork,” but 
has, within today’s working society, become an important, if not promi-
nent, term: it is not simply that the New York-based group Arts & Labor, 
for instance, distribute trendy buttons bearing the words “Art Worker,” 
which is further advertised on their website by the slogan “Art is Work, 
and we are Art Workers!” 31 There are other more recent examples like 
the Berlin initiative Haben und Brauchen or the New York-based activist 
group W.A.G.E.32 (Working Artists and the Greater Economy) for whom 
the term “work” plays a key role. Above all, however, many current debates 
on politically engaged artistic activities and related research projects stress 
the notion of work.33 

But what does it mean to talk about art in terms of work and labor? 
It is quite instructive again to take the example of Arts & Labor and their 
self-definition: 

31 “Arts and Labor, Teamster Statements on Frieze New York,” Arts & Labor, May 13, 2013, 
http://artsandlabor.org/arts-and-labor-teamster-statements-on-frieze-new-york/.

32 W.A.G.E. focuses on “regulating the payment of artist fees by nonprofit art institutions, and 
establishing a sustainable model for best practices between cultural producers and the institutions 
that contract their labor.” “Mission,” W.A.G.E., http://www.wageforwork.com/.

33 See Engqvist et al., Work, Work, Work; Aranda, Vidokle, and Wood, Are You Working Too 
Much?; Caroline A. Jones and Peter Gaison, “Trajectories of Production: Laboratories/
Factories/Studios,” in Laboratorium, eds. Hans Ulrich Obrist and Barbara Vanderlinden 
(Antwerp: DuMont, 2001), 205–10; and Pascal Gielen and Paul De Bruyne, eds., Being an 
Artist in Post-Fordist Times (Rotterdam: NAi, 2009), which all make an issue of the term. 
Currently several major research projects on this issue are installed in Europe; one, based in 
Cologne, is called Kunst und Arbeit (Art and Work) (http://www.kunst-u-arbeit.de/); an-
other, based in St. Gallen, is Kreativität als Beruf (Creativity as a Profession) (https://www.
alexandria.unisg.ch/Projekte/nach-Institut/SFS/223088/L-en); and a third, based at the 
artists’ residency in Stuttgart, is called Chronicles of Work (http://www.akademie-solitude.
de/en/chronicles-of-work-iii-whats-work-worth~3565/). 
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Arts & Labor is a self-organized group of art workers that includes 
artists, interns, writers, educators, art handlers, designers, adminis-
trators, curators, assistants, and students among other art workers. 
We came together during Occupy Wall Street to expose economic 
inequality and exploitative working conditions in our fields and op-
pose them through direct action and educational initiatives, build-
ing solidarity across class, educational, and professional divides.34

Obviously, despite all criticality, the notion of work outlined here stresses 
the idea that artistic activities belong to a working society and its patterns 
of acceptance and social recognition: the notion of work implies remu-
neration, subsistence, and the idea of given role models and professions. 
It is noteworthy that statements on precarious working conditions are 
related strongly to the logic of a scenario with particular protagonists and 
power relations. This is why artists, curators, and their ilk speak together 
in the Arts & Labor statement. 

Given this, one could ask: What is so attractive about considering 
artistic activities as work—and, in doing so, setting it against other self-
sufficient occupations, or even leisure time? Is it because the term “work” 
is a socially recognized value within a working society and supports art as 
such? Emphasizing the term “work” runs the risk of subordinating art to 
the realm of cost-benefit analysis. Theorists like the Italian political sci-
entist Antonio Negri offer the most plausible interpretation as to why the 
term “work” is so important today. He explains that today work “presents 
itself as an event . . . as an excedence, as a living excess.” 35 As Negri and 
others point out, the omnipresence of “work” is threatening; that work to-
day seems to take possession of the whole subject—its body and its soul.36 
Negri writes: “Labour . . . is in the process of transforming itself into bios, 
into biopolitical labour, into activity which reproduces forms of life.” 37 

34 “Arts and Labor, Teamster Statements on Frieze New York,” Arts & Labor.
35 Antonio Negri, Art and Multitude: Nine Letters on Art, Followed by Metamorphoses: Art and 

Immaterial Labour, trans. Ed Emory (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2011), 116.
36 See Eva Illouz, Saving the Modern Soul: Therapy, Emotions, and the Culture of Self-Help 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008); and Franco Berardi, “The Drift of Humpty 
Dumpty,” Generation Online, May 2008, http://www.generation-online.org/p/fp_bifo10.htm.

37 Negri, Art and Multitude, 115.
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If labor and work have turned into a biopolitical matter, it is no won-
der then that many theorists and practitioners have made strong efforts 
to think about alternative models in order to avoid this totalitarian di-
mension of work.38 Given this, one could ask if the term “production” 
would be less problematic, since “production”—unlike “work”—does not 
address the subject at first sight; it does not involve the biopolitical se-
mantics of “work.” Production focuses on the discrete fact that some-
thing new is brought into the world, something that has not been there 
before.39 Production respects creativity and aims to establish, fabricate, 
or assemble something—something that makes a difference to the pre-
existing. Production, in this sense, extends the world. But at the same 
time, to talk about art in terms of production ignores the entire discourse 
around wages, inequality, and social justice. The key point in using the 
term “production” is that production is always purposeful and focused on 
a final result. Not at least on this basis, the term “production” also was 
called into question. The French curator Nicolas Bourriaud, for instance, 
suggested considering contemporary art as being in the age of “postpro-
duction.” In doing so, he wanted to fade out from a results-orientated 
notion of art in order to develop and promote a concept that understands 
art as a micropolitical communicative activity.40

It is worth remarking that there are currently circulating several differ-
ent terms—terms that have long displaced the term “art” in its ontological 
meaning. Instead of simply calling art “art,” it has in recent decades be-
come commonplace to use the terms “artistic practice” and “artistic activity.” 

38 Lazzarato, “From Capital-Labour to Capital-Life,” 191ff. 
39 Maharaj writes: “Why knowledge ‘production’? The question crops up again as we see ‘meth-

od fever’ intensifying the drive towards institutionalization of art research and practice: with 
this goes a heightened academicization not in the sense of enhanced analytical rigour but 
of regulation and routine. Why speak of ‘production’ when it smacks of factories, surpassed 
industrial modes, heavy metal sites and plants, the assembly line’s mechanical regime—stan-
dardizing components at odds with the vagaries of art practice? The usage is to help distin-
guish it sharply from the domain of ‘knowledge transfer.’ . . . ‘Production,’ on the other hand, 
centres on a transformative crossover that throws up a surplus, that churns out something 
more than what was there to begin with. In this sense it harbours the possibility of spawning 
something ‘other’ than what already exists—the logic of invention and innovation.” Maharaj, 
“Know-How and No-How,” 7–8.

40 See Nicolas Bourriaud, Postproduction: Culture as Screenplay: How Art Reprograms the World 
(Berlin: Lukas & Sternberg, 2005).
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Whereas “work” and “labor” seem to be the most prominent terms within 
the left-oriented theoretical debate on the social position of art, the term 
“practice” seems to ensure mainstream compatibility within the art world. 

Why is this? I would argue that practice differs from production, 
insofar as the term “practice” is, firstly, set against theory and emphasizes 
the physical and material aspect of acting. Compared to theory, the key 
point of practice is certain directedness on the res extensa. To talk about 
artistic practice underlines the aspect of an external realization—an 

Banner of the Recht auf Stadt event “Es regnet Kaviar” (It’s Raining Caviar)
Credit: Es regnet Kaviar
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availability for experience. Or, as Hannah Arendt would put it, vita ac-
tiva. 41 In contrast to barely cognitive operations, practice emphasizes 
an execution, if not a physical dimension, visible to others. If we talk 
about practice this indicates that something actually happens. However, 
given this, compared to production, practice does not necessarily aim at 
a result. 

This emphasis on process exclusive of product is extended in the 
term “activity.” An artistic activity can be sufficient in itself and free from 
means-to-an-end relatives. But at the same time, it runs the risk of being 
detached from serious matters, since, like practice, activity in itself does 
not necessarily have a social dimension. Moreover, practice and activity 
are not necessarily embedded in the logic of a working society. This, then, 
draws a clear distinction to the terms “work” and “production,” which 
denote clearly another social range of interactions such as official tasks, 
duties—and not least of all: exchange and recognition. 

To talk about art in terms of “knowledge production” is the exact op-
posite of Adorno’s considerations—it has clearly integrated artistic activi-
ties in the late capitalist setting of professions and industries and has in 
this respect situated art in what we call real life. But does this integration 
risk losing sight of, as Christoph Schäfer puts it, the “task of art since the 
Renaissance—to redefine, with each work, what the boundaries of art 
are”? 42 And does the term “production” automatically imply an amnesia 
about the most important potential of art: its capacity to renew the social 
frameworks in which art itself takes place? 

In the following, I give five examples of role models beyond the 
exhibition-gallery nexus and examine their position within the late capi-
talist working society: the artist as a researcher; the artist as a social en-
gineer; the artist as a project creator; the artist as an activist; and, finally, 
the artist as an agent of art.

41 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 12.
42 Christoph Schäfer, “Aggressive Cosiness: Embedded Artists vs. Interventionist Residents,” 

in Cultural Practices Within and Across, eds. Constantin Petcou, Doina Petrescu, and Nishat 
Awan (Paris: aaa/peprav, 2010), 335–38.
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The Artist as a Researcher
Since the Renaissance the terms “art” and “research” have been insepa-
rable; art has been committed to invention and innovation—processes 
that inevitably require research. In this respect it makes sense to con-
sider all artistic practice as a kind of research. But only in the last twenty 
years has the label “artistic research” become an essential category within 
the art world, with the term “artistic research” meaning something other 
then the simple need for an artist to research or to investigate. There 
has been much exploration of what different theorists and practitioners 
understand in classifying their own practice or the practice of others as 
“artistic research”; several journals have emerged and a long list of publi-
cations discuss the term in different ways, so any further discussion here 
is superfluous. I would rather outline some broad primary considerations 
related to the search for role models beyond the exhibition nexus.43

A systematic institutional connection between art and the sciences 
was established as early as the 1960s. For example, in 1967 the Hungarian-
born artist György Kepes founded the Center for Advanced Visual Studies 
at the Massachusetts Institute for Technology.44 Such institutional forma-
tions were inspired by the belief that synergies between artistic knowledge 
and science would create a surplus. However, the art world was rather under-
whelmed and little resonated from this belief. It was really only in the 1990s 
that the concept of “artistic research” became a live issue. One of the main 
reasons to establish and push forward the concept of “artistic research” was 
that more and more artists embraced the idea of being a knowledge worker 
within a post-industrial knowledge society and being recognized as such. 
Catherine David’s documenta X in which she promoted this approach, is 
a prominent example. Additionally, during this period theorists like Sarat 

43 For instance, Journal for Artistic Research (JAR) (http://jar-online.net/) and Art & Research 
(http://www.artandresearch.org.uk/). See also Mika Hannula, Juha Suoranta, and Tere 
Vadén, eds., Artistic Research: Theories, Methods and Practices (Helsinki: Academy of Fine 
Arts, 2005); Dieter Lesage and Kathrin Busch, A Portrait of the Artist as a Researcher: The 
Academy and the Bologna Process (Antwerp: Museum van Hedendaagse Kunst, 2007); and 
Corina Caduff, Arne Scheuermann, Yeboaa Ofosu, and Claudia Mareis, eds., Art and Artistic 
Research (Zurich: Scheidegger & Spiess, 2010).

44 “György Kepes: Founder CAVS, 1967–1974,” Act: MIT Program in Art, Culture and 
Technology (website), http://act.mit.edu/people/director/gyorgy-kepes/.

Maharaj also supported the new self-image of the artist as a researcher.45 
This trend was exacerbated by an increasing openness toward artistic 
methods by scientific research, in particular imaging methods. A third 
reason was the extension of the funding possibilities for artists and the 
integration of researching artists into the institutional framework of 

45 See Maharaj, “Know-How and No-How.”
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the university. Particularly in the UK, Sweden, the Netherlands, and 
Switzerland, many art schools established research organizations and 
programs.46 At the same time, artists orientated their work toward the 
demands and funding frameworks long established within the scientific 
research community. 

However, from the beginning, a number of artists and theorists 
were critical of this new model of the artist as a knowledge produc-
er.47 Simon Sheikh, for instance, writes, “the notion of knowledge 
production implies a certain placement of thinking, of ideas within 
the present knowledge economy, i.e. the dematerialized production of 
current post-Fordist capitalism.” 48 Sheikh also notes that there “is a 
direct corollary between the dematerialization of the art object, and 
thus its potential (if only partial) exodus from the commodity form 
and thus disappearance from the market system, and the institutional 
re-inscription and validation of such practices as artistic research and 
thus knowledge economical commodity.” 49 The artist Thomas Locher 
asks if artistic research is “yet another category in the system of fund-
ing that seeks to do away with institutional independence once and for 
all.” 50 Like many of his colleagues he warns that understanding oneself 
as a knowledge worker does not guarantee freedom and self-determi-
nation and could, in fact, be the opposite: a mainstream concept within 
the current economy.

And there is a second point of which twenty-first century academics 
are very much aware: if we talk about research funding, we also talk about 
“standardization” and measurability, peer reviewing and the like; or as 

46 Examples in the UK are Centre for Practice-Led Research in the Arts, University of Leeds, 
and the Visual and Material Culture Research Group, Northumbria University, Newcastle; 
in the Netherlands, Utrecht Graduate School of Visual Art and Design and the Arts and 
Culture: Artistic Research Design program at the University of Amsterdam; and in Sweden, 
the PhD program in Artistic Research at Malmö Art Academy and Lund University. 

47 See Stephan Dillemuth, “The Hard Way to Enlightenment,” Texte zur Kunst (June 2011): 
92–97.

48 Simon Sheikh, “Objects of Study or Commodification of Knowledge? Remarks on Artistic 
Research,” Art & Research, no. 2 (Spring 2009), http://www.artandresearch.org.uk/v2n2/
sheikh.html, 6 (PDF).

49 Ibid.
50 Thomas Locher, “Artistic Research,” Texte zur Kunst (June 2011): 129.
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Sheikh puts it: “the molding of artistic work into the formats of learning 
and research.” 51

So, what I would like to emphasize is that the model of the research-
er puts the concepts of autonomy, self-determination, and subjectivity to 
the test in a particular way. Many artistic research projects take place 
at universities, where they cannot avoid being subject to the traditional 
procedures and criteria of evaluation. This is the price to be paid. And 
as somebody who from time to time reviews research applications in the 
field of artistic research, I must observe that most projects struggle with 
the requirement that scientific research works with—i.e., replicable and 
transmittable methodologies directed toward certain outcomes—as art 
profits from its indeterminateness, art being a kind of subjunctive, in-
tended to provoke different interpretations.52 

While there are clearly problems inherent in the incorporation of 
artistic practice into established research paradigms and academic insti-
tutions, the term “artistic research” nevertheless remains attractive. And 
it would be limiting to equate the model of the artist as researcher only 
with academics in the traditional academic environment. The interesting 
point about artistic research is that the rise of the term is related to the 
emergence of a new type of artist identity. There are countless examples 
of small initiatives, groups, and individuals (in order not to use the term 
“artist”) involved in art-related crossover projects. A good example is the 
Berlin-based artist/architect/theorist Jesko Fezer, one of the founders of 
the Kooperative für Darstellungspolitik —a cooperative for the public 
representation of political and cultural concerns.53 He represents a cer-
tain kind of crossover: de-professionalization. Fezer is a trained architect 
who also understands himself as an artist, author, curator, and designer. 
He founded the bookshop Pro qm in Berlin and is one of the editors of 
the journal AnArchitektur, as well as being a professor at the University of 

51 Sheikh, “Objects of Study or Commodification of Knowledge?,” 6. See also Tom Holert, “Art 
in the Knowledge-Based Polis,” e-flux Journal, no. 3 (February 2009): 1–13.

52 Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in this Class? The Authority of Interpretive Communities, 12th ed. 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003).

53 See Jesko Fezer’s website at http://www.jeskofezer.de/ and Kooperative für Darstellungs-
politik’s at http://www.darstellungspolitik.de/.
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Fine Arts in Hamburg. Little wonder he identifies with and writes about 
the tendency of de-professionalization.54 He provides a good example 
for those new identities within the art sphere, many of which use the 
label “research” since it enables or allows them to combine independent 
interests in different disciplines. Here the term “research” supports the 
idea of self-governed interdisciplinary investigations and implies a cer-
tain independence. Indeed many of these multi-role models remind us of 
a long-forgotten understanding of research, in which research does not 
necessary lead to a (commercially) useful result, is not the researcher’s 
principal role within an institution, and does not necessarily serve the 
logic of academic reputation. This understanding has seen the emergence 
of many networks in which artists, experts from different disciplines, 
cultural producers, activists, and regional communities work together—
the Herbologies/Foraging Networks, for example.55

The Artist as a Social Engineer
In the 1990s, a rise of socially engaged art took place. Labels like “social 
justice art,” “community arts,” and “art in the public interest” gradually 
emerged from the shadows of what might have previously been consid-
ered subordinate and marginalized practices toward the center of at-
tention. Artists like Dan Peterman became internationally well known 
through projects located outside the exhibition system. Peterman ran 
his own not-for-profit business, took over a resource center in Chicago, 
and employed and supported kids from so-called difficult backgrounds 
through the foundation of a bike shop where they could build bikes us-
ing recycled parts.56 Within the biennial system, projects outside the 
exhibition space became more and more important. Manifesta 2 in 
Luxembourg (1998) focused on participatory projects in the public 
space. The artists invited included Apolonija Šušteršič, who established 
a juice bar in a former fruit market, which became a temporary meeting 

54 Jesko Fezer, “Deprofessionalisierungstendenzen,” Disko, no. 24 (2011).
55 See the Herbologies/Foraging Networks online at http://www.hirvikatu10.net/herbologies/.
56 Lynne Warren, ed., Dan Peterman: Plastic Economies (catalog) (Chicago: Museum of 

Contemporary Art, 2004).

Karen van den Berg 

point between exhibition visitors and people from the local community. 
At the same time, Außendienst, an art in public space program in the 
city of Hamburg, supported the famous Park Fiction endeavor, an ongo-
ing project that evolved out of a campaign by a residents’ association 
against a real estate development in the harbor area of Hamburg and 
started a cooperative planning process driven by the motto “Desire Will 
Leave the House and Take to the Streets.” A few years later, artists like 
Adam Page and Eva Hertzsch initiated several collaborative projects in 
so-called difficult neighborhoods in Eastern Germany with projects like 
For Sale (2000–06). In this project they established a community meet-
ing point in a prefab apartment block estate in Dresden with more than 
47,000 inhabitants and encouraged the people to take the organization 
of the social life of the neighborhood into their own hands.57

Today, the model of the artist as a social engineer seems to be in-
creasingly popular in the context of urban planning. There is a trend in 
local governments to embrace artists and cultural practitioners and de-
signers and invite them to direct participatory and collaborative projects 

57 Adam Page and Eva Hertzsch, For Sale (Berlin: Vice Versa, 2008).

Protest action involving the renaming of Park Fiction to Gezi Park Hamburg, June 16, 2013
Photo: Margit Czenki
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of community development in “difficult” neighborhoods.58 And in the art 
world itself, terms like “co-production” have fueled a reinvigoration of 
the old modernist “dream of collectivism.” 59 In recent years, collectivism 
and cooperation has not only experienced a revival—it has become a kind 
of fetish. “Collaboration continues to be held up as a means of escaping 
Western, patriarchal mythology and power structures as well as the art-
market matrix of originality and authorship. Collectives and collabora-
tives are still assumed to be intrinsically liberating. Their emancipatory 
dimension is linked with the elevation of co-labor, of working in teams 
rather than lingering in the solitude of the studio,” writes the German art 
historian Tom Holert.60 

It is no wonder, then, that many involved in this field distance them-
selves from the hasty co-option of their activities into mainstream ur-
ban planning. Many self-empowered independent initiatives with more 
overtly political or activist approaches seek to avoid being embraced by 
local government. This applies, for example, to the Recht auf Stadt (Right 
to the City) initiative or anti-gentrification initiatives like NoBNQ and 
Komm in die Gänge in Hamburg and the Macao occupation in Milan.61 
A crucial difference between these initiatives and officially sanctioned so-
cial engineering is that within the free initiatives, artists are actors among 
others. They often play a key role—as with Erdem Gunduz’s “standing 
man” protest performance in the June 2013 demonstrations in Istanbul’s 
Taksim Square 62—but not necessarily that of the author. 

58 Prominent architecture and urban planning projects like the IBA (International Building 
Exhibition) in Hamburg invited artists to establish participatory projects in poor neighbor-
hoods. See also Nato Thompson, ed., Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art from 1991–2011 
(New York: Creative Time Books, 2012).

59 Blake Stimson and Gregory Sholette, introduction to Collectivism after Modernism: The Art of 
Social Imagination after 1945 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007), 13. 

60 Tom Holert, “Joint Ventures: On the State of Collaboration,” Artforum (February 2011); 
158. See also Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship 
(London: Verso, 2012).

61 See Recht auf Stadt online at http://www.rechtaufstadt.net/; NoBNQ at http://www.no-
bnq.org/; and Komm in die Gänge at http://das-gaengeviertel.info/programm/aktuelles-
programm.html. See also Macao’s webste at http://www.macao.mi.it/.  

62 Karim Talbi, “Turkey’s ‘Standing Man’ Protest by Erdem Gunduz Spreads across Country,” 
Huffington Post, June 18, 2013, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/ 2013/06/18/turkey-stand-
ing-man-protest-erdem-gunduz_n_3458390.html.
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A central issue of artists grouped here under the heading “social en-
gineer” is the assertion of self-determined spaces and activities. In New 
York, artists and activists like Caroline Woolard organize barter net-
works and run independent educational institutions such as the Trade 
School.63 In Jerusalem, the HomeBase Project (HB) provides a similar 
example. HB is a “not-for-profit, international, artist-run residency and 
research program” that describes itself as operating “at the intersection 
of contemporary art, social innovation, and urban change,” and explains 
that “HB’s mission is to foster interconnectedness in society and chal-
lenge the role artists play in everyday living.” 64

The principal problem that permanently confronts all these initia-
tives is the possibility of instrumentalization; they are always in danger 
of being exploited in the commercial interests of real estate investors or 
misused as evidence to validate the idea that state engagement with and 
support of social problems might be superfluous.

The Artist as a Project Developer
Within the current enterprise and event society, the model of the artist 
as a project developer has become popular. Major cities are full of so-
called project spaces and project hubs.65 “In the past two decades the art 
project—in lieu of the work of art—has without question moved to centre 
stage in the art world’s attention,” writes the German Russian philoso-
pher and art theorist Boris Groys in an essay on project makers.66 Thanks 
to sociologist Luc Boltanski and economist Ève Chiapello and their in-
vestigations into management theory, this model is relatively well known 
in critical art theories, since Boltanski and Chiapello analyze the entan-
glement between the neocapitalistic, project-based, and self-responsible 

63 See Caroline Woolard’s website at http://carolinewoolard.com/. See also the Trade School’s 
website at http://tradeschool.coop/.

64 See the HomeBase Project Jerusalem online at http://homebaseproject.org/jerusalem/.
65 See Hergen Wöbken and Friederike Landau’s essay “Artist Networks in Berlin” on page 165 

of this volume.
66 Boris Groys, “The Loneliness of the Project,” New York Magazine of Contemporary Art and 

Theory 1, no. 1 (2002), http://www.ny-magazine.org/PDF/Issue%201.1.%20Boris%20Groys.
pdf.



68 69

Fragile Productivity: Artistic Activities beyond the Exhibition System

work model of the project-based polis. They showed that self-employment 
and project-based independent work models within fluid networks are 
exactly that which is in demand within current management fashion. In 
their line of argument, Boltanski and Chiapello take today’s artist for 
some kind of replication of a nineteenth-century model of the inventive 
creative subject who exploits himself or herself in realizing unlikely proj-
ects with obvious delight. And moreover, they argue that this inspired 
project developer is in demand to serve the event society. 

Probably the most famous project developers in the art world are 
Christo and Jeanne-Claude. Although Christo is part of the exhibition 
system, he considers any exhibition a byproduct; his main activity is al-
ways the planning of projects. Most of Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s proj-
ects were financed through lengthy fundraising campaigns, which often 
took years. The history of their projects from the Valley Curtain (1970) 
to The Gates (2005)—where the licensing procedures lasted twenty-six 
years—emphasizes in an exemplary way the fact that a project in an em-
phatic sense, initially, is unlikely to end in success and always risks fail-
ure. Or to put in another way: one of the most important aspects of a real 
project is the improbability of its realization. 

In light of this, artistic project makers are not primarily result-ori-
ented. The principal concern is rather a “documentation of life-in-the-
project, regardless of the outcome the life in question has or is supposed 
to have had,” 67 as Groys writes. Therefore artists like Christo and Jeanne-
Claude or the French photographer JR—who became well known in 2006 
through his enormous black-and-white portraits on facades and rooftops 
in public locations—are good examples, but only to a limited extent.68 
Of far more importance is the group of artists who belong to a wider 
group of project developers, often living under precarious circumstances 
and belonging to bohemian urban or digital communities or other self-
fashioning environments; these are communities, rather than well-known 
artists. This comes, not least, from the fact that, as Groys writes, often the 
target of the projects “as such is intrinsically unattainable.” The project 

67 Ibid.
68 See JR’s website at http://www.jr-art.net/.
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developer sees his or her ambitions as personally located and can be 
equally well known and recognized by others or just a lone rider. Project 
developers do not aim for broad public recognition—or, more precisely, 
they do not seek recognition to the extent traditionally associated with 
artists. As Groys states: 

Our attention is thereby shifted away from the production of a work 
(including a work of art) onto life in the art project; life that is not 
primarily a productive process that is not tailored to developing a 
product, that is not ‘result oriented.’ In these terms, art is no longer 
understood as the production of works of art ... This clearly has an 
effect on the way art is now defined.69

The central paradox within this system is that the most self-exploiting 
strategy is the most economical one, and that the so-called emancipated 
approach of a project maker is not actually exposed radically and is, in ef-
fect, committed to the logic of the cultural industries and their imperatives. 

The Artist as an Activist 
The most effective way to introduce the model of the activist artist seems 
to be to start with an example: the artist and activist Oliver Ressler ex-
plained recently at a conference that at the beginning of his career he was 
always asked why he calls his practice “art,” since many people doubted 
that it makes sense to do so.70 After a number of years, people stopped ask-
ing him about the artistic nature of his practice and instead asked why he 
criticized capitalism. And then, after the financial crisis, people stopped 
asking this as well. 

Another incident, that illustrates the changes in the recognition of 
artistic activists is a talk I attended at the ICI Curatorial Hub in New 
York, in spring 2013. Here the curator Muriel Enjalran and Independent 
Curators International’s director Renaud Proch were in conversation with 

69 Groys, “The Loneliness of the Project.”
70 “Kunstarbeit jenseits des Kunstmarktes,” Zeppelin University, Friedrichhafen, 2011.
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the Russian American artist Yevgeniy Fiks.71 The small space of the ICI 
was filled with about twenty people from the New York art scene, most 
of who introduced themselves as independent curators and critics. After 
the presentation and the panel conversation, some participants from the 
audience asked whether Fiks’s public interventions should be regarded as 
activist art. However, of particular note was that the term “activist” was 
used as a kind of award, as a badge of honor.

These anecdotes are only two examples among many that show that 
since the Occupy Wall Street activists claimed “We Are the 99%!” be-
ing an activist has become fashionable. “There is a danger. Don’t fall in 
love with yourselves!” 72 warned the Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek 
in a speech at an Occupy Wall Street event. There is currently an undeni-
able hype around political activism. The 7th Berlin Biennale in 2012, for 
instance, invited people from the Occupy movement to live within the 
exhibition space—a bizarre setting, reminiscent of the nineteenth-century 
tradition of resident hermits in English landscape gardens. Within the 
same exhibition there was a video documentary directed by the Austrian 
filmmaker David Rych about the performances of the Ukrainian feminist 
activist group Femen. Shown in a space with several other videos run-
ning parallel, it seemed like something unintended for an art audience and 
created more for the mass media distribution of the Internet. Although 
Femen—and the same applies to the Russian punk activist group Pussy 
Riot—use the strategies of performing arts, its concept of public appear-
ance as provocative topless feminist protesters is strongly embedded in 
other arenas of discourse. Femen’s approach would be hard to imagine 
without the technological possibilities of the global simultaneity of in-
formation and social media, such as Twitter, blogs, and Facebook.73 The 
members of the group, who started to use their bare-breasted outfits as a 
kind of battle gear against the oppression and prostitution of women, do 

71 See Yevgeniy Fiks’s website at http://yevgeniyfiks.com/.
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not understand their activities as a package for the art world. Rather they 
belong to a new class of protagonists in global society that resides in more 
than one social field. It is not surprising that the core members of Femen 
come from different backgrounds. Some studied economics (Hanna Huzol 
and Alexandra Shevchenko), others journalism (Inna Shevchenko). Their 
strongest professional connection to art comes from the fact that Oxana 
Schatschko is a trained icon painter. But even more importantly: Femen is 
not a closed group, but rather has become a global movement, connected 
with countless other women all over the world who perform and re-enact 
its public actions. The embracing of its practice as “art,” however, runs the 
risk of trivializing its original intentions.

The Artist as an Agent of Art
In looking at the policies and strategies of displaying of contemporary 
biennales, like those of the 7th Berlin Biennale, I understand the concern 
of the artist Andrea Fraser quite well. She recently commented that she 

Femen, Schools Are Different, 2012
Photo: Oleksandr Ratushniak
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was afraid that political art has become trendy and at the same time runs 
the risk of being completely disconnected from the social matters that it 
makes the subject of discussion. She writes: 

It was the almost total disconnect I found between what art works 
are under these historical and economic conditions, and what art-
ists, curators, critics, and historians say that those art works—espe-
cially works they support—do and mean. This disconnect seemed 
most acute, not in formalist or phenomenological approaches but 
rather in perspectives that do attempt to link art to social and his-
torical conditions. What I persistently found in such perspectives 
was an elaboration of formal and iconographic investigations as fig-
ures of radical social and even economic critique, while the social 
and economic conditions of the works themselves, as cultural com-
modities, were completely ignored or recognized only in the most 
euphemized ways.74 

What seems convincing to me about Fraser’s remarks is not that they are 
about simple political correctness but rather about a real concern as to how 
political art, made with a critical approach, becomes credible—credible 
without becoming merely social work. To be more precise: speaking about 
the social world and acting as a political activist is simply fashionable; or, 
just like a V-Girls joke from around 1993, recently quoted by Fraser: “phi-
losophers have only interpreted the world; the point is to quote Marx.” 75 

So the question remains: How to define political art? This is of par-
ticular interest if we also reconsider Adorno’s thinking, who was—like 
Jacques Rancière today—highly doubtful of art explicitly aiming to be 
political or aiming to achieve direct social transformations.76 

One of the main questions therefore remains: How important is the 
autonomy of art? What do we lose if we opt for a post-autonomous art? 
Must we—to reconcile art and social justice—decide on a totally new 
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approach? Must we decide on the dissolution of the present art field and 
its social arrangements?

These are the questions that the artist as an agent of art considers. 
He or she is a reflection agent—a figure like Fraser, for instance, who 
reminds us of two questions: Does what we are doing here still make 
sense if we see the bigger picture? And, what exactly could be a func-
tion of art today? Are we still going in the right direction? Artists like 
Fraser connect the so-called engaged practices around the globe to a 
hegemonic discourse. And such artists try to take a position that involves 
a radical decision: to step outside—or, as Joseph Beuys stated: “I hereby 
leave art!” 77 This leads me to my final point: I would argue that the as-
sumption that being an artist is some sort of lifelong destiny is currently 
losing validity.

End of the Lifelong Destiny
I would again like to introduce my last consideration with an anecdote: 
when I went to an artist’s talk on the occasion of Michael Sailstorfer’s 
exhibition “Crash” at the Zeppelin Museum in Friedrichshafen, the art-
ist talked about how his career started and how he was already very suc-
cessful before he even left the academy in Munich. He had, by this point, 
already realized some significantly large projects in public space. In his 
talk he uttered, almost in passing, a remarkable sentence: that if he were 
not successful anymore, he would immediately think of taking up another 
job. Why is this remarkable? It is remarkable because most higher art ed-
ucation cultivates and conditions a self-image that being an artist means 
not only being more subjective but also that being an artist is inscribed 
into your identity. It is not just a job but has to be understood as a lifelong 
obligation or vocation.

And this now leads to my final consideration: I have tried to illu-
minate some thoughts about the circulating semantics that are used cur-
rently to define the artist’s role within society, if we lay aside the whole 

77 This is the English translation of one of Beuys’s postcards published in Klaus Staeck’s 
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html?d_Pk15072_Pk_Hiermit_trete_ich_aus_der_Kunst_aus2208.htm.
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museum/gallery nexus. The considerations are based on and embedded in 
numerous interviews and participatory observations. I committed myself 
to the question as to whether the circulating models and the whole idea 
of the art field have to be reconsidered. Not only because practices like 
political activism and neighborhood management are pocketed by the 
so-called creative industries, but also because we should scrutinize the 
concepts of professionalization and rethink whether dilettantism or non-
specialism automatically leads to a marked lack of quality. And to revert 
to the beginning, if we do not think in a system or use the logic of specific 
fields, what could then guarantee the particular quality of art that still 
makes a difference to everyday life? How about the unavailability of art? 
It seems there are still many good reasons to fight for social spaces that 
are reserved for fragile forms of productivity, but it does, however, seem 
less and less convincing to organize these forms of art-related productiv-
ity within the existing field arrangements.  

Place of production: Karen van den Berg




