
 
FACULTY	  OF	  HUMANITIES	  

U N I V E R S I T Y 	   O F 	   C O P E N H A G E N 	  
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
PhD thesis 
Sidsel Nelund 
 
Acts of Research 
Knowledge Production in Contemporary Arts Between Knowledge 
Economy and Critical Practice 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Academic advisor: Anne Ring Petersen 
Academic co-advisor: T.J. Demos, University College London 
                              
 



 2 

 
 
 
 
Institutnavn:  Institut for Kunst og Kulturvidenskab  
 
Name of department: Department of Arts and Cultural Studies 
 
Author:  Sidsel Nelund 
 
Title / Subtitle: Acts of Research: Knowledge Production in Contemporary 

Arts between Knowledge Economy and Critical Practice  
 
Subject description: The term ‘knowledge society’ is used to refer to the 

increasing relevance of non-manual knowledge-producing 
labour in current post-industrial economies. Contemporary 
art, especially since 1989, has not been left out of this 
trend, to the extent that today it is not rare to see artists 
and curators described as knowledge producers and 
exhibitions and art works as instances of knowledge 
production. Acts of Research: Knowledge Production in 
Contemporary Art between Knowledge Economy and 
Critical Practice analyses this development. 

 
Academic advisors: Anne Ring Petersen 
  T.J. Demos, University College London 
 
Submitted:  10.10.2014 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 3 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Acts of Research 
Knowledge Production in Contemporary Arts between Knowledge Economy 

and Critical Practice





 5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
To collaborators in Beirut, Berlin, Copenhagen and Santiago de Chile, who fed indirectly 

into this thesis through a continuous, caring and thought-provoking sharing of doubts, desires 

and disagreements.



 

 6 

 
 
 
 
 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
 
 
 
0.	  INTRODUCING	  THE	  STUDY	  OF	  KNOWLEDGE	  PRODUCTION	  IN	  THE	  ARTS	  ...........	  10	  

Overview:	  Field	  and	  Thesis	  ........................................................................................................................	  10	  

Taking	  a	  Theoretical	  Stance	  ......................................................................................................................	  16	  
Knowledge	  Production	  as	  an	  Apparatus	  ...........................................................................................................	  17	  
Acts	  of	  Research:	  Innovative	  Action	  ....................................................................................................................	  19	  
Acts	  of	  Research:	  Creative	  Act	  ................................................................................................................................	  22	  
Acts	  of	  Research:	  Research	  ......................................................................................................................................	  24	  

Methodological	  Considerations	  ...............................................................................................................	  27	  
Theoretical	  and	  Methodological	  Affinities	  ........................................................................................................	  28	  
Selection	  Criteria	  of	  Case	  Studies	  ..........................................................................................................................	  34	  
Methodology	  for	  a	  Geographically	  and	  Formally	  Diverse	  Field	  ..............................................................	  40	  

1.	  KNOWLEDGE	  PRODUCTION:	  THE	  HISTORY	  OF	  A	  CONCEPT	  ................................	  44	  

I	  Produce:	  The	  Artist	  as	  Producer	  ...........................................................................................................	  45	  
The	  Studio	  as	  a	  Site	  of	  Production	  ........................................................................................................................	  48	  
Social	  Engagement	  outside	  the	  Studio	  ................................................................................................................	  53	  

I	  Produce	  Knowledge:	  Knowledge	  Economy	  .......................................................................................	  58	  
The	  Austrian	  School	  and	  Neoliberal	  Knowledge	  Economy	  1940s-‐1980s	  ...........................................	  59	  
Knowledge	  Economy	  in	  Higher	  Education	  1990s-‐2010s	  ...........................................................................	  68	  

I	  Produce	  Knowledge	  in	  the	  Arts	  .............................................................................................................	  76	  
Early	  Discursive	  Genealogy:	  Late	  1990s	  till	  Early	  2000s	  ...........................................................................	  76	  
Late	  Discursive	  Genealogy:	  Late	  2000s	  till	  Early	  2010s	  .............................................................................	  83	  

A	  Concept	  in	  Practice:	  Acts	  of	  Research	  ................................................................................................	  89	  

2.	  ACTS	  OF	  RESEARCH	  I	  .........................................................................................	  93	  

The	  Image	  and	  Moments	  of	  War	  ..............................................................................................................	  94	  

The	  Forensic	  Image	  In	  Rabih	  Mroué’s	  The	  Pixelated	  Revolution	  and	  Hito	  Steyerl’s	  The	  Kiss
	  .............................................................................................................................................................................	  95	  
Shaping	  Uncertainty:	  The	  Kiss	  ................................................................................................................................	  97	  
The	  Promise	  of	  the	  Image	  .......................................................................................................................................	  102	  
Dissecting	  Uncertainty:	  The	  Pixelated	  Revolution	  ........................................................................................	  107	  



 

 7 

Blowing	  Up,	  Taking	  Shape:	  The	  Forensic	  Image	  ..........................................................................................	  114	  

The	  Opaque	  Image	  In	  The	  Otolith	  Group’s	  Nervus	  Rerum	  ............................................................	  118	  
Rerum:	  Things	  Coming	  Together	  ........................................................................................................................	  120	  
Nervus:	  Grasping	  without	  Reducing	  ..................................................................................................................	  130	  
Nervus	  Rerum:	  Doing	  Otherwise	  ........................................................................................................................	  135	  

Thinking	  the	  Image	  by	  Doing	  the	  Image	  ............................................................................................	  138	  

Artistic	  Research	  ........................................................................................................................................	  143	  
Theoretical	  Awareness	  and	  Artistic	  Methodology	  ......................................................................................	  144	  
The	  Art	  Object	  as	  Theory	  ........................................................................................................................................	  149	  
Between	  Act	  and	  Object	  ..........................................................................................................................................	  150	  

3.	  ACTS	  OF	  RESEARCH	  II	  ......................................................................................	  153	  

An	  Event	  of	  Knowledge:	  Home	  Works:	  A	  Forum	  on	  Cultural	  Practices	  in	  Beirut	  2002-‐2013
	  ..........................................................................................................................................................................	  156	  
The	  Urgency	  of	  a	  Forum	  ..........................................................................................................................................	  158	  
Providing	  Means	  of	  Production	  ...........................................................................................................................	  163	  

Practices and Formats	  .....................................................................................................................................	  165	  
Intellectual	  Nurture	  of	  Translocal	  Kindred	  Concerns	  ................................................................................	  171	  
Animating	  Intimacy...................................................................................................................................................	  177	  

Conceptualising Intimacy: Affect and Memory	  ....................................................................................	  182	  
Affect, Memory or Knowledge?	  ...................................................................................................................	  186	  

Curating	  Research	  ......................................................................................................................................	  189	  
III	  Bienal	  de	  La	  Habana	  1989	  ................................................................................................................................	  194	  
dOCUMENTA	  (13)	  2012	  ...........................................................................................................................................	  199	  

The	  Responsive	  Curatorial	  Method	  .....................................................................................................	  203	  

4.	  ACTS	  OF	  RESEARCH	  III	  .....................................................................................	  205	  

Learning	  and	  Economy:	  Job	  Training	  or	  Critical	  Thinking?	  ........................................................	  208	  

Instituting	  Learning	  in	  Tania	  Bruguera’s	  Cátedra	  de	  Arte	  de	  Conducta	  and	  Henriette	  Heise	  
and	  Jakob	  Jakobsen’s	  Copenhagen	  Free	  University	  .........................................................................	  212	  
Cátedra	  Arte	  de	  Conducta	  2002-‐2009	  ...............................................................................................................	  213	  

Art Production and Market Economy	  .......................................................................................................	  216	  
Radical Pedagogy of Conduct	  .....................................................................................................................	  218	  

Copenhagen	  Free	  University	  2001-‐2007	  ...........................................................................................................	  219	  
From Manual to Immaterial Labour	  ...........................................................................................................	  226	  
Vulnerability, Social Relations and Exodus Pedagogy	  ...................................................................	  229	  

Instituent	  Pedagogic	  Practices	  .............................................................................................................................	  230	  

The	  Dialectics	  of	  Learning	  in	  Boris	  Buden’s	  Learning	  Place	  .......................................................	  233	  
Learning	  Table:	  Between	  Critical	  Theory	  and	  Neoliberal	  Management	  ............................................	  238	  
Living	  to	  Work	  or	  Working	  to	  Live?	  ...................................................................................................................	  245	  
Negation	  and	  Forceful	  Pedagogy	  ........................................................................................................................	  248	  

Learning	  Research	  .....................................................................................................................................	  251	  
Marketisation	  and	  the	  Discussion	  of	  Outcome	  .............................................................................................	  252	  
Debt:	  To	  Whom	  do	  We	  Owe	  What?	  ....................................................................................................................	  259	  

Facilitating	  The	  Act	  of	  Learning	  Research	  as	  Subject-‐creation	  ..................................................	  260	  
We	  Produce	  Knowledge	  in	  the	  Arts	  ...................................................................................................................	  261	  



 

 8 

5.	  CONCLUSION	  ..................................................................................................	  263	  

APPENDIX	  1	  .......................................................................................................	  273	  

APPENDIX	  2	  .......................................................................................................	  275	  

SUMMARY	  .........................................................................................................	  277	  

RESUME	  AF	  AFHANDLINGEN	  ..............................................................................	  279	  

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS	  ........................................................................................	  281	  

TABLE	  OF	  FIGURES	  .............................................................................................	  285	  

BIBLIOGRAPHY	  ...................................................................................................	  287	  
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 9 

 
Figure 1: Email announcements from E-flux and Art & Education sent in the period from 4 April-3 
June 2012 
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0. INTRODUCING THE STUDY OF KNOWLEDGE 

PRODUCTION IN THE ARTS 
 
 
 
 
 

Overview: Field and Thesis 
4 April, 2012: announcement of a discussion on critical knowledge production in art, 

science and activism organised by the influential news digest organ e-flux in New 

York. 12 April, 2012: announcement of a new triennial in Tbilisi in Georgia initiated 

in order to rethink the art academy ‘in fluid and multiple modes’ by focusing on 

artistic knowledge production. 20 April, 2012: announcement of a job vacancy for a 

position focused on commissioning and communicating research and knowledge 

production within the Liverpool Biennial. 1 May, 2012: announcement of this 

month’s Art Forum quoting from an interview with the curator of the exhibition 

dOCUMENTA 13, Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, who is on a formal and conceptual 

strike against ‘epistemological closures and knowledge production’. 29 May, 2012: 

announcement of a commissioned exhibition at the Audain Gallery in Vancouver with 

the New Delhi-based Raq’s Media Collective, whose work addresses ‘the university 

as a site for knowledge production’. 3 June, 2012: announcement of a two-day event 

at SALT in Istanbul that takes the concept of knowledge production as a frame and 

starting point for rehearsing performative aspects of artistic knowledge. 

All the above arrived in my inbox from E-flux announcements and Art & 

Education announcements1 within a period of two months in Spring 2012; together 

they testify to the situation of knowledge production at the heart of a tide of projects, 

events, practices and jobs that has been washing over the contemporary global art 

                                                
 
1 E-flux was established in 1999 and today its news digest, journal and other projects reach about 
90,000 people on a daily basis. Art & Education announcements is a collaboration between E-flux, 
art&education and the journal Art Forum, which since 2006 has worked as a news digest reaching 
about 80,000 worldwide. ‘About Art&education’, Art & Education, 
http://www.artandeducation.net/about/ [this and subsequent webpage references have been accessed 1 
February, 2015]; ‘About E-flux’, E-flux http://www.e-flux.com/about/. 
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scene since the early 2000s. Geographically, this sample ranges from India, Georgia, 

Turkey, Germany, England, to the US and Canada, and bridges institutions of 

alternative exhibition spaces, non-profit organisations, university galleries, privately 

and publically funded biennials and quinquennials and art magazines. Practices vary 

from installation, performance, lectures, video and site-specific work in urban areas to 

administrative work for established institutions and curators. The announcements seek 

to criticise, re-define or unfold the concept of knowledge production, or they simply 

take it for granted. Conceptually, knowledge production designates discursive 

practices, artistic research, practice-based research, educational research and the idea 

of ‘non–’/‘un–’/‘not yet’ knowledge. Without being a fully exhaustive representation 

of the field, these examples reveal the manifold use of the concept of knowledge 

production and its geographical, institutional, professional and conceptual dispersal.  

This thesis is about knowledge production in the contemporary arts, within the 

context of the global dynamics and knowledge economy that emerged following the 

end of the Cold War in 1989; its aim is to analyse its use, meaning and practices. 

However, given the multiplicity of meanings and uses of the concept, as represented 

in the diverse range of examples cited above, the first problem to address is: what 

exactly does knowledge production mean? How can we define it and what conceptual 

tools do we need in order to talk about it? This thesis sets out with a general 

understanding of knowledge production as a contextually framed concept that at this 

given time in history allows for certain practices. Such an understanding maintains 

the breadth of the concept’s scope and simultaneously allows for the singularity of its 

appearance in each practice. It conveys the sense that the concept and the practices 

mutually shape one another, together with the historical and contextual framework in 

which they are enacted. Instead, then, of answering the question of what knowledge 

production is, this definition places the emphasis on the workings of the concept. 

The primary impetus for this study comes from a fascination with the practices 

that in the early- and mid-2000s were talked about under the heading of knowledge 

production. A diversity of artistic, curatorial and educational projects framed and 

articulated social problems and concerns in terms of economic, historical and 

geopolitical issues, with an attentiveness to both material and research. The 

attentiveness and the focus on urgent issues resonated among various places around 

the globe. Knowledge production was often seen as having a critical air, and was used 

for art projects that thoroughly questioned the state of affairs of current society. 
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Today, as the samples cited above suggest, the concept of knowledge production is 

used more widely compared with the early days of the 1990s, when the use of the 

term in artistic circles tended to be linked to critical practices. The second impetus 

that drives this study is a desire to understand why and how the critical art scene of 

the 1990s, especially as represented by the curators and educators around Documenta 

11 and the Department of Visual Cultures at Goldsmiths, University of London, 

appropriated a term that in fact had been used for decades in strategies and discourses 

of the neoliberal knowledge economy. These were strategies that those working in the 

critical art environment were deeply concerned about and wanted to avoid and 

challenge. This desire to challenge the neoliberal economy’s influence on education 

and the art market manifested itself in part through experimentation with new formats, 

collaborations and theoretically informed knowledge sharing. Such experimentations 

have today become more widespread and have been incorporated into the structure of 

art, curating and education institutions through standardisation of practice-based 

research. But in the practices chosen for this study, which I will present shortly, the 

critical attitude is still present, albeit with an awareness of the economic influences 

permeating them.   

Working with a flexible term like knowledge production, which does not 

pertain primarily to the art world, this study easily exceeds disciplinary boundaries. 

Economics, political theory and education provide helpful perspectives informing the 

understanding of both the historical reasons for the inclusion of the term ‘knowledge 

production’ in the critical arts, and its development over time. To grasp without 

confining too strongly a term with such a broad referential scope, I propose to 

understand knowledge production as an apparatus in the sense of Georgio Agamben.2 

As I will shortly unfold, an apparatus controls and models gestures and discourses of 

living beings, but it is also a practical activity addressed to contingent situations, such 

that it is deployed anew each and every time. Knowledge production in this sense is 

both a modelling and a subjectifying concept, yet one that comes about through the 

practical activity of situations. The meaning of the term takes shape vis-à-vis the 

practices that enact it, and these practices unfold within artistic, curating and 

educational research. I ask whether we can understand these practices as ‘acts of 

research’. Acts of research, I will argue in the coming section, unfold in a series of 
                                                
 
2 Giorgio Agamben, What Is an Apparatus? And Other Essays (Stanford, 2009), 1–24. 
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instances and operate simultaneously on the level of the material, the norms that 

confine the apparatus and a research-based engagement with a particular problem of 

contemporary or historical society. Acts of research thereby respond to the apparatus 

of knowledge production while simultaneously pointing to or enacting its possible 

transformation.   

Under the heading of acts of research, this study adheres to a few particular 

practices within artistic, curating and educational research, in order to understand 

their workings within the broader field of knowledge production.3 As I will argue, a 

conceptual history is needed to serve as a backdrop against which to situate the 

concept and its practices. The study does not operate with a hypothesis that can be 

clearly proved or disapproved: instead, it moves forward by way of investigating the 

production part of knowledge production, as manifest in acts of research, rather than 

locating knowledge as a stable entity in art. The question of how art practices can be 

acts of research today, based on an awareness of art practices historically, maintains 

this focus. It also gives weight to art practices as a place where we may find and from 

where we may articulate knowledge production, rather than conceding that place and 

role to educational institutions and policymaking. This move hopefully helps to bring 

a precise, yet nuanced, vocabulary to the way in which art practices resist and 

displace norms within the apparatus of knowledge production, within material 

practice and within the social, economic and geopolitical concerns of contemporary 

society. 

 

This study is divided into six parts – the present introduction, four chapters and a 

conclusion. The four chapters consist of one chapter tracing the conceptual history of 

knowledge production and three chapters presenting case studies on artistic research, 

curating research and learning research respectively. The case studies, as I will 
                                                
 
3 Most often the term ‘field’ refers in the arts to sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s ‘art field’, defined as the 
position-taking of social agents viewed within the context of structures and power; it may also invoke 
sociologist Howard Becker’s ‘art worlds’, defined by the networks of people involved in producing, 
exhibiting and selling art, or Niklas Luhmann’s ‘art as a social system’, understood as a self-contained 
system constituted by communications and actions. In this present study it corresponds with the 
practices and institutions that can be connected by their use of the term knowledge production. The 
advantage of constituting a field by the concept that connects it is that it allows for the inclusion of 
artworks, institutions, publications, policies and practitioners, and thus allows for a continuous focus 
on the concept and the main concerns associated with it – in this case, the constitution and workings of 
knowledge production. See especially, Howard Becker, Art Worlds (Berkeley, 1982); Pierre Bourdieu, 
The Field of Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature, ed. by Randal Johnson (New York, 
1993); Niklas Luhmann, Art as a Social System (Stanford, 2000). 
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elaborate toward the end of the introduction, have been selected based on the three 

criteria that they should bridge a variety of practices, be situated actively within 

knowledge production and resist normative ways of producing knowledge. One 

question drives the discussion of these three case studies: how is knowledge 

production conceived as an act of research, in what do the act, the material, the 

research and the norm-breaking resistance consist?  

Chapter One provides a conceptual history of knowledge production starting 

with Walter Benjamin’s notion of the author as producer, which in pre-war times 

began the dissolution of the idea of autonomous art and the auteur that was continued 

throughout the twentieth century, while also situating the artist within the means of 

production in order to bring about change. The discussion then moves to post-war 

USA and economists’ development of the term ‘knowledge production’ as a means 

with which to measure the role of knowledge in the national budget. Ideas of human 

capital, knowledge and the information society are tied to this context and in the 

1990s these ideas sweep into education and ideas of growth globally. They also enter 

into the arts, where they are incorporated by what I suggest may be designated as two 

generations: first, the positively inclined generation, which uses the concept as a 

means of including other knowledges or of avoiding the commodification of the art 

object by focusing on processes; and second, that group which enacts educational 

critique, associated with the European Bologna Declaration in 1999 and its 

implementation.  

Chapters Two, Three and Four present case studies of artistic, curatorial and 

educational research respectively. To direct the investigation and discussion, each 

chapter focuses on specific practices in relation to a common topic: these topics are 

image and war (Chapter Two), curating and global dynamics (Chapter Three) and 

pedagogical relations and economy (Chapter Four). This organisation limits the 

choice of case studies further, but as the field is rich, there are plenty of case studies 

that I could have selected within these topics.4 Those presented in this thesis are 

                                                
 
4 Within the topic of the image and war and the genre of the video essay, one could have looked closely 
at artists and filmmakers such as Sven Augustijnen, Eric Baudelaire, Ursula Biemann, Harun Farocki 
and Naeem Mohaimen. In the context of curating, the practices of for example Charles Esche, Anselm 
Franke and Maria Lind could have been chosen, along with other forums, such as Global Art Forum, 
held in relation to Art Dubai, March Meetings, held in relation to The Sharjah Biennial, or Forum 
Permanente in Sao Paulo. There is a vast array of educational projects, including for instance The 
Silent University in London, The Public School, initiated in Los Angeles, SOMA in Mexico City and 
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chosen so as to compose a comparative analysis where the case studies productively 

bring out different perspectives on kinds of research within the heading of each 

chapter. Chapter One presents three case studies of artistic research related to the 

discussion of images and war. Hito Steyerl’s The Kiss (2012) and Rabih Mroué’s 

Pixelated Revolution (2012) present video installations as a visual, forensic strategy, 

and The Otolith Group’s Nervus Rerum (2008) presents a video work as a visual 

strategy of opacity. The analysis shows that they engage with their material in acts of 

research that are also acts of resistance to documentary regimes of truth and 

transparency. Artistic research is thus to be found partly in the process, in the act of 

composing the artwork, and in the way in which the artwork allows for theorisation 

about the topic through its material composition.  

Chapter Three is a case study of Home Works: A Forum for Cultural 

Practices, curated by Lebanese curator Christine Tohmé and Ashkal Alwan in Beirut 

since 2002. The forum is a space for dialogue through cultural practices and the 

analysis shows that curating research entails not only the act of raising a topic and 

selecting responses to it, but also having a responsive relationship to the surroundings, 

which allows for exhibitions that speak to the contemporary in a series of norm-

breaking and simultaneously instituting ways. The chapter also examines the Bienal 

de La Habana (1989) in Havana and dOCUMENTA (13) (2012) in Kassel, as 

examples of curating research before and after Home Works, in order to illustrate the 

trajectory that has seen curating research change from a postcolonial, critical research 

mode with Bienal de La Habana to an instituting, responsive, translocal and form-

experimental mode of research with Home Works, and now to a research approach 

which explores the artwork as an object, emphasising its materiality and capacity to 

speak on its own in global, interdisciplinary research projects.  

Chapter Four engages with educational projects that respond to the knowledge 

economy and the market economy. First, it presents a comparison of two historical 

educational projects, Tania Bruguera’s Cátedra Arte de Conducta (2002-09) and 

Henriette Heise and Jakob Jakobsen’s Copenhagen Free University (2001-07), which 

                                                                                                                                      
 
Centro de Investigaciones Artísticas in Buenos Aires. The impressive educational initiatives of more 
mainstream museums and organisations, for example Tate Modern or the Sao Paulo Biennial, would 
have led to a more policy-oriented discussion than was aimed for in this current research framework. 
Apart from looking for case studies that fulfill the three selection criteria and could structure each 
chapter coherently according to the topic of the comparative analysis, the selection process has also 
sought to represent an equal number of male and female practitioners.  
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explored the capacity of collective and empowering pedagogies and engagement with 

knowledge to counter the global art market and knowledge economy respectively. A 

third case study is the educational performance Learning Place, from 2013, by 

cultural critic Boris Buden, which criticises both the educational institution for its 

economic viewpoints on education, and alternative educational art projects for their 

naïve idea that alternative and better kinds of education can be developed by aiming 

at creating ideal situations for learning. The analysis shows that Learning Place is a 

critique of the professionalization of education and art, which is performed to its 

extreme, leading to a rejection of both the educational system and alternative forms. 

This leaves a tabula rasa: could such a rejection give rise to new knowledge relations? 

Learning research lies in the facilitation of situations in which acts may arise that can 

point to the normative application of education in the age of the knowledge economy 

and a market-driven art scene. Such research actively works with subject-formation 

and it is through the transformation of learning situations that new and critical 

learning subjects can appear. 

The conclusion gathers the many threads unfolded throughout by means of the 

four elements of the apparatus of knowledge production, namely practices, 

institutions, measures and bodies of knowledge. It discusses how acts of research 

work upon the apparatus and vice versa, leading finally to a consideration of the roles 

of the artist, curator and educator as knowledge producers in the age of the knowledge 

economy.  

 

Taking a Theoretical Stance  
The following pages introduce the way in which this research approaches the term 

‘knowledge production’ and the study of it within contemporary art. Divided into two 

main parts, it first conceptualises knowledge production as a set of ideas that are acted 

out in singular practices, which, through an oscillating, co-existing movement, 

contribute to the process of defining the concept. The concept thus operates as an 

apparatus in which ‘acts of research’ take place that simultaneously shape that 

apparatus. The term ‘act’ has been chosen instead of terms such as modality, practice, 

mode, process or methodology, following, as we shall see below, philosophers Paolo 

Virno, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, to emphasise the ability to act in the 

moment rather than aiming for an outcome. Finally, the second part provides 
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methodological considerations on how to study art practices such as artistic, curating 

and educational projects as acts of research.  

 

Knowledge Production as an Apparatus 
Knowledge production as a term was developed in economics, as we shall see in 

Chapter One, and has leaked from there into the fields of education, policy-making, 

labour theory, art and other areas over the past five decades, being used to cultivate 

various particular practices. It is a term that moves across disciplines, institutions, 

practices and politics, being deployed or enacted in different ways in the process. 

Because of its multi-functional and multi-dimensional character, I propose as an 

overall conceptualisation to understand knowledge production as an apparatus, 

following the latter’s theorisation by Italian philosopher Georgio Agamben, whose 

understanding is in turn based on French philosopher Michel Foucault’s notion of the 

‘dispositif.’5 The apparatus is ‘anything that has in some way the capacity to capture, 

orient, determine, intercept, model, control, or secure the gestures, behaviours, 

opinions, or discourses of living beings’.6 This ‘anything’ can be ‘a set of practices, 

bodies of knowledge, measures, and institutions that aim to manage, govern, control, 

and orient⎯in a way that purports to be useful⎯behaviours, gestures, and thoughts of 

human beings’.7 Agamben develops his notion of the apparatus based on an economic 

genealogy of oikonomia, which is ‘the administration of the oikos (the home) and, 

more generally, management.’8 Oikonomia is not an epistemic paradigm, but ‘a 

practical activity that must face a problem and a particular situation each and every 

time.’9 This means that the apparatus is a series of actions, not a constant or stable 

being, and thus comes about in its enactment. 

Following Agamben’s notion of the apparatus, knowledge production would 

then be comprised of a set of practices, a body of knowledge, certain measures (such 

as educational and cultural policies) and also institutions (most importantly, 

educational, research and exhibition organisations). Together they work as an 

apparatus that creates the subjectivities of those humans who enact, mediate and 

                                                
 
5 Agamben, What Is an Apparatus?, 1–24. 
6 Agamben, What Is an Apparatus?, 14. 
7 Agamben, What Is an Apparatus?, 12. 
8 Agamben, What Is an Apparatus?, 8. 
9 Agamben, What Is an Apparatus?, 9. 
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receive knowledge production. Knowledge production as an overall concept is 

immersed in different areas in which it takes different shapes. The areas that are more 

prevalent would be media/representation, commercial business, science and 

technology, art, innovation and higher education. Each area contains its own 

measures, practices, institutions and bodies of knowledge. Within each of these areas, 

knowledge production appears differently, and art is only one small part of the overall 

workings of knowledge production; however, they are all interrelated and influenced 

by one another. Within this bigger picture, this study focuses on knowledge 

production in sites of contemporary art understood as bodies of knowledge and 

practices, and less as institutions and measures, even though these dimensions are 

implicitly present throughout. 

One of the consequences of framing knowledge production theoretically as an 

apparatus is that knowledge production is understood in terms of the co-operations of 

different elements that are continuously developing, and not as a representation of a 

stable entity. Moreover, it implies urgency in that it involves the shaping of the very 

life and subjectivity of those involved, something, which will become especially clear 

in the analysis of the educational projects of Tania Bruguera, Copenhagen Free 

University and Boris Buden. This initial theorisation of knowledge production gives a 

shape to the concept and designates locations and practices in which it takes place. 

The aim is for it to work as a conceptual navigation tool that can differentiate between 

practices, knowledge, measures and institutions, without losing the sense of their co-

operation. 

Having now theoretically conceived knowledge production as an apparatus we 

may to focus on its function in contemporary art. The question that arises is: how does 

knowledge production work in the contemporary arts? And, following on from this, 

how does it shape art production, institutions, measures, knowledge and practices? 

Keeping in mind that knowledge production in the arts is part of the broader apparatus 

of knowledge production as such, necessitates that we adopt a twofold approach in 

answering these questions. Firstly, the questions ask for a historical and conceptual 

development of knowledge production in the arts. This means establishing a crossover 

narrative between art history, art practices, critical thinking, economy and educational 

policies. Secondly, they ask for analyses of the practices, institutions, knowledge and 

measures of knowledge production. Within this quartet, the focus will be primarily on 

practices. This twofold movement of conceptual history and analysis of practices 
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directs the structure of the research, with one chapter dedicated to the conceptual 

history of knowledge production and three chapters to the three most established 

practices (though not necessarily theorised as such) of artistic, curatorial and 

educational research. As such, this study does not aim to provide a philosophical 

account, nor an art historical account, but a thorough development of a concept 

through its practical enactment in a historically specific moment and in a context of 

contemporary art. The main focus is on the decades from the 1990s until now and on 

practices that problematize the workings of the apparatuses of knowledge production, 

including their subjectifying powers. Such a study must draw on disciplines including 

art history, economics, political theory and philosophy, and is thereby a study that is 

situated within contemporary art theory in its theoretical approach to artistic practices. 

 

Acts of Research: Innovative Action 
Placing the emphasis more on production than on knowledge, I want to ask: what 

happens if we see knowledge production as a series of instances of acts of research? 

Acts of research would then be defined by their capacity to act in relation to a 

hegemonic knowledge regime, considering both the specific (material) situation and 

the norms that constitute it. This is a relatively open definition, though one which 

goes to the heart of production within specific knowledge regimes and in relation to 

specific materials.10 The concept of acts of research allows for a mobilisation of the 

relationship between a topic and a material: as I will argue in relation to the work of 

Hito Steyerl, Rabih Mroué and The Otolith Group, the concept of war (topic) and the 

image (material) are undeniably intertwined in and together give shape to each 

artwork. By using an open definition of acts of research, I choose to adapt a possibly 

naïve position that avoids formulating a ‘strong theory’,11 in that I do not go into what 

kind of knowledge system should be applied to knowledge production: rather, I 

approach the concept as being deeply embedded in contemporary society and practice 
                                                
 
10 The strategy of operating with an (even more) open definition is also adopted by the editors of an 
anthology on artistic research: ‘If, in the following pages, we do not offer a definition of artistic 
research, this is deliberate. We believe that artistic research should not be seen as a discipline or a 
topic, nor is it really a method. For us, it is an attitude, a perspective, a manner.’ See, Florian Dombois 
and others, eds., Intellectual Birdhouse: Artistic Practice as Research (London, 2012), 10–11. 
However, I propose a more concrete understanding of artistic research as acts of research, which entails 
not only an attitude, but a clear positioning within the apparatus of knowledge production. 
11 Eve Sedgwick, ‘Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, Or, You’re So Paranoid, You Probably 
Think This Essay Is About You’, in Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity (Durham, 
2002), 133–136. 
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and not necessarily one that asks us to continue disciplinary debates about what 

knowledge is, what art is, and whether constituting a source of knowledge is an 

essential property of art. Therefore, in this case, knowledge production is the 

conceptual heading under which I analyse specific practices of artists, curators and 

educators, and the concept thus arises through the matrix of these practices and the 

conceptual history of knowledge production.  

To begin theorising acts of research, we should pause for a moment at the 

outset to consider the notion of action. Here it is helpful to turn to the concept of 

‘innovative action’ as used by the Italian philosopher Paul Virno to further the 

understanding of the act itself: what does acting imply, and what constitutes an 

innovative action? Virno describes innovative activity as having its purpose in itself 

(and not in the creation of an object) and as undermining and contradicting ‘the 

prevalent belief-system of a community’.12 Virno takes up the phenomenon of the 

joke as an illustration, describing it as ‘the black box of innovative action: it 

reproduces in miniature the structure and movements of the action.’13 It is an action 

within a non–predefined situation that can only be created through an instantaneous 

knowledge of how to react to contingent circumstances. In making a joke, one 

responds both to the non-predictable situation itself and also to the norms and rules 

that govern it. The significant quality of the joke is that it applies the rules differently 

(this is the witty part of the joke). When a third person acknowledges this and laughs, 

the joke reveals how ‘contingent application of the determined rule’ disrupts the 

‘everyday frame of life’ by not following a determined rule.14 By disrupting the 

normative application, the situation is immediately transformed, and the 

transformability of the everyday frame of life is exposed. The joke thus disrupts the 

situation and produces it anew. This has wider consequences, since ‘[t]he 

transformation of a form of life takes its origin from the uncertainty experienced in 

applying a rule.’15 

To be able to bring about the uncertainty experienced in applying a rule 

differently, one needs to be capable of knowing how to act in coherence with a 

contingent situation; and for a joke to work, one has to seize the ‘opportune 

                                                
 
12 Paolo Virno, Multitude: Between Innovation and Negation (Los Angeles, 2008), 129. 
13 Virno, Multitude, 129. 
14 Virno, Multitude, 116–118. 
15 Virno, Multitude, 124. 
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moment’.16 It is a practical knowledge that appears in relation to the situation, which 

makes the ‘innovative action … an urgent action’.17 In simple terms, it is thus not a 

science or a skill, as it does not have knowledge or knowledge about acting, but rather 

the act itself as its goal. 18 Innovative actions are thereby not categorically their own, 

but always happening within an already existing normative regime, in which, for 

Virno, they disrupt the prescribed connections between rule and application. Thereby 

the joke constructs a crisis in which the ‘application of the norm demonstrates once 

again, and with maximum clarity, its intrinsic (that is, original and inevitable) 

problematic nature’,19 pointing to how both following norms and disobeying them 

always entail a decision – much as I will argue that The Otolith Group disobeys the 

norms of representation in their video Nervus Rerum and thereby points to the 

normative application of rules of representation in a specific situation. Since Virno 

operates within the system of language, between grammar and the empirical situation, 

the material of the joke is words and the logic they express. For Virno, the resources 

jokes use are ‘productive fallacies’20 in that jokes offer an illogical response to the 

situation, manifest in the way they break ‘through acquired habits and introduce a 

diversion in behaviour’.21 The innovative action is by definition unrepeatable; the 

joke can only work in that one opportune moment.22   

The conceptual sources that Virno draws upon start with Aristotle (praxis and 

phronesis) and include Sigmund Freud’s work on jokes, Ludwig Wittgenstein’s work 

on the application of rules and decision-making within linguistics and German 

philosopher and jurist Carl Schmitt’s work on the realisation of law and the state of 

                                                
 
16 Virno, Multitude, 92. 
17 Virno, Multitude, 92. 
18 Virno situates the innovative action in the category of praxis, and views it as being capable of 
phronesis (the know-how of acting appropriately in a given situation), drawing on Aristotle’s 
Nichomachean Ethics, especially part VI. For further definitions, original and contemporary, see 
Aristoteles, Etikken (Helsingør, 2000), 18–24 and 152–154; Gaëlle Fiasse, ‘Aristotle’s Φϱόνησιϛ: A 
True Grasp of Ends as Well as Means?’, The Review of Metaphysics, 55/2 (2001), 323–37; Christopher 
P. Long, ‘The Ontological Reappropriation of Phronēsis’, Continental Philosophy Review, 35/1 (2002), 
35–60; John Wall, ‘Phronesis as Poetic: Moral Creativity in Contemporary Aristotelianism’, The 
Review of Metaphysics, 59/2 (2005), 313–31. 
19 Virno, Multitude, 109. 
20 Virno, Multitude, 146. 
21 Virno, Multitude, 130. 
22 The unrepeatability of the action is also why Virno differs from the performative theory of for 
instance philosopher Judith Butler in her early oeuvre, where the performative act is precisely defined 
by repetition; ‘There is no possibility of not repeating.’ It is through the changed repetition that the 
transformative power exists. Judith Butler, ‘Sovereign Performatives in the Contemporary Scene of 
Utterance’, Critical Inquiry, 23/2 (1997), 377. 
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exception. Action implies, but is not merely, ‘practical know-how that allows us to 

assess what it is appropriate to carry out within a possible situation’,23 but must also 

be an action that carries the possibility of transformation, the breaking of habits and a 

diverting of behaviour, hence its being innovative.  

How does the innovative act transfer to art? Art would in the Aristotelian 

tradition be distinguished from the innovative act, because art brings something about, 

an artwork, and thus has a goal that is outside of itself and not within the act. 

However, an innovative act in Virno’s sense can also create a thing (the joke), yet the 

thing is not the goal; it is rather a by-product of the act. The concept of the innovative 

act does not do away with the aesthetic object or situation, but rather shifts the focus 

to the act of creation by placing the goal in the act itself – something which is present, 

I will argue in Chapter Four, in projects related to learning. As the issue here is the 

production of knowledge in the arts, the aim is to try to find out what it means to 

understand the process of production in terms of a series of acts in coherence with a 

contingent situation, the latter being the creation of the artwork. Through responding 

both to the everyday frame of life and the contingent situation of working with an 

artwork, an exhibition or a learning relation, the norm of knowledge production is 

constantly performed anew in different and unrepeatable situations, thereby acquiring 

meaning and shape again and again through its practice. This understanding of 

working within knowledge production presupposes a focus on means rather than ends. 

And, as philosopher and art theorist Gerald Raunig points out, the concept of 

innovative actions must not lose its political actuality when transferred to the arts – 

which is why situating the innovative act in the public sphere is crucial,24 as I argue in 

relation to the analysis of Home Works in Chapter Three. 

 

Acts of Research: Creative Act 
Virno’s concept of innovative action needs, however, further specification for its use 

in the arts, as to how it relates to the material of an artist, curator or educator. Here we 

might find further clarification through the use of the term ‘creative act’ by French 

philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. Developed mainly in relation to 

philosophy, science and art as interventions, the creative act depends for Deleuze on 
                                                
 
23 Virno, Multitude, 129. 
24 Gerald Raunig, ‘Modifying the Grammar. Paolo Virno’s Works on Virtuosity and Exodus’, Artforum 
International, January, 2008, 245–50. 
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the mode of its expression. Within arts, the creative activity is a composition of a 

compound of sensations consisting, for instance, in the case of cinema, of blocks of 

movement/duration.25 A creative act or idea proper to cinema would thus for example 

involve the separation of sound and image, since this is something specific to the 

material of cinema, and works in a specific way within that art form.26 There thus 

exists a coherent relationship between idea, artwork and material: ‘either the 

compound of sensations is realized in the material, or the material passes into the 

compound.’27  

What I find particularly interesting about Deleuze and Guattari’s conception 

of the creative act is, firstly, that it does not have to be limited to the three disciplines 

of science, philosophy and art, but is dependent on the material with which one is 

working. It is the material that defines what it means to have an idea ‘in’ that 

discipline. For the purposes of this study, one could therefore widen the concept to 

include, additionally, curating and educational projects, where the materials worked 

with are the exhibition and learning relations respectively. Secondly, Deleuze and 

Guattari ascribe a sense of urgency to the creative act in the arts when they say that 

‘[s]ensory becoming is otherness caught in a matter of expression’,28 recognisable in 

the analysis of The Otolith Group’s methodology of ‘doing otherwise’, presented in 

Chapter Two. Deleuze makes a similar gesture when he finds affinities between the 

creative act in the arts and the act of resistance in the form of producing counter–

information against ruling regimes. This notion is connected with, following Foucault, 

‘societies of control’, in which information is a controlled system of order-words 

where control is enacted not through confined spaces like institutions such as the 

prison, the school or the hospital, but in dispersed ways. One example would be the 

way education is being transformed from a period of schooling at the beginning of a 

person’s life, into a perpetual state of life–long training,29 something which Boris 

                                                
 
25 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, What Is Philosophy? (New York, 1994), 163–167 and 191–192; 
Gilles Deleuze, ‘What is the Creative Act?’, in Two Regimes of Madness: Texts and Interviews 1975-
1995 (Los Angeles, 2006), 314. 
26 Deleuze, ‘What is the Creative Act?’, 319 and 323–324. 
27 Deleuze and Guattari, What Is Philosophy?, 196; Mikkel Bogh and Frederik Tygstrup, ‘Working the 
Interface: New Encounters between Art and Academia’, in Investigacao em Arte e Design: Fendas no 
Método e na Criacao, ed. by José Quaresma, Fernando Paulo, and Juan Carlos Ramos Guadix (Lisboa, 
2011), 111. 
28 Deleuze and Guattari, What Is Philosophy?, 177. 
29 Gilles Deleuze, ‘Postscript on the Societies of Control’, October, 59 (1992), 5–6 ; Deleuze, ‘What is 
the Creative Act?’, 321–323. 
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Buden’s Learning Place problematizes and opposes fully. The creative act is thus 

seen as a counter–informative act of resistance to existing modes of control, and with 

the example of Buden, the resistance is to the ways in which neoliberal education 

governs the lives of students by focusing on optimising one’s CV rather than the life 

one lives. Thirdly, by situating the creative act in composition, compounds of 

sensations and blocks of movement/duration (in cinema), the act of creation and the 

artwork itself are interlinked. When referring to painting, Deleuze and Guattari 

contend, ‘[t]he act of painting […] appears as a painting’30 from which I take that the 

artwork always also embodies the creative act, allowing for the latter to be analysed 

through the artwork. 

Combining, then, Virno’s idea of the innovative action and Deleuze’s idea of 

the creative act, we arrive at an understanding of the act as a reaction to a situation of 

material work (material work like video filming and editing, writing and orchestrating 

a performance lecture, gathering an exhibition or composing learning relations), 

responding to broader norms and an everyday frame of life. The composition can 

never be defined before the situation in which it comes about, and both the material 

and the norm have to be contingent. The goal stays within the action, which may or 

may not lead to the production of an art object, an exhibition or a learning project; 

rather it becomes an ongoing concurrent investigation of norms and materials. So far, 

the concepts of innovative action and the creative act have led us to a 

conceptualisation of art practices in a responsive and displacing relation to both 

materials and norms. But how does this relate to knowledge production? Here, the 

concept of ‘acts of research’ deviates from the innovative and creative acts of Virno 

and Deleuze & Guattari, in that the inclusion of research adds a certain direction to 

and exerts an influence on the series of innovative, creative actions.  

 

Acts of Research: Research 
With the inclusion of the word ‘research’, acts of research refer not only to art 

practice, but also to a notion of informed practice situated in a social, historical, 

economic and geopolitical reality. Such an emphasis means that practices of acts of 

research build up a capacity to attend contingently to materials and norms within 

areas that necessarily demand knowledge acquisition. Practices of acts of research are 
                                                
 
30 Deleuze and Guattari, What Is Philosophy?, 197. 



 

 25 

thereby deeply rooted in problems of contemporary or historical society and cannot be 

considered purely material investigations.  

Research can be undertaken in many ways, from superficial Wikipedia searches 

to journalistic investigations and sustained academic studies conducted over several 

years. What is important here is not to set up protocols for the quality or character of 

the research, but to ensure an emphasis on engagement with larger social issues. For 

this reason, the focus here is not first and foremost on the kind of research involved, 

but on the topics, questions and problems rooted in historical or contemporary society 

that urge a research process to be undertaken in tandem with a responsive attendance 

to materials. These two features, together with knowledge about how to act in given 

situations, are prerequisites for the norm–breaking, displacing act. 

This view of research resonates with that of cultural anthropologist Arjun 

Appadurai, who supports grassroots research on a global scale that does not 

necessarily fulfil the demands of higher education in the West. Higher education is, at 

least in the US he contends, characterised by a systematic pursuit that creates new 

knowledge and is valued by peers in a system of protocols pertaining to institutions of 

thinking that have been cultivated since the seventeenth century. Research requires a 

system of internal academic criticism and is today also shaped so as to fit funding 

requirements. The practice of research creates knowledge through which one can 

learn, but this knowledge has to be able to be replicated. Grassroots research can 

create a new role for the imagination of social life, which is both what controls and 

governs people, and at the same time the act through which dissidence and new 

worlds can be thought. 31 Here research and knowledge production are situated in the 

global context of economic inequality.  

What I take from Appadurai in order to inform the concept of acts of research are 

the instances of research that work independently of the establishment of research 

through protocols, and that make attempts at thinking new worlds. One such example 

is Home Works, as I will argue my third chapter, in that it allows for new formats and 

new imaginaries, by virtue of its nature as a meeting that treats urgent matters under 

                                                
 
31 Arjun Appadurai, ‘Grassroots Globalization and the Research Imagination’, Anthropology in Theory: 
Issues in Epistemology, 2006, 1–19; Nina Möntmann, ‘The Rise and Fall of New Institutionalism. 
Perspectives on a Possible Future’, EIPCP, 08, 2007, 4; Maria Isabel Casas-Cortés, ‘Social Movements 
as Sites of Knowledge Production: Precarious Work, the Fate of Care and Activist Research in a 
Globalizing Spain’ (University of North Carolina, 2009). 
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less schematic or stringent research conditions. My intention in introducing 

Appadurai is also to widen the scope to a global context, as the apparatus of 

knowledge production is deeply implicated in global flows of economy, knowledge, 

people and jobs; this dimension should be attended to while staying close to the actual 

practices, in the sense called for by Virno and Deleuze and Guattari’s theorisation of 

the innovative and the creative act.  

How, then, do acts of research work within the broader field of knowledge 

production? According to North American scholar Caroline A. Jones, knowledge 

production in relation to art needs to be pluralised into ‘kinds of knowledge’.32 She 

supports her argument through Deleuze’s reading of Foucault’s definition of 

knowledge as being double, that is, relying both on ‘speaking and seeing, language 

and light.’33 Deleuze furthermore adds, ‘[e]verything is knowledge, and this is the 

first reason why there is no “savage experience”: there is nothing beneath or prior to 

knowledge.’34 Following Jones, the pluralisation of knowledge in art practices 

nowadays mostly takes shape as nonuniversalist, localised and embodied, thus 

coming closer to experiential knowing than facts. Knowledge production takes place 

in the studio and the art object thereafter becomes a node in ‘the ongoing activity of 

knowledge production’35 in a broader context, while also engaging spectators in the 

production of subjectivities as ‘subject-making machines’.36 The artwork as a subject-

making machine is especially tangible, I will argue in my fourth chapter, in the case 

of Tania Bruguera and her ways of shaping conduct through long-term art projects.  

The emphasis on the process of creation in knowledge production, alongside an 

understanding of artworks as nodes in a broader context of knowledge production that 

Jones put forth, is useful for this research, as I will also argue in Chapter Three in 

relation to Home Works and how it works both on the levels of the artwork and on the 

level of society in relation to public and private memory. However, to the shapes 

taken by knowledge, one would have to add politically engaged practices. Relating 

this view of knowledge production in the arts to the concept of acts of research, 

requires the norm-breaking character to be emphasised. One would also have to 

                                                
 
32 Caroline A. Jones, ‘The Server/User Mode’, Artforum International, 2007, 318. 
33 Jones, ‘The Server/User Mode’, 318. 
34 Jones, ‘The Server/User Mode’, 318. 
35 Jones, ‘The Server/User Mode’, 318. 
36 Jones, ‘The Server/User Mode’, 318. 
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include exhibitions and educational projects within its scope, thus placing artworks on 

the same level as other kinds of cultural production. Coupling the pluralised form of 

knowledge with the idea of producing knowledge also gives rise to the question of 

whether knowledge can at all be extracted from an artwork as a stable entity, or 

whether knowledge does not rather come about through being constantly enacted 

anew37 between discourses, art objects, sites and instances. Philosopher Stefan 

Nowotny further develops Foucault’s notion of pluralised knowledge, saying that it 

‘does not “organize” itself under a unified form, but rather in an open, non-dialectical 

game of concurrence’38 giving further ground for understanding knowledge as 

relational: I will argue in Chapter Four that Copenhagen Free University illustrates 

this through their research driven, collective experimentation. 

The act of research thus designates a practice consisting of a series of acts in 

contingent situations of working with a specific material in relation to an area of 

pluralised knowledge, against the background of a frame of everyday life. These acts 

have the capacity to disrupt norms and rules. Artworks are nodes connecting the (not 

purposeful) outcomes of a series of instances of acts of research that can then be put 

into circulation via the art scene.  This shifts the emphasis from the production of 

artworks to a focus on processes of on-going investigation that might cast off 

artworks along the way. An emphasis on the ongoing process of investigation, as 

opposed to the goal of producing a product, is shared to varying degrees by all the 

case studies. The question that arises and which will be asked in relation to each case 

study in this research, thus constructing a methodological thread throughout the 

thesis, is: how is knowledge production conceived as an act of research, in what do 

the act, the material, the research and the norm–breaking resistance consist?  

 

Methodological Considerations 
Now that we have conceptualised knowledge production and shifted the focus to the 

act of research, the following describes the methodological underpinnings of this 

study. Divided into three sections, it goes through other kinds of art theoretical studies 

                                                
 
37 Nico Stehr and Reiner Grundmann, eds., Knowledge: Critical Concepts Vol. I (London, 2005), 9–11. 
For multiple definitions of knowledge, starting with Plato in 360BC, see Nico Stehr and Reiner 
Grundmann, eds., Knowledge: Critical Concepts Vol. I-V (London, 2005). 
38 Stefan Nowotny, ‘Anti-Canonization. The Differential Knowledge of Institutional Critique’, EIPCP, 
01, 2006, 4. 



 

 28 

that share theoretical and methodological affinities with this one, describes the 

selection criteria for the case studies, together with a mapping of the broader field, 

and lastly unfolds the methodological background for the study. Considerations of the 

global scope of the study are weaved into each part. 

 

Theoretical and Methodological Affinities 
The fact that the term ‘knowledge production' is multi-dimensional and multi-

functional, may be why few have come up with clear-cut definitions reflecting its use 

in contemporary art. As we shall see in Chapter One, those writing about knowledge 

production in contemporary art also rightly make a point of avoiding definitions in 

order not to constrain the unpredictable doings of artistic practice. The reluctance to 

define is accompanied by a general lack of awareness of the concept’s historical 

background, which to my knowledge only German art historian and artist Tom Holert 

has taken up.39 Holert offers an economic genealogy starting with a brief discussion 

of Karl Marx, and seeing the concept’s crystallisation in the context of the knowledge 

economy after WWII, which this study follows and expands upon, again in Chapter 

One. The conceptual history of knowledge production has, as far as I am concerned, 

yet to be written in monographic form (whether treated as an economic term or in 

relation to the arts) and it continues to be a term that takes a different shape depending 

on the context.40 The lack of awareness of the conceptual history, the adaptability of 

the concept and the reluctance to define it, on the one hand lead to confusion in the 

use of ‘knowledge production’, and on the other hand give it the potential to be filled 

repeatedly with new meaning. Various conferences and symposia have been coloured 

by the uncertainty around the term,41 and most writings about knowledge production 

                                                
 
39 Tom Holert, ‘Unmittelbare Produktivkraft? Künstlerisches Wissen unter Bedingungen der 
Wissensökonomie’, in Das Forschen aller: Artistic Research als Wissensproduktion zwischen Kunst, 
Wissenschaft und Gesellschaft. (Bielefeld, 2013), 226–38. 
40 There is a institute at New York University called Institute for the History of the Production of 
Knowledge; however, it takes a historical approach to ways of producing knowledge today and in the 
past, and does not consider the concept of knowledge production as such. Contact has been made 
without luck to gain further insights. Knowledge production likewise does not appear in the entries of 
the Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie and thus seems to be a concept that exceeds disciplinary 
boundaries today, but allows for a reassessment of how knowledge has come about throughout history. 
Helmut Hühn, Margarita Kranz and Walter J. Tinner, Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie (Basel, 
2004); Emily Martin and Mary Poovey, ‘Institute for the History of the Production of Knowledge | 
New York University’, 1997, http://ihpk.as.nyu.edu/page/home. 
41 For instance, in the symposium ‘Symposium Om Vidensproduktion. Kunstneren Som 
Vidensproducent (Syposium on Knowledge Production. The Artist as Knowledge Producer) at Den 
Frie Udstillingsbygning in Copenhagen, the confusion surrounding the term was raised in the question–
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in the arts have arisen from conferences (often in papers subsequently published in 

anthologies). This thesis thus differs from former work on knowledge production in 

that it uses a monograph format to examine knowledge production more broadly in 

the arts, taking into account curating and educational projects and not only artistic 

research. A similar study is being made by PhD student Wiebke Gronemeyer at the 

PhD programme Curatorial/Knowledge at Goldsmiths, University of London with a 

primary focus on curating.42  

Monographs are relatively rare in this field and they often focus on artistic 

research. There are two to be mentioned and the first is Henk Borgdorff’s The 

Conflict of the Faculties: Perspectives on Artistic Research and Academia from 2012, 

which is an exploration of theoretical aspects of aesthetics and the organisation of the 

different disciplines in higher education, mainly science and the humanities.43 The 

second is Graeme Sullivan’s Art Practice as Research: Inquiry in Visual Arts from 

2005, republished in a second edition in 2010, which is a kind of handbook for 

students embarking on institutional artistic research, and describes the different forms 

artistic research can take, borrowing from already established methodologies in other 

disciplines.44 Both books are situated within an institutional context and their main 

points of reference are PhD programmes for artists. It is clear that the main purpose in 

each case is to give theoretical or methodological clarifications to students and 

teachers in the field, and both, somewhat curiously, treat actual art practices only at a 

distance. Borgdorff’s book hardly mentions any artworks, while Sullivan’s graphic 

and narrative approach, whereby examples are separated from the text and placed in 

                                                                                                                                      
 
and–answer session, as it was clear that there was no common terminological ground to speak from and 
that not all of the presenting artists knew what the term meant, let alone what it had to do with their 
practices. Also, in relation to artistic research, the conference organised on the topic in the context of 
dOCUMENTA (13) was somehow punctuated on day two by a comment made by Head of Department 
Chus Martinez, who stated that if artistic research was what the contributors had described it to be, then 
this was not the main topic of dOCUMENTA (13) as announced in the exhibition’s statement. These 
two examples testify to the fact that there is still work to be done if knowledge production is to 
continue to have a place in art. Chus Martínez and Nicola Serati, ‘On Artistic Research: A Two-Day 
Conference with the Art Academy Network Developed by dOCUMENTA (13)’ (Kassel, 2012); Den 
Frie Udstillingsbygning, ‘Symposium Om Vidensproduktion. Kunstneren Som Vidensproducent’ 
(Copenhagen, 2012). 
42 Wiebke Gronemeyer, ‘From Production to Practice: On the Function of Curating for Contemporary 
Art’ (unpublished PhD thesis, Goldsmiths, University of London, 2015). 
43 Henk Borgdorff, The Conflict of the Faculties: Perspectives on Artistic Research and Academia 
(Amsterdam, 2012). 
44 Graeme Sullivan, Art Practice as Research: Inquiry in Visual Arts, 2nd ed. (Thousand Oaks, 2010). 
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isolated frames, makes the artworks serve only as examples of his theories and 

methods (with the connection to the text sometimes seeming elusive).   

A focus on the material of art practices, instead of their categorisation within 

existing theory, is a path that I choose to take through close readings of few case 

studies. Such a decision draws support from US visual studies theorist Susan Buck-

Morss, who contends that the ‘[t]heorizing of the image world out of artistic practice, 

instead of fitting art practices into pre-existing theoretical frames is, I want to claim, 

the approach that we need to take today’ in order to ‘engage in a transformation of 

thought on a general level.’45 She thus situates visual studies within the larger world 

and the connection ‘between knowledge and power that shapes that world in general 

and fundamentally political ways.’46 The framework of knowledge production, in my 

view, demands that we look at artistic practices within a larger framework of 

institutions, production, discourses and political decisions, which moreover opens up 

scope for considering not only artistic practices, but also curatorial and educational 

activist practices. This is why the approach of discussing art and artistic research 

within an institutional setting, like Borgdorff and Sullivan, is too narrow for this 

study. 

Studies that I find affinities with in terms of thematic focus, theorisation, case 

studies and structure, despite the fact that they do not treat knowledge production 

directly, are Claire Bishop’s Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of 

Spectatorship, T. J. Demos’ The Migrant Image: The Art and Politics of Documentary 

during Global Crisis and John Roberts’ The Intangibilities of Form. Skill and 

Deskilling in Art After the Readymade.47 Both Bishop and Roberts provide an (art–

)historical account of participatory practices and artistic labour respectively 

throughout the twentieth century, with an eye to both economic developments and 

their influences on art practice. Bishop and Demos provide close readings of a global 

selection of artworks, thus doing away with a geographically biased approach and 

rather allowing artworks to be gathered according to topic or genre, thus 

                                                
 
45 Susan Buck-Morss, ‘Visual Studies and Global Imagination’, Papers of Surrealism, 2, 2004, 1 and 
11. 
46 Buck-Morss, ‘Visual Studies and Global Imagination’, 1. 
47 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (London, 2012); 
T. J Demos, The Migrant Image: The Art and Politics of Documentary during Global Crisis (Durham, 
2013); John Roberts, The Intangibilities of Form: Skill and Deskilling in Art after the Readymade 
(London, 2007). 



 

 31 

acknowledging affinities between geographically dispersed practices. While Bishop 

selects her cases in relation to the avant-garde movement, Demos selects his by topic, 

choosing artists’ works with images relating to what he calls ‘crisis globalisation’. 

What I am drawn to in these three works is the crossover between economy, 

labour/authorship and the global, combined with close readings of artworks. 

Contemporary concerns clearly drive all three, although Bishop and Roberts in 

particular base the contemporary in the historical developments of the twentieth 

century.  

Considering, however, the focus on aesthetics in Bishop’s case, I should 

clarify that this study does not aim to find an aesthetic of knowledge production, in 

the way that Bishop aims to define an educational aesthetic. Bishop draws on French 

philosopher Jacques Rancière’s idea of the ‘distribution of the sensible’, within which 

art challenges the demarcation of what is visible or invisible, audible or inaudible, 

thinkable or unthinkable and possible or impossible, and in so doing, acts politically.48 

Bishop adopts this view to participatory practices, aiming to discern the aesthetics of 

socially engaged art as it places itself between art and life.49 Whereas this study is 

indebted to many of the arguments made by both Rancière and Bishop, especially in 

relation to education and art, as will be clear in Chapter Four, the purpose is neither to 

theorise education as art, arguing for a pedagogical aesthetics, nor to understand 

socially engaged art ‘as an autonomous realm of experience’.50 The aim is rather to 

understand the dynamics of knowledge production: that is, to address the different 

ways of producing knowledge as acts through which new artworks come into being to 

challenge what is already there. To frame knowledge production in terms of an 

‘aesthetics of knowledge production,’ as Bishop does, would limit the study only to 

art practices and fail to include, for instance, educational projects authored by non-

artists, yet carried out within the realm of contemporary art.51  

                                                
 
48 Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible (London, 2004). 
49 Bishop, Artificial Hells, 26–40 and 241–274. 
50 Bishop, Artificial Hells, 40. 
51 Asthetics is moreover less apt for the focus on production of this present research as aesthetics 
entails the evocation of sensory knowledge, following the founder of aesthetics Alexander Baumgarten, 
and the capacities of aesthetic judgment, following Immanuel Kant. These early versions of aesthetics 
focus largely on what happens in the moment the spectator encounters an artwork and how s/he obtains 
knowledge or provides an aesthetic judgement in the search for truth. Contemporary, official versions 
of aesthetics (here referring to established readers on the topic), especially related to knowledge, see 
aesthetics in the light of the question of learning. Does the spectator learn something by encountering 
an artwork? If so, what, and how? Such questions thus direct the discussion toward how we understand 
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A further note on aesthetics in relation to economy. British philosopher Paul 

Crowther, for instance, finds aesthetics to be the answer to what he describes as art’s 

contemporary status as a ‘managerial phenomenon’. The managerial phenomenon 

designates that ‘critical, historical, curatorial, and administrative interests […] are 

parasitic on art practice’52 and that art is only valued through its usefulness for 

different institutions and for the art market. To become post–managerial, art thus has 

to return to aesthetics53 and here Crowther seems to be asking for a purification of art 

that would separate it from the rest of society and its institutions, mechanisms, modes 

of evaluation, etc. Considering that art production is already intertwined with other 

practices, as Crowther himself argues, this research does not engage in such a project 

of bringing out art’s aesthetic qualities through separation: quite to the contrary, it 

finds a position like Crowther’s problematic in that it understands art and art 

production as always already entangled with for instance economy. Rather, this study 

takes at face value the managerial phenomenon as part of the workings of knowledge 

production and studies how art practices, for instance the learning practices analysed 

in Chapter Four, react to it by consciously positioning themselves within this 

managerial and knowledge-based regime.54  

                                                                                                                                      
 
knowledge and what constitutes learning. Sverre Raffnsøe-Møller, Filosofisk æstetik: jagten på den 
svigefulde sandhed fra Baumgarten og Kant til Heidegger og Adorno (København, 1998), 28–34; 
Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgement (Mineola, 2005), 27–152.; Berys Nigel Gaut and Dominic 
Lopes, The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics (London, 2002); Sven Bernecker and Duncan 
Pritchard, The Routledge Companion to Epistemology (New York, 2011); Eileen John, ‘Art and 
Knowledge’, in The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics (London, 2002), 329–40; Kieran, Matthew, 
‘Aesthetic Knowledge’, in The Routledge Companion to Epistemology, ed. by Sven Bernecker and 
Duncan Pritchard (New York, 2011). 
52 Paul Crowther, ‘Artistic Creativity: Illusions, Realities, Futures’, in Rediscovering Aesthetics: 
Transdisciplinary Voices from Art History, Philosophy, and Art Practice (Stanford, 2009), 133. 
53 Crowther, ‘Artistic Creativity: Illusions, Realities, Futures’, 133–46. 
54 Two other possible avenues this research could have taken would be the theoretical discussions 
around ‘theory and practice’ and  ‘science and art’. A genealogy of theory and practice would start with 
ancient Greek philosophy and Aristotle’s concepts of episteme (intellectual knowledge) and techne 
(practical capacity and creation), the latter being further divided into poiesis (making) and praxis 
(doing). Phronesis (practical wisdom or the know-how governing action in relation to the situation) 
and theoria (theoretical thinking) are among Aristotle’s categorisations, which are understood from the 
point of view of what the goal of the specific category is: universals and truth (episteme and theoria), 
production (poiesis) or action (phronesis). More generally, the split between theory and practice is 
formulated as the difference between ‘knowing that’ and ‘knowing how’ (see Aristoteles, Etikken; 
Borgdorff, The Conflict of the Faculties, 47; David Carr, ‘Art, Practical Knowledge and Aesthetic 
Objectivity’, Ratio, 12/3 (1999), 240–56.). Paradoxically, discussions about art, theory and practice try 
to overcome this divide through purely theoretical arguments concentrating on where and what 
knowledge is, rather than engaging with actual art practices. See especially Nicholas Davey, ‘Art and 
Theoria’, in Thinking Through Art: Reflections on Art as Research, ed. by Katy Macleod and Lin 
Holdridge (London, 2006), 20–39; Fernando Paulo Rosa Dias, ‘“Poiesis” e “Logos” - Estratégias de 
Relação entre o Discurso e a Produção Artística no Ambito de uma Investigação em Arte’, in 
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Given how knowledge production as an overall concept is immersed in 

globalised processes of education and considered a tool for economic growth,55 albeit 

one that also introduces new economic inequalities between the global North and 

South, 56 this study has a global sensibility, but does not attempt to be comprehensive. 

The historical and conceptual first chapter is based on developments of the role of the 

artist in the twentieth century, mainly in the US and Europe, partly because the 

theorisation of, for instance, artistic research, has taken place in Europe following the 

Bologna Declaration in 1999, and through subsequent EU- and state-funded 

conferences about artistic research and its implementation at art academies.57 

Chapters Two, Three and Four all contain case studies from the 2000’s and here the 

reach moves beyond Europe, in the understanding that knowledge production is 

                                                                                                                                      
 
Investigacao em Arte e Design: Fendas no Método e na Criacao (Lisboa, 2010), 81–102; José 
Teixeira, ‘Pesquisa, Teoria da Arte e Investigação Artistica (Pensar para fazer - realizar para reflectir)’, 
in Investigacao em Arte e Design: Fendas no Método e na Criacao (Lisboa, 2010), 249–66; Michael 
Schwab, ‘Between a Rock and a Hard Place’, in Intellectual Birdhouse  : Artistic Practice as Research 
(London, 2012), 229–45.   
A genealogy of science and art might start with the Renaissance and a figure like Michelangelo or with 
the Enlightenment and the natural sciences’ relation to drawing, sculpture and collections (for instance 
as presented in the Hunterian Museum in London), which today is made tangible, for example, in artist 
Mark Dion’s interventions in and rearrangements of museum collections. Looking at the twentieth 
century, an exposition of the art–science relation could begin with developments in anthropology and 
technology, tracing the various ways in which artists have made use, for instance, of anthropological 
methods, or examining the manifold collaborations that have taken place between the sciences, 
technology and art; the Centre for Advanced Visual Studies established in 1967 at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology is a good example of the attempt to foster such collaborations, producing art in 
tandem with new technologies and other disciplines. The tracing of technological development could 
be extended to look at the new branch of research called ‘studio studies’, or collaborations between art 
and science in visualisations of science. For the sake of clarity and focus, such a genealogy was not 
pursued despite overlaps for instance in Chapter Two between the scientific methodologies of forensic 
research and the works of Hito Steyerl and Rabih Mroué. Centre for Advanced Visual Studies, 
'Conference: Art and University' (Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 7 February, 1974), CAVS 
Archive; Caroline A Jones, Machine in the Studio: Constructing the Postwar American Artist 
(Chicago, 1996); Caroline A. Jones, Peter Galison and Amy E. Slaton, Picturing Science, Producing 
Art (New York, 1998); Ignacio Farías and Alex Wilkie, ‘Subconference: Studio Studies: Ethnographies 
of Creative Production’ (2012). Organisers of the latter subconference are currently working on 
publishing the paper presentations in book format thus establishing it as a field on its own. 
55 See generally Shiping Tang, ‘Knowledge as Production Factor: Toward a Unified Theory of 
Economic Growth’ (Institute of Asia-Pacific Studies, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Beijing, 
2005). 
56 See generally Teresa Brennan, Globalization and Its Terrors (London, 2003), 78–95; Joseph E 
Stiglitz, ‘Knowledge as a Global Public Good’, in Global Public Goods (Oxford, England, 1999), 308–
26. 
57 The Bologna Declaration of 19 June 1999: Joint Declaration of the European Ministers of 
Education (Bologna, 19 June, 1999), 6     
http://ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/about/index.htm. See also the book published by the 
European network SHARE funded by the ERASMUS Lifelong Learning Programme in the period 
2010-2013 to help implement artistic research at art academies and create a knowledge–sharing 
international community for peers within artistic research, Schelte van Ruiten and Mick Wilson, eds., 
SHARE Handbook for Artistic Research Education (Amsterdam, 2013). 
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bound up with the globalisation of contemporary art, especially in the context of 

processes taking place after 1989, such as the rise of the international art market, 

international biennials and the increased mobility of artists. As the main focus here is 

not knowledge production in a global art world, but knowledge production as a 

practice, this study is not exemplarily global in scope, in the manner of, for instance, 

Charlotte Bydler’s dissertation and book The Global Art World, Inc. On the 

globalization of contemporary art, which includes studies of biennials and concepts 

like globalization, postcolonialism and the Three World model. Both the problematic 

and the positive aspects of the increase in the number of international biennials and 

mobilisation have been discussed in various contexts:58 Demos, for example, 

elaborates on these developments in relation to the harsh consequences of 

immigration. An awareness of the double–edged nature of such processes is integral 

to this study. While I would have liked to include case studies from Asia and Africa, I 

have a deep respect for the time it takes to get involved with a social, economic and 

geographically different context in order to make adequate contributions to the 

discussions that already are taking place within it. Therefore, the case studies here are 

limited more–or–less to Europe, Latin America, the Middle East and the US, with 

which I am engaged, as discussed in the section on methodology, in ways that have 

already involved professional work on knowledge production.  

 

Selection Criteria of Case Studies  
There are three main selection criteria for the case studies used in this research. The 

first criterion is that there should be a focus on a variety of practices. This might at 

first sound like the opposite of a selection criterion, as it opens up rather than narrows 

the scope, but the choice was made based on the acknowledgment that artistic 

research is not the only form of knowledge production in the arts, even though it is the 

most repeated and developed practice. The quotations at the beginning of this 

                                                
 
58 A small selection of examples can be found in the following diverse publications produced in 
relation to series of events such as the 7th International Biennial of Sharjah in 2005, the tenth 
anniversary of Iniva (Institute of International Visual Arts in London) and RAIN Artists’ Initiatives 
Network in Amsterdam, with participating artists’ platforms from Argentina, Brazil, India, Indonesia, 
Mali, Mexico, The Netherlands and South Africa: Kamal Boullata and Bīnālī al-Shāriqah lil-Funūn al-
Tashkīlīyah, eds., Belonging and Globalisation: Critical Essays in Contemporary Art and Culture 
(London, 2008); Gilane Tawadros, Changing States: Contemporary Art and Ideas in an Era of 
Globalisation (London, 2004); Edith Rijnja, Shifting Map: Artists’ Platforms and Strategies for 
Cultural Diversity (Amsterdam, 2004). 
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introduction testify to the reality that knowledge production is applied in curating, 

education and artistic practice, as well as in residencies, editing and other practices. 

For the scope of this research, I have chosen artistic, curatorial and educational 

research as the main practices to study.59 The choice has been to focus on a few case 

studies, nine in all, with three in each chapter. Chapter Two looks at German artist 

Hito Steyerl’s The Kiss (2012), Lebanese artist Rabih Mroué’s Pixelated Revolution 

(2012) and London-based The Otolith Group’s Nervus Rerum (2008); Chapter Three 

considers Home Works I-6 (2002-2013) in Beirut, Bienal de La Habana III (1989) in 

Havana and dOCUMENTA (13) (2012) in Kassel. Chapter Four looks at Cuban artist 

Tania Bruguera’s Cátedra Arte de Conducta (2002-09), Danish artists Henriette Heise 

and Jakob Jakobsen’s Copenhagen Free University (2001-07) and Berlin-based 

cultural critic Boris Buden’s Learning Place (2013). The structure of using three case 

studies in each chapter allows for a comparative scenario that bridges different 

aspects of knowledge production as acts of research, compensating for the low total 

number of case studies. Where the other chapters devote roughly an equal amount of 

attention to each of the three examples covered, in Chapter Three, the balance shifts 

to a primary focus on one case, Home Works I-6, with Bienal de La Habana and 

dOCUMENTA (13) providing perspective. This is because the complexity, context 

and size of Home Works I-6 necessitates allowing room for a thorough analysis to 

unfold. In general, the cases are complex and to attend to them as acts of research 

requires time. Therefore, taking a more comprehensive overview of a wider range of 

examples would not allow their dynamics to be brought out as rigorously. These few 

case studies are not meant to be representative, but rather to suggest singular ways in 

which knowledge production comes about in artistic, curatorial and educational 

practices that nevertheless share some general attributes of research with one another. 

The second criterion is that the artworks and practices must be actively 

situated within the larger apparatus of knowledge production, and thus both respond 
                                                
 
59 Had time allowed, this study could have included case studies of an editorial nature, like the public 
editorial meetings of the long–term research project Former West or by redakzia, which involve shared 
and public editorial boards, working as “a platform of alternative models of arts in education and 
methods of knowledge circulation […] constructing an on going toolkit of strategies and methods on 
politics of destablization through collective knowledge.” For more information see, Former West, 
‘Other Survivalisms. Public Editorial Meeting’, 2104 
http://formerwest.org/ResearchSeminars/OtherSurvivalisms; ‘Redakzia  » Edit-Projectroom’ http://edit-
projectroom.org/projects/redakzia. Equally, given room, it might have been interesting to consider 
residencies as case studies, for example SOMA in Mexico City and ZKU in Berlin; the latter takes 
place with an educative and urban focus on knowledge production. 
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to how knowledge is produced, and in these responses, create other ways of producing 

it (according to the characteristics of acts of research as defined above). The third 

criterion is resistance. That the case studies are situated critically in relation to the 

apparatus of knowledge production means that they also actively challenge existing 

formats and established ways of working with their material so as to comment on 

knowledge structures and practices. In this manner, salient characteristics of 

knowledge production – both those they criticise and those they create – are 

highlighted. Despite the dimension of resistance, the case studies exist in a 

contradictory space. This contradictory space is general to art, following Buck-Morss, 

especially since the new global economy intensified in the 1970-80s and art became a 

‘financial instrument for currency hedging’, and began to be supported by corporate 

companies.60 Still, ‘its cavernous size allows ample opportunities for alternative art, a 

myriad of forms of cultural resistance.’61 The case studies exist within this 

contradiction, providing resistance and alternative modes of production and imagery, 

yet circulating within and being dependent to a certain extent on these structures. It is 

therefore a further feature of them that this situation is constantly being negotiated to 

a varying extent.  

To organise the field and counterbalance the focus on a few case studies, I 

have created and consulted a mapping throughout working on this present research 

that has helped me to understand the scope, flows and connections of knowledge 

production in the arts. Given the focus on only nine case studies taken from an 

extensive field, I feel it might be useful to include it as a digitalised and expanded 

datascape in an appendix, as a means of allowing the reader to become more aware of 

the connections between the case studies and important exhibitions, books and 

institutions. This datascape (and the present research) is not an exhaustive 

cartography of knowledge production; it works more as an un-located diagram that 

traces the term ‘knowledge production’. The main organising principle for the 

datascape is this term, which means that artists, exhibitions, institutions and books 

using it or relating to its practices as mentioned in this research can be included.62 

                                                
 
60 Buck-Morss, ‘Visual Studies and Global Imagination’, 4–5. 
61 Buck-Morss, ‘Visual Studies and Global Imagination’, 5. 
62 Here I am following the methodology described by anthropologist George E. Marcus, where under 
the heading of Modes of Construction he describes different ways of organising an ethnographic study, 
by following the thing, the metaphor, the story, the life or the conflict. My appropriation is to follow 
the concept, which, however, still leaves a lot out of the research. See, “Ethnography In/of the World 
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Such an organising principle entails organising according to mode (knowledge 

production) and not genre (video art, installation art, painting, relational art, sculpture 

etc.), following the terminology of Gérard Genette.63 Organising via mode allows us 

to bring in more practices (curating, education, editing etc.) as well as the institutions 

and measures that constitute the apparatus of knowledge production.64 The aim of the 

datascape is to enter into dialogues with the case studies and the written thesis. The 

datascape is not meant to be a representation of the text, nor the field as such, but 

rather a background on to which the text can be projected in order to widen its scope, 

show the flows of the concept of knowledge production and include elements that 

form part of the case studies, but which cannot be unfolded in the written text. Having 

knowledge production as an organising principle of the datascape creates a certain 

level of objectivity, yet the entries depend purely on the formation of this research and 

I acknowledge that it is a situated result, created in a Northern European university 

within a European network of discourse, policy and concept development. However, 

it is also a datascape that shows connections among individuals, collectives and 

institutions, and their capacity to generate discourse and concepts across geographical 

borders or regions. 

To resist constructing a totalising map of knowledge production goes hand in 

hand with some recent developments in artistic practices and theory – for instance, as 

found in the work of London-based visual culture theorist Irit Rogoff, who works 

with the ‘un-mapping, re-mapping and counter-cartographies to be found in 

contemporary art practices revolv[ing] around the structures and signifying systems 

by which knowledge is organized and conveyed.’65 To make a map is in this sense an 

activity deeply involved in confirming, creating or criticising the epistemological 

power that reaches into political and material realities of which it is crucial to develop 

a greater awareness.66 The inspirations for the organisation of the mapping are also to 

be found among art practices, for instance Turkish sociologist and art historian Pelin 

                                                                                                                                      
 
System: The Emergence of Multi-Sited Ethnography,” Annual Review of Anthropology 24, no. 1 
(1995): 105–113. 
63 Gérard Genette, The Architext: An Introduction (Berkeley, 1992). I am grateful to Frederik Tygstrup 
for suggesting Genette’s terminology. 
64 This is also Genette’s point with respect to literary genre, that the mode of for instance the epical can 
traverse the genre of for example the epic, the tragedy and the novel, but they cannot traverse the 
mode. See, Genette, The Architext, 67–73.  
65 Irit Rogoff, Terra Infirma: Geography’s Visual Culture (London, 2006), 73. 
66 Rogoff, Terra Infirma, 73–75. 
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Tan’s ‘Boundless diffusion of trans-local knowledge production’ from 2009, which 

maps the comings and goings of concepts, events and phenomena through the city of 

Istanbul, where she resides. Another Turkish contribution is found in the network 

mappings of artist Burak Arikan, which emphasise for instance the power relations in 

the art world between artists, institutions, collectors and funding sources, as well as 

the popular concepts and ideologies voiced by artists in their artist statements.67 In 

addition, the East Art Map initiated by the Slovenian art collective IRWIN portrays 

the Eastern European art scene since 1945 through a 3D diagram representing artists, 

concepts and practices, with few entries being assigned dates or locations. The map 

does not offer ‘a comprehensive view of that history nor any metanarrative’, rather it 

is ‘expansive and unordered, and suggests movement and flux more than natural order 

or intelligent design’. Nevertheless, one can ‘identify and connect disparate strands of 

art history’68 and it is this balance between order and non-exhaustiveness, expansion 

and coherence that I try to achieve in the map of the present research.69  

                                                
 
67 Arikan also co-conducted a workshop on network mapping during Learning Place (a case study in 
Chapter Four), part of the congress FORMER WEST: Documents, Constellations, Prospects at Haus 
der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin, 18-24 March 2013, which also introduced network methodologies that 
the mapping of this research draws upon – such as the importance of the organising principle and 
concentration on nodes – as well as discussing the practical skills needed for conceptualising and 
creating a digital network mapping. 
68 Jonathan Patkowski and Nicole Reiner, ‘Inventing Abstraction, Reinventing Our Selves’, Material 
World http://www.materialworldblog.com/2013/02/inventing-abstraction-reinventing-our-selves/. 
69 It should also be noted that the mapping has been created in collaboration with artist Maria 
Diekmann, working on digital visualisation, and sociologist José Ossandón, who worked on conceptual 
distribution and network analysis. The process involved the manual typing of all entries by hand into 
Excel, importing the data into open source software Gephi and organising them spatially and visually 
via open source software Pajek, to the final process of correcting details and adding information using 
the programme Illustrator. The three of us collaborated on a similar project in 2012, where we 
conducted and published a survey within the framework of a working group of the Danish organisation 
Young Art Workers. Maria Diekmann, Eva Lacour and Sidsel Nelund, UKK Survey 2012 
(Copenhagen, 15 June 2012) https://ukk.dk/indhold/fagudvalg/fokus-arbejdsvilkaar. 
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Figure 3: Pelin Tan, 'Boundless Diffusion of Trans-local Knowledge Production', 2009. Courtesy Pelin 
Tan. 

Figure 2: Burak Arikan, Network of Artists who Exhibited Together: Arter "Second Exhibition" 
Edition, 2010. Digital print 15 x 220 cm, costum software. Detail. Courtesy the artist. 
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Methodology for a Geographically and Formally Diverse Field 
The methodology appropriate for an analysis of a field that varies in scale and 

temporality from artwork to exhibition to learning project requires not one, but a set 

of methodologies. I have not been able to find one method that can bridge the many–

headed monster that is knowledge production in the arts. Rather, operating between 

different methodologies, varying with each case study, has required a scaling up and 

down between visual analysis and close readings (Chapter Two), ethnographically 

inspired collaborative approaches to events taking place over several days (Chapter 

Four), the year-long development of professional and private relationships with actors 

and practices of the art scene in which a given case study is situated, and which 

ethnographic methodologies have helped to systematise and make apt for research 

(Chapter Three).  

The case studies approached through methods of visual analysis are video 

works which involve crossover between installation, performance and essay film: the 

analysis of them examines composition, colour, technical choices, narration and 

 

Figure 4: IRWIN, East Art Map: A (Re-)Construction of the History of Contemporary Art in Eastern 
Europe from 1945 to 2000, 2000/2006. Detail. Courtesy the artists. 
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content together with the use of sound, music and voice-over.70 In the analysis of 

exhibitions, the relationship between content, composition and selection is of primary 

relevance in developing an understanding of the exhibition both as medium and as 

form.71 In analysing one case study, the educational performance in Chapter Four, I 

use an embedded methodology inspired by recent art historical practices which use 

politically, socially and ethnographically informed methodologies that are effective in 

analysing art practices that are alive and ongoing.72 From the methodological toolbox 

of ethnography, I am inspired by three strategies: the multi-sited ethnography of 

following the object or concept,73 ethnographic analysis of institutions of cultural 

production in relation to a critical analysis of the objects they produce,74 and 

ethnographic stories used as generalisations that generate the analysis and the text.75 

They are chosen because they embrace the complexity of sites, highlight the relevance 

of institutions to object production, and promote a writing technique that emphasises 

both the situation and the aesthetic analysis of artworks. Thereby they equip the 

analysis to frame the field in terms of scope, pay attention to the process of 

production and its institutional conditions and stay close to the act of research, 

allowing it to stay alive even in the writing process that is always itself situated.76  

                                                
 
70 Academic works that situate the use of the image within a broader political context inspire the 
analyses of video works. The result is thus also a theoretical analysis. See especially, Demos, The 
Migrant Image; Laura U. Marks, The Skin of the Film: Intercultural Cinema, Embodiment, and the 
Senses (Durham, 2000). 
71 Paul O’Neill, The Culture of Curating and the Curating of Culture(s) (Cambridge, 2012), 90–96. 
72 The analysis of participatory practices is carried out and reflected upon especially well in the chapter 
‘Pedagogic Projects: 'How do you bring a classroom to life as if it were a work of art?’" in Bishop, 
Artificial Hells and in the introduction to Nikos Papastergiadis, Cosmopolitanism and Culture 
(Cambridge, 2012). 
73 Marcus, ‘Ethnography In/of the World System’, 95–117. 
74 Georgina Born, ‘The Social and the Aesthetic: For a Post-Bourdieuian Theory of Cultural 
Production’, Cultural Sociology, 4/2 (2010), 171–208. 
75 Helen Verran, Science and an African Logic (Chicago, 2001); Brit Ross Winthereik and Helen 
Verran, ‘Ethnographic Stories as Generalizations That Intervene’, Science and Technology Studies, 
25/2012/1 (2012), 37–51. 
76 The suggestion of the ‘situatedness’ of the critic, as put forward by Donna Haraway and recent 
practices of performative writing, which emphasise their coming about rather than a mode of 
production according to an already-established method, are also relevant here: ‘They do not impose a 
model of criticism from without, but discover or produce one out of engagement with – and a response 
to – the contingencies encountered whilst undertaking the act of criticism itself’ (Gavin Butt, After 
Criticism: New Responses to Art and Performance (London, 2008), 17). The approach described here 
also applies to what scholar and curator Irit Rogoff defines as criticality ‘through inhabiting a problem 
rather than by analyzing it’; it could be defined as writing with the artwork and not about the artwork. 
Donna Haraway, ‘Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial 
Perspective’, Feminist Studies, 14/3 (1988), 575–99; Irit Rogoff, ‘What Is a Theorist?’, in On 
Knowledge Production: A Critical Reader in Contemporary Art, ed. by Binna Choi, Maria Hlavajova, 
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Applying these three methodological tools, however, limits the capacity to be 

objective. A researcher is rather a participating ‘epistemic partner’77 or even a 

collaborator,78 who produces knowledge in the moment, together with the participants 

and attendees of the event. This is not necessarily a disadvantage, as it gives qualified 

access to the field of study and discloses important information. More critical is the 

impossibility of covering the whole of the event and engaging everywhere within it. 

An excess of information has to be dealt with carefully, together with the aesthetic 

analysis of the chosen artworks. Such an approach acknowledges and sketches out 

how artworks, exhibitions and events are being created in a responsive relationship 

with the surroundings and their conditions. However, over time, I have written the 

ethnographic subjective position and storytelling out of the text in favour of a more 

art theoretical form; the primary relevance of the ethnographic tools has thus been for 

gathering empirical material and shaping the analysis.79  

The last methodological dimension of this project to note in relation to 

gathering empirical material is the use of interviews. There are two categories: one 

consists of historical interviews with curators and theorists who wrote about 

knowledge production in the late 1990s and 2000s, and the other includes interviews 

with artists, curators, facilitators and participants in case studies. The historical 

interviews were necessary to find information about why this group of people 

introduced knowledge production into the language of contemporary art, something 

that was not possible to discern through reading their texts.  

 

Since the concept of acts of research allows this study to focus on knowledge 

production as an ongoing activity and not a stable entity that can be found in an 

artwork, the composed methodology allows for those acts to be followed and 

theorised in relation to the norms, materials and problems that they address. This will 

be apparent in Chapters Two, Three and Four, which treat specific case studies. In the 

                                                                                                                                      
 
and Jill Winder (Utrecht, 2008), 104; Irit Rogoff, ‘Academy as Potentiality’, in A.C.A.D.E.M.Y., ed. by 
Angelika Nollert and others (Frankfurt am Main, 2006), 16. 
77 Douglas R. Holmes and George E. Marcus, ‘Collaboration Today and the Re-Imagination of the 
Classic Scene of Fieldwork Encounter’, Collaborative Anthropologies, 1/1 (2008), 84. 
78 Kiven Strohm, ‘When Anthropology Meets Contemporary Art: Notes for a Politics of 
Collaboration’, Collaborative Anthropologies, 5/1 (2012), 98–124. 
79 For an previous application of ethnographic tools to exhibition analysis and a further development of 
Marcus, Born and Verran, see Sidsel Nelund, ‘Doing Home Works: Extended Exhibitions, 
Ethnographic Tools, and the Role of the Researcher’, Critical Arts, 27/6 (2013), 753–67. 
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coming chapter, we shall look more closely at the historical and conceptual 

developments that made it possible to say ‘I produce knowledge in the arts.’ 



 

 
 
 

 
 
 

1. KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION: THE 
HISTORY OF A CONCEPT 

 

 

 

 

 

What does it mean to say: ‘I can produce knowledge in the arts’?80 The answer to this 

question is not simple and this chapter maps the twists and turns of the concept of 

knowledge production as it moves institutionally and historically through the twentieth 

century. This requires an explanation of several interwoven phases of change in the 

role and understanding of art, and the relation between the artist and knowledge; and it 

demands a wide–ranging overview of different aspects of the twentieth century art and 

knowledge economy. Presenting such an overview will not be an attempt to providing 

a single definition of knowledge production in the arts; rather, it is an attempt at 

creating a narrative on whose basis one can say, ‘I can produce knowledge in the arts.’  

This chapter is divided into three sections which attempt to bridge and braid the 

different historical strands leading to knowledge production in the arts. The three 

parts, collectively governed by the sentence ‘I produce knowledge in the arts’, deal 

respectively with the artist as producer, knowledge production in the knowledge 

economy, and finally, the incorporation of knowledge production in contemporary art. 

There are three key moments and geographies that anchor the developments with 

which we are concerned: the 1910s-1930s in Russia and Europe, the 1960s-1970s in 

the US, and the period from 1989 until the present in Europe and globally.  
                                                
 

80 The inspiration for asking this question comes from Georgio Agamben’s essay ‘On Potentiality’, in 
which he asks ‘What do I mean when I say: ”I can, I cannot”?’ Giorgio Agamben, Potentialities: 
Collected Essays in Philosophy, ed. by Daniel Heller-Roazen (Stanford, 1999), 177–184. Literary 
theorist Gayatri Spivak has a similar organising principle in her seminal text 'Can the Subaltern Speak', 
in which she unfolds what makes it impossible for the subaltern woman to speak and be listened to, 
‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’, in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture (Urbana, 1988), 271–313. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

45 

 

I Produce: The Artist as Producer 
What makes it possible for an artist to say: ‘I produce?81 A starting point for 

addressing this question is found in the 1930s, in the key text ‘The Author as 

Producer’, by the German Jewish philosopher Walter Benjamin. This text, as we shall 

see, has inspired artists, curators and theorists throughout the twentieth century to 

rethink (often critically) the role of the artist in society.82 One of the main features of 

the text is that it makes it possible to think of artistic practices (film, literature, art and 

theatre) as political and as playing a direct role in the mechanisms that change society. 

So why and how is an author a producer?  

An author is a producer in so far as s/he83 reflects upon his/her relationship to 

production and actively uses writing and organisation to change the process and 

relationships of production.84 Benjamin states that a literary work must be situated in a 

context, and the relationships of production are unavoidably one such context. But 

instead of asking how a literary work stands in relation to the relationships of 

production, he wishes to ask how does a literary work ‘stand in them?’85. The literary 

technique of a work is thereby the ‘function that the work has within the literary 

relationships of production of a period.’86  

Coherence between technique, quality and political tendency is, following 

Benjamin, present in the method of montage, which works well in the epic theatre of 
                                                
 

81 This first part of the chapter primarily discusses mainly the artist as producer throughout the twentieth 
century. The roles of curator and the educator within arts appear towards the end of the century, and are 
discussed in the third part of the chapter.  
82 Bishop, Artificial Hells; Okwui Enwezor, ‘The Artist as Producer in Times of Crisis’, 2004; Hal 
Foster, ‘The Artist as Ethnographer?’, in The Traffic in Culture: Refiguring Art and Anthropology, ed. 
by George E. Marcus and Fred R. Myers (Berkeley, 1995); Maria Gough, The Artist as Producer: 
Russian Constructivism in Revolution (Berkeley, 2005). 
83 Benjamin only refers to male authors and artists. 
84 Relationships of production are to be understood via Marxian terms relating to the ‘mode of 
production’, i.e. the way in which commodities are produced. ‘Means of production’ is another of 
Marx’s basic terms and refers to factories, tools and technologies used for the production process. In a 
capitalist economy, the means of production are owned by the factory owners, who benefit from selling 
the commodities produced by workers and reinvest the profits to increase productivity and economic 
growth. This process creates, following a Marxist analysis, class divisions that favours the factory 
owners. David Harvey, A Companion to Marx’s Capital (London, 2010), 246–262. 
85 Walter Benjamin, ‘The Author as Producer’, New Left Review, I/62 (1962), 85. 
86 Benjamin, ‘The Author as Producer’, 85. 
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German playwright Bertolt Brecht, where the interruption of a play produces a 

situation of reflection among the spectators and actors, and changes the organisation of 

the play itself.87 This is thereby not merely the reworking of a gesture, but a 

transformation of theatre itself. The movement from ‘relationship to’ to ‘standing in’ 

effects a collapsing of the distance between the author and the context. Another 

example Benjamin gives is the writer Sergei Tretiakov, who lived in a Kolkhoz, a 

collective farm in the former USSR, where he organised meetings and created and 

edited a newspaper. This is evoked as a way of interfering in the means of production 

by organising and using literary qualities in media appropriate to that specific situation 

at that specific time.88 His methodology of being both part of the means of production 

and aware of the production process is also an inspiration to Hito Steyerl, as will be 

apparent in Chapter Two.   

The specificity of the moment of writing should also be considered in relation to 

Benjamin’s text itself, produced at a time when the ideology of fascism was spreading 

in Germany and other countries in Europe.89 His belief in the political significance of 

cultural production is also present in one of his seminal texts ‘The Work of Art in the 

Age of its Technical Reproducibility’, whose affinities with art movements like the 

Soviet Avant-garde and Constructivism are clear. Constructivism identified with the 

working class and displayed a strong collective aspect. The belief was that ‘the artistic 

culture of the future is being created in factories and plants, not in attic studios,’90 as 

writer and critic Osip Brik put it in an article from 1924. Art historian Maria Gough 

has analysed the actual movement of artists to the factories, highlighting the 

association with artistic production in terms of the worker’s having a creative and 

conscious relation to production. This displacement of creative agency on to the 

worker, from mechanic to creative worker, was meant to eventually break down the 

                                                
 

87 Benjamin, ‘The Author as Producer’, 94. In Chapter Four, the theatre of Brecht will be discussed in 
relation to today’s learning performances, re-introducing his idea of the ‘learning play’. 
88 Benjamin, ‘The Author as Producer’, 89. 
89 ”The Author as Producer” was presented as a lecture at the Institute for the Study of Fascism in Paris 
on April 27, 1934. 
90 Gough, The Artist as Producer, 152. 
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division of labour.91 The constructivist therefore saw that not only the work itself, in 

terms of technical and stylistic decisions, but also the management of work, was 

important. The artist became a production organiser and ultimately an administrator, 

participating in production meetings showing that the mixture of art, work and 

technology could form a site from which to envision a different society.92 The 

Benjamin researcher Esther Leslie writes:  

 

Art can be prefigurative of social and technical relations to come. Prefiguration 

is important, for it indicates the extent to which Benjamin is convinced of a 

dynamic inlaid in technology and the forces of production. To preempt that 

development in art is to glimpse the potential (communist) future in the 

(capitalist) present, through an aesthetic negation of the social relations of 

capital.93  

 

Benjamin, and the constructivists’ aesthetic criticism, see the potential of artistic 

practice for bringing about transformations and imagining or even trying out other 

futures. The figure of the art producer thus opposes the figure of an individualistic 

author working with art for art’s sake. The author becomes a producer because s/he 

interferes in the production process and thus sees his/her role collectively. To say ‘I 

produce’ in the sense Benjamin establishes is to unfold one’s aesthetic practice within 

a context of class struggle and the economic division of labour. We shall come back to 

contemporary takes on Benjamin’s idea of the author as producer (especially through 

the reflections of art historian Hal Foster and curator Okwui Enwezor), but it is clear 

that the producing artist is far from the idea of the solitary artist working in his attic 

studio, an image that has roots in the understanding of the artist as genius appearing in 

the fourteenth century and which, despite criticism of it on the part of the Soviet 

Avant-garde, reappears after WWII on the other side of the Atlantic in the US. Two 

topics of importance for the way the artist as a producer changes in tandem with the 
                                                
 

91 Gough, The Artist as Producer, 154–155. 
92 Gough, The Artist as Producer, 178–190. 
93 Esther Leslie, Walter Benjamin Overpowering Conformism (London, 2000), 92. 
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changing place of production in the arts in the twentieth century, are the notions of the 

studio, to which we will now turn, and social engagement, which we will discuss 

subsequently. 
 

The Studio as a Site of Production 
The discussion of the individual and the collective continues after World War Two in 

association with efforts to demystify the aesthetic process. The prism of the working 

space, the studio, shows different ways in which artistic production has been 

discursively articulated and visualised. The studio is a site of production, and by 

looking at that site, one emphasises not only the art object, but also what makes it 

possible and how. This is why it is relevant to look closely at the studio when 

investigating what it means to say ‘I produce’. Art historian Caroline A. Jones argues 

that the specific use of the term ‘studio’ is influenced by the need to ‘inscribe the 

studio within the frame of individual genius’, prominent since the Renaissance with a 

discursive bloom around the idea of the romantic artist in the period of Romanticism.94 

She adds that ‘the very trope of the studio was modern, whether positioned as the site 

of a sanctified individual man or a location for the interface of virile design and 

manufactures. Contrasted against it was the factory, the shop or business – places of 

[the] social, laboring, collective man and woman.’95 

The kind of artist Jones depicts resonates with the idea of ‘the absolute artist’ as 

described by art historian Catherine M. Soussloff. The absolute artist is a genius who 

creates without knowing how and without being able to explain their process. 

Soussloff is critical of this view, and thus writes against aesthetic philosophy of the 

eighteenth century developed by Baumgarten and Kant, as mentioned in the 

introduction. Kant’s object-artist divide is clearly described here in a quotation 

Soussloff takes from the Critique of Judgment:96 

 

                                                
 

94 Jones, Machine in the Studio, 4. 
95 Jones, Machine in the Studio, 19. 
96 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment (New York, 1951). 
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[G]enius is a talent for producing that for which no definite rule can be given; it 

is not a mere aptitude for what can be learned by a rule. […] It cannot describe 

or indicate scientifically how it brings about its products, but it gives the rule just 

as nature does. Hence the author of a product for which he is indebted to his 

genius does not know himself how he has come by his ideas; and he has not the 

power to devise the like at pleasure or in accordance with a plan, and to 

communicate it to others in precepts that will enable them to produce similar 

products.97  

 

This citation shows aptly the understanding of the artist as extra-discursive: a doer and 

perceiver, rather than a knower. The artist is a producer who produces a product, but 

the ways in which this production takes place are given by nature and the doing of the 

artist is thus naturalised. For the artist there is no external rule to follow as in the case 

of the Soviet Avant-garde. 

Soussloff admittedly draws a historically generalized picture of the artist as a 

genius, and whereas her generalizing approach excludes nuances, the analysis 

convincingly shows how the idea of the absolute artist in Western Enlightenment and 

modernity has been created in discourse and how that very discourse also excludes the 

artist in person, along with texts about him or her.98 In other words, what takes place 

in the studio cannot be spoken about – and certainly not by the artist. This is made 

visible through the genre of studio paintings, in which artists from Johannes Vermeer 

in the seventeenth century to Pablo Picasso in the twentieth, depicted themselves alone 

in their studio, reflecting the idea of the isolated, lonely artist. In the 1950s, the 

abstract expressionists in the US appropriated this image of the romantic idea of the 

studio. Focusing on the context of the US, Jones convincingly argues that after WWII, 

the US saw a return of the artist into the studio, a sacred space containing a lonely man 

performing large and masculine gestures. Jones uses photographs to analyse the 

representation of the artist in the studio, and they support her point generously: there 

                                                
 

97 Catherine M Soussloff, The Absolute Artist: The Historiography of a Concept (Minneapolis, 1997), 7. 
98 Soussloff, The Absolute Artist, 17. 
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are rarely women present and the artist is usually withdrawn in thought or 

contemplation in a manner that evokes solitude and individuality. In textual material, 

such as interviews and articles, ‘sublime’ was applied as an adjective to this group of 

artists, including Jackson Pollock, Willem de Kooning and others.99 Art historian 

Svetlana Alpers calls it a retreat into the studio, a tendency which changed with Andy 

Warhol and his ‘studio as factory’ in the 1960s.100  

In general, the 1960s see a challenging of the position of the individual artist in 

the studio in that artists deliberately use the collective, the factory and the business-

like, and are now represented in photographs engaged in various activities around the 

city, outside the studio. An artist like Robert Smithson leaves the studio to create in 

landscapes and cities – as, in Allan Kaprow’s words, an example of the ‘artist as man 

of the world.’101 Frank Stella came to exemplify the executive artist, applying business 

models to his work; and Warhol turned the studio into a factory, an open space and a 

practical site of production.  

Collectivism also challenged the idea of the artist working individually. Curator 

Chris Gilbert contends that, where pre-war collective work among artists had taken the 

form of ‘loose associations geared for the support of avant-garde practices’ like 

Futurism, Impressionism and Constructivism, the post-war collective practices ‘took a 

turn toward bureaucratization, mirroring but also instantiating this turn taken by post-

war U.S. and European culture’ towards a ‘totally administered world.’102 The 

administration of people’s lives, on the one hand through consumer society and on the 

other hand through the fact that the soldiers of WWII were not demobilised, called 

artists to organise themselves on their own terms, in a manner which ‘embodied 

resistance, since in doing so they presumed to dictate the terms of their own 

sociality.’103 One such group was the British group Art & Language, which by 

                                                
 

99 Jones, Machine in the Studio, 4, 6, 9, 12–13 and 41–51. 
100 Svetlana Alpers, ‘The Studio, The Laboratory, and the Vexations of Art’, in Picturing Science, 
Producing Art (New York, 1998), 401. 
101 Jones, Machine in the Studio, 52. 
102 The last quotation is Chris Gilbert citing Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer. See, Chris Gilbert, 
‘Art & Language and the Institutional Form in Anglo-American Collectivism’, in Collectivism after 
Modernism: The Art of Social Imagination after 1945 (Minneapolis, 2007), 77–78. 
103 Gilbert, ‘Art & Language and the Institutional Form in Anglo-American Collectivism’, 78. 
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working purely discursively and exhibiting text in archive-like settings, also 

mimicking an administrative aesthetics, formed, along with other collective and 

discursively working groups, a model for the collective gathering and sharing of 

knowledge. Other collective movements that should be mentioned are Fluxus and the 

Situationist International; the latter also included close collaboration between artists 

and theorists,104 which paved the way for later models of collective knowledge 

production, as we shall see in the case of Copenhagen Free University in Chapter 

Four.  

Something that unites Jones, Alpers and Gilberts is that they are telling their 

stories from the point of view of changes of the means of production of art, of how 

artists know the world and of how the constraints and conditions of art production 

change. Art production is thus understood as being dependent on technological and 

political changes in society and not as a universal, diachronic phenomenon. The case 

studies Jones present are all of artists who actively changed their working spaces, were 

able to oversee a production process and even give over parts of the production to 

others. This opposes the image of the genius as a medium for artistic expression, 

receiving inspiration almost passively and producing art without having words to 

describe it.   

The shift that took place in the 1960s in the US meant that artists got out of the 

studio and took up roles that were conventionally ascribed to ‘normal’ people, such as 

that of factory worker/manager or executive businessman. The artist became a figure 

that was a part of society rather than withdrawn from it, and who worked 

collaboratively. But this change could also have its limits, as seen when the 

educational system expanded and artists became teachers at universities and had to 

engage with big bureaucratic institutions. The sociologist of art Judith Adler 

investigates this problem in a study from 1979 called Artists in Offices: An 

Ethnography of an Academic Art Scene. She describes it as an ironic situation: the 

contrast between the employed artist’s dependence upon ‘the organization owning the 
                                                
 

104 Mikkel Bolt, ‘Den Sidste Avantgarde: Situationistisk Internationale hinsides Kunst og Politik’ 
(University of Copenhagen, 2004); Mikkel Bolt Rasmussen and Jakob Jakobsen, eds., Expect Anything, 
Fear Nothing: The Situationist Movement in Scandinavia and Elsewhere (Copenhagen, 2011). 
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means of his production’105 was seen as odd, as it did not fit the ‘older occupational 

image of the artist as a “free” (even if poor) professional.’106 How could an artist fit 

into the stereotype of an ‘organization man’,107 particularly when the artist had not 

organised the organisation him/herself and thus dictated the terms of their own 

sociality?  

Not only did artists work collectively, but sociological studies also began to 

argue that art was in fact a collective action. Sociologist Howard Becker, writing in 

1974, argues that art in its very production is based on a network of production: 

‘whatever the artist, so defined, does not do himself must be done by someone else. 

The artist thus works in the centre of a large network of cooperating people, all of 

whose work is essential to the final outcome.’108 A system of conventions gets 

embodied in ‘equipment, materials, training, available facilities and sites, systems of 

notation the like.’109 But it is the cooperative network that ‘creates value by the 

agreement of its members as to what is valuable. When new people successfully create 

a new world, which defines other conventions as embodying artistic value, all the 

participants in the old world who cannot make a place in the new one lose out.’110 Art 

production is thus tied to conventions, as they make it possible to collaborate, and 

these conventions are maintained through the cooperative network. To break 

conventions is thus more costly than maintaining them.  

The two sociological studies mentioned here, both from the 1970s, show that the 

advent of sociology with its focus on social activities gave rise to new perspectives on 

what art is, how it is produced and how it works. Moreover, the work process of the 

artist was also scrutinised, inevitably changing our way of defining what an artist is. 

Today collaborative practices are common and that the artist is part of (and dependent 

on) a network, a market and an art scene is widely accepted, hence also problematized, 

                                                
 

105 Judith E. Adler, Artists in Offices:	  An	  Ethnography	  of	  an	  Academic	  Art	  Scene (New Brunswick, 
2003), 6. 
106 Adler, Artists in Offices, 6. 
107 Adler, Artists in Offices, 6. 
108 Howard Becker, ‘Art As Collective Action’, American Sociological Review, 39/6 (1974), 769. 
109 Becker, ‘Art As Collective Action’, 772. 
110 Becker, ‘Art As Collective Action’, 774. 
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as seen in the learning projects of Tania Bruguera, Copenhagen Free University and 

Boris Buden. The shift in emphasis away from studio production has brought with it a 

questioning of the authorship of the artist. Another way in which authorship was 

challenged was through the de–skilling of the artist in the wake of the readymades of 

Marcel Duchamp in the 1910s, through to the advent of intellectual and immaterial 

labour as artistic practice in the 1990s and the rise of transdisciplinary studio 

practices.111 Both developments undo the manual work for which the artist was/is 

recognised, and in many ways do away with the need for a studio in which to produce.  

 

Social Engagement outside the Studio 
One thing that has drawn attention away from the studio is the social engagement with 

both individual and collective practices in the post-war period, which happened on an 

ideological level and often in contradistinction to established scenes and economies. 

The self-organised approach gained influence, and the focus on relations instead of 

aesthetic objects was tangible in both participatory and dematerialised art practices. 112 

The curator Okwui Enwezor claims that artist collectives tend to appear during 

moments of crisis and respond by putting social engagement and collective practices 

into relation. He speculates further on Benjamin’s idea of the author of producer and 

asks: what is the commitment of the artist under certain social conditions? His point is 

that: ‘Under the historical conditions of modernist reification, collective or 

collaborative practices (that is the making of an artwork by multiple authors across 

porous disciplinary lines) generate a radical critique of artistic ontology qua the artist 

and as such also question[s] the enduring legacy of the artist as an autonomous, 

individual within modernist art.’113 This point supports earlier approaches which 

questioned the autonomous modernist artist, and again it appears in relation to 

economic, social and political conditions. Even though, in order to be demonstrated 

                                                
 

111 Alex Coles, The Transdisciplinary Studio (Berlin, 2012), I; Roberts, The Intangibilities of Form. 
112 Bishop, Artificial Hells; Will Bradley and others, eds., Self-Organisation: Counter-Economic 
Strategies (New York, 2006); Lucy R Lippard, Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 
1966 to 1972; a Cross-Reference Book of Information on Some Esthetic Boundaries ... (New York, 
1973). 
113 Enwezor, ‘The Artist as Producer in Times of Crisis’. 
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fully, Enwezor’s claim would require a thorough empirical investigation of collectives 

in the twentieth century (something which Bishop’s work on participatory practices 

does114), it is telling that the claim that the artist is situated in relation to political 

realities is repeatedly and variously reformulated in order to challenge the image of the 

genius and to create instead the image of a collectively, socially and geo-politically 

engaged artist responding to contemporary social concerns. 

Becker and Enwezor give us two definitions of the social, one being the practical 

network of collaboration and the other being the ideological union of artists with a 

critical voice. A third and more sceptical definition of the social is characterised in 

terms of the artist going into the ‘wild’. The art historian Hal Foster provides a critique 

of this position in the article ‘The Artist as Ethnographer?’ The article critically 

discusses both what happens when the artist becomes socially engaged outside of the 

studio and from this opens up a discussion that will run implicitly throughout this 

thesis regarding the application of methods from academic disciplines in the arts: this 

amounts to another level of production in the form of methodological reflection on 

how one produces. Based on Benjamin’s ‘The Author as Producer’, Foster criticizes 

‘artists, critics, and historians alike’,115 who use ethnographic methods. The argument 

is that artists, when doing art projects in and with communities, end up focusing on 

their own interests while mistakenly considering themselves to be operating out of an 

interest in ‘the other’, through the application of an ethnographic methodology.  

Foster’s main critique of artists incorporating ethnographic methods into their 

practice, is that on the basis of the political belief in alterity – which views the truth as 

residing in the margins – causes the artist to employ ethnographic methods; but the 

transferral of these methods into the art system results in the marginalized, from whom 

the artist gets material for his/her artwork, being forgotten in the course of the 

promotion of the artist and the exhibition or cultural branding of their work. The art 

system and the economy of the exhibition prioritize the artist over the marginalized 

groups with whom they work, and minimise the motivation for engaging in in-depth, 
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long-term studies of and with them. After all, it is the artist who is mentioned on the 

poster and the press release.  

Foster also lists five reasons for why ethnography is attractive to artistic 

practices. It is a vehicle for enhancing, extending or displaying the following 

characteristics valued by the contemporary art world: belief in alterity, regarding 

culture as the object of study, taking a contextual approach, interdisciplinarity, and 

self-critique. In that sense, Foster acknowledges that there are relevant ethnographic 

tools that resonate with the arts. He nevertheless dismisses the marriage of art and 

ethnography and does so in the context of examples that superficially use ethnography 

within an economic and social system—one in which the artist does not self-critically 

view him/herself as implicated in terms of power relations.116 One might therefore 

object that the artist as ethnographer is rather a symptom of a lack of reflexivity and 

self-criticality on behalf of the artist and for this reason fails as a fulfilment of the 

proper requirements of ethnography. Thus one can argue that it is the nonreflexive 

employment of ethnography that Foster objects to, rather than the use of ethnography 

in the arts per se.  

Foster also objects to the spectacle of the exhibition and the art scene as an art 

market from which artists need attention to move on their careers. The economic 

dimension undermines the belief that art is transformative and not subordinate to the 

market. Are not art and economy two sides of the same thing, as the independent 

researcher Brian Holmes suggests?117 This rhetorical and also reductive question 

implies that the art object is perfect as a commodity and has all that a commodity 

needs in order to be fetishized like any other. Foster further contends that approaches 

                                                
 

116 Today, almost twenty years after the appearance of Foster’s article, many new approaches to 
ethnography and art have been developed, yet his critique still resonates. See Alex Coles, Site-
Specificity: The Ethnographic Turn (London, UK, 2000); Arnd Schneider and Christopher Wright, eds., 
Between Art and Anthropology: Contemporary Ethnographic Practice (2010); Musée du Quai Branly, 
‘L’artiste En Ethnographe’ (Paris, 2012), http://www.quaibranly.fr/en/programmation/scientific-
events/past-events/colloques-et-symposium/saison-2012/lartiste-en-ethnographe.html. 
117 Brian Holmes, ‘Three Crises: 30s - 70s - Today. Social Classes in Historical Flux’ (University of 
Copenhagen, 2013). 
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that leave the object behind in order to create situations and relations do not 

necessarily get away from this economic dimension.118  

A fourth notion of the social is the ‘technologically linked’, which seeks to 

engage and transform social, public spheres by using technology. In the 1960s-70’s, 

artists had already started using scientific methodologies, and the Centre for Advanced 

Visual Studies (CAVS) established in 1967 at the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology is an example of how artists collaborate with scientists and use 

technologies in their art. The founder of the centre, the Hungarian artist Gyorgy 

Kepes, who had come to the US after WWII like many other artists and intellectuals at 

MIT, aimed at a social engagement by intervening with sculptures in public space, 

believing it would be possible in this way to change people’s ideas of the social. The 

goal of the department was to shape and form environments artistically and to apply 

technology experimentally. The position was that the future generation could be 

educated through environments and environmental communities, which meant that 

applying technology was thus not enough in itself – it had to resonate with political 

aspects of society.119 One of the CAVS fellows, the Chilean artist Juan Downey, also 

applied anthropological methods when he travelled through America and gave his 

camera to indigenous tribes on the way, encouraging them to film themselves, each 

time screening the results at the next location. Technology at the time was highly 

influenced by systems theory and its ideology encouraged artists of the 1960s US 

avant-garde such as Les Levine and Jack Burnham to make radical artistic 

developments of it,120 as well as fostering the emergence of collectives based on a 

belief in, and a desire to develop, the political implications of self-organisation.121 

                                                
 

118 Jaime Stapleton’s doctoral thesis on knowledge economy and dematerialised art likewise argues that 
the escape from the object into conceptual art, where the contract took on the role of the object that was 
circulated on the art market, only led to a commodification of the contract and of intellectual property. 
See, Jaime Stapleton, ‘Art, Intellectual Property & the Knowledge Economy’ (Goldsmiths, University 
of London, 2003), 83–135 and 248–268. 
119 Gyorgy Kepes, ‘KEPES I’, Archive item No.: 91 ‘KEPES I’, CAVS Archive, Massachusetts	  
Institute	  of	  Technology,	  Cambridge; Gyorgy Kepes, ‘KEPES II’, Archive item No.: 92 ‘KEPES II’, 
CAVS Archive,	  Massachusetts	  Institute	  of	  Technology,	  Cambridge. 
120 Caroline A Jones, ‘Caroline A. Jones on Jack Burnham’s “Systems Esthetics” (1968)’, Artforum 
International, 51/1 (2012), 113–17. 
121 Bradley and others, Self-Organisation, 5. 
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Today, technological approaches to social engagement are seen for instance in 

software, digital and interactive art, which aim to respond critically, among other 

things, to questions of surveillance, social control and copyright.122  

It may be that the artist has become a producer who reflects upon and is 

committed to a political situation, knows how and why s/he is producing art and 

communicates this to others in collective actions of creation or in collaborative 

projects. But toward the end of the twentieth century, theorists like Holmes and Foster 

problematize the notion that it is possible to be outside of the economy, to resist the 

market and to provoke change in the mode Benjamin suggested. Still, the idea of the 

solitary artist in the studio has been displaced by the image of an artist who is socially 

and collectively engaged and working with a strong interdisciplinary awareness of 

what and how s/he produces and how it relates to the social. These are some of the 

developments that lead to the emergence of artistic and curatorial research and a 

higher awareness of the place of methodology in art practices, topics which we shall 

return to below.  

At the time of Benjamin, the artist as producer held a political position with 

agency, through an embedded way of working and organising work as an artist among 

‘traditional’ workers in factories and similar working environments. In the mid–

twentieth century, there was a further move away from the studio, also involving an 

engagement with the means of production, which, however, simultaneously blurs the 

clearly defined agency and capacity for social change which characterises Benjamin’s 

producer: for artists like Warhol and Stella became economic entrepreneurs or 

executives with an interest in making profit, while other artists found themselves 

working in educational institutions where they were required to submit to the means of 

production. However, the idea of the collective persisted, both as artistic practices 

came under sociological scrutiny as an always collaborative practice, and as social 

organisation and engagement became a way of defining one’s own sociality in 

opposition to the state or other organising forces. Artists take to collective organisation 
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during times of crisis as a means of solidarity, however, critique hits the social 

engagement within communities of the individual artist, who is anyhow always 

already embedded in structures of profit, branding and career nurture rather than 

helpful for the community. 

At the end of the twentieth century, there were many socially engaged practices, 

but their entanglement with economic interests makes their politics less clear than 

would have been the case at the time of Benjamin. The complex entanglement 

between radical practices and economic interests is clearly revealed in the influential 

study by French sociologists Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, presented in their well-

known book The New Spirit of Capitalism published in French in 1999.123 They show 

that by the 1990s, a new spirit of capitalism has swallowed the practices and words of 

the alternative and self-organised strategies of the radical and self-organised creative 

world of the 1960s, especially in terms of their used of anti-hierarchical, creative and 

flexible modes of organisation. Once progressive terms are now part of a business 

lingo tailored to efficiency and growth, in a reversal of the way artists had 

appropriated terms from the business world, such as producer, executive and 

entrepreneur, just before and after WWII. The economic and the avant-garde are 

embedded in the role of the artist as producer, and whether such a figure is 

transforming society or merely profiting from its markets and desires, is open to 

discussion. To better understand the economic side of knowledge production, the next 

section looks into its economic genealogy. 

 

I Produce Knowledge: Knowledge Economy  
What makes it possible to say ‘I produce knowledge?’ The most elaborate conceptual 

starting point for the terminological genealogy of knowledge production124 is 

                                                
 

123 Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism (London, 2005). 
124 Again, it is worth remembering that knowledge production, despite being such a widely used term, 
does not have a Wikipedia-entry, nor does it appear in the Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie. A 
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usage increases until 1983, when there is a small drop in usage followed by a rapid increase peaking in 
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in usage in 1983 seem to correspond with the publications of the economist Machlup’s two books on 
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economics, more specifically, the discourse around the knowledge economy, which 

became prominent in economic theory in the second half of the twentieth century. 

Until then, the primary focus of economics was on questions such as how to allocate 

scarce means (resources available in a given society) to serve a given set of ends 

(needs of society), but this shifted around that time towards a focus on the market as a 

processor of information or knowledge that would distribute means through its 

adaptable character.125 In this section we shall focus on two economists from the 

influential Austrian School, Friedrich Hayek and Fritz Machlup whose ideas, 

developed from the middle of the twentieth century onwards, marked educational 

policy towards the end of the century, when educators and policy makers more or less 

globally incorporated knowledge economy into discussions of both the ideological and 

the economic value of education, moving toward a skills-based and outcome-focused 

educational system. 

 

The Austrian School and Neoliberal Knowledge Economy 1940s-1980s 
Knowledge has been part of economic theory at least since, for instance, Marx and 

Adam Smith,126 but it is in the twentieth century that the value of knowledge as a 

means of creating economic output undergoes thorough theorisation and empirical 

investigation. Hayek had in the 1940s already introduced the idea of knowledge as 

playing a key role in the production process, and he exerted a great influence on 

neoliberal thinkers of the latter part of the twentieth century through the creation in 

1947 of the exclusive and influential thought collective, Mont Pèllerin Society.127 

Some of this group´s members came from the school of economic thought known as 

the Austrian School, including Hayek, Machlup and Ludwig von Mises. The economic 

                                                                                                                                                            
 

knowledge production in 1962 and 1980 to which we shall turn shortly. See Appendix 2 and Hühn, 
Kranz and Tinner, Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie. 
125 Philip Mirowski, ‘Detailed Outline INET Lectures on Economics of Knowledge. Version 2.3’ 
(Institute for New Economic Thinking, 2013). 
126 Holert, ‘Unmittelbare Produktivkraft?’, 227; Fritz Machlup, The Production and Distribution of 
Knowledge in the United States (Princeton, 1962), 5. 
127 David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (New York, 2005); Philip Mirowski and Dieter 
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historian Philip Mirowski calls them Neoliberals of Austrian heritage and believes that 

the Mont Pèllerin Society ‘served as a command center for the early phases of the 

establishment of Neoliberal Thought; Neoliberalism was the prime incubator within 

the modern political economy, which elevated the status of knowledge in the later 

twentieth century.’128 With regular seminars led by Mises in Vienna in the pre-war 

period, this fourth generation of Austrian economists strongly influenced one another, 

continuing to do so after many of them had to flee from Austria due to WWII (in 

parallel with the artistic avant-garde), when they obtained positions in esteemed 

universities in the USA.129 Hayek wrote his article on the use of knowledge in society 

during WWII, when he was given an appointment at the London School of 

Economics. He showed, using the price system as an example, how production is 

easily regulated when prices of materials decrease or increase. Knowing that the price 

of copper, for example, is higher than normal, is enough information for the 

production manager to decide to buy less or otherwise reorganise the production 

process. The production manager does not need to know why the price increased, only 

that it increased. As such, the price system is a system of knowledge that allows for an 

efficient organisation of production processes by providing just the exact knowledge 

needed.130 It coordinates a large chain of decisions. 

Hayek argued for contingency in market design and believed in the self-

organisation of markets. In 1974 he received the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic 

Sciences for his work on knowledge and economy. He argued in his prize lecture, ‘The 

Pretence of Knowledge’, that economists can never obtain enough knowledge of the 

market to be able to create the exact equations and policies that would be needed to 

guide it effectively.131 Limited and precise knowledge is therefore desirable in a 

contingent market economy that self-organises and can change any moment. 
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The economy of knowledge is developed in the distinct moment of the 1940s, 

within an interdisciplinary milieu formed of displaced thinkers of the post-war period 

working between economics, game theory and cybernetics, as Mirowski notes.132 

However, the interdisciplinary milieu did not foster a clear and specific terminology. 

Thus Mirowski criticises the way the term ‘knowledge’ was used among these 

thinkers: it is clear that there is a confusion of ‘knowledge’ in a philosophical sense 

with information in the sense of pure data or lack of disorder; from the outset, the 

terms are not distinguished in economics.133  

It has been the interest of economics from the beginning of capitalism to 

understand the source of the wealth of nations. But the idea that the delivery of 

knowledge and its production could be measured as part of the national economy was 

something new when it emerged in the 1960s.134 Machlup was the first to make a 

thorough study of knowledge in production with his 1962 book The Production and 

Distribution of Knowledge in the United States. The study revealed that labour based 

on knowledge delivery had increased significantly in the US in the first part of the 

twentieth century, and he correctly foresaw that it would continue to do so in the 

future. Scholars like Michael Hardt, Antonio Negri, Chantal Mouffe, Maurizio 

Lazzarato and other critics of post-Fordist society and immaterial labour have 

criticised this development from manual to immaterial labour. In their accounts, the 

workforce which focuses on cultivating service skills and entrepreneurship, 

developing ideas and affect, is less protected in the organisation of labour than 

previously dominant forms of labour: characterised by freelance work, a lack of 

unions and a pressure to work all the time, beyond any fixed schedule, the members of 

this workforce are subjectified as the cognitive proletariat, whose growth is a sign of 

                                                                                                                                                            
 

William Connolly, The Fragility of Things: Self-Organizing Processes, Neoliberal Fantasies, and 
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increasing inequality on a global scale.135 This critique foreshadows the thematic of 

the learning projects analysed in Chapter Four, where we shall come back to and 

expand upon these ideas; at this stage, we will focus on developing an understanding 

of attempt to grasp Machlup’s economic definition of knowledge production. 

Machlup’s definition of knowledge production serves here as a representation of 

what knowledge production means in economics from the 1960s until the 1980s. With 

his two books on the subject from 1962, and the revised and expanded version from 

1980, he had a strong position in the field. To understand Machlup’s concept of 

knowledge production I propose four particular notions as relevant: knowledge, 

productivity, production and outcome. They are all interwoven, but can be defined 

separately. Knowledge should be understood in its expanded meaning – comprising all 

sorts of communication, verbal as well as non-verbal, mundane as well as taught:136 

‘with regard to all schemes of classification of knowledge, I believe that an objective 

interpretation according to what is known will be less satisfactory than a subjective 

interpretation according to the meaning which the knower attaches to the known, that 

is, who knows and why and what for.’137 As the quotation says, knowledge is 

everywhere, not only as a result of education and scientific study, but also in terms of 

what one knows from everyday life. It is both the state of knowing and the known, it is 

information, news, business communication, small talk, commercials, science, art, 

etc.: above all, it is subjective and context specific. 

For knowledge to be part of knowledge production, however, it has to be 

measurable in the national economy. It has to result, at some point, in productivity, 

with an economic outcome through a paid service. For Machlup, knowledge is not 

about content, rather it is the exchange and the use of it: ‘by production of knowledge 

we understand any human (or human induced) activity effectively designed to create, 
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alter, or confirm in a human mind  – one’s own or anyone else’s – a meaningful 

apperception, awareness, cognizance, or consciousness of whatever it may be.’138 He 

divides people into knowledge producers and knowledge receivers, and argues that 

knowledge is produced in the receiver when they receive knowledge from the 

producer, who transports, transforms, processes, interprets or creates knowledge. Only 

if the receiver eventually uses the knowledge received economically and productively 

will it be recognised as knowledge production in an economic sense.139 Enhanced 

productivity and efficiency is thus key. This also applies to the production of 

knowledge that is geared towards future investment, for example when a company 

produces knowledge that should reduce costs or improve their products.140  

This conception of knowledge is tied to the understanding of production as 

existing only in relation to valuable input – that is, ‘valued in terms of foregone 

opportunities’, those which one could have had, had one not invested the money  – and 

valuable output – ‘valued in terms of someone’s willingness to pay for it.’141 The input 

cannot be free, that is, it has to exclude an opportunity of other outputs, and the output 

has to be wanted by someone. Thereby, the production of knowledge will appear in the 

Gross National Product (GNP) and can be interpreted as ‘an expression of the value of 

the services rendered.’142 

As knowledge can now be measured in the GNP it can also be targeted to 

increase the GNP. Thereby, knowledge production becomes an outcome of an 

allocation of resources: money is invested in education, this encourages growth, which 

in return gives more money to education. In this part of the argument Machlup 

recognises the importance of traditional knowledge production, that which takes place 
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in universities and other educational institutions. The more people are educated, the 

more knowledge circulates in society, meaning more economic growth.143  

In his second book from 1980, Machlup also devotes a section to knowledge 

production and the arts. In the paragraph about visual arts he suggests that a realistic 

painting ‘lends itself more easily to verbal reasoning’144 than abstract art, because one 

can associate the objects and scenes depicted with earlier lived experience. With 

sculpture, it is the imagination of touch that activates knowledge, and there is more 

appeal to the senses than to intelligence: here, ‘knowledge comprises the nonverbal 

feelings and the nonverbal thoughts, along with the verbalized thoughts in the 

recipient’s mind.’145 In the 1962 book he had already confirmed how we all ‘“know” 

Leonardo’s Mona Lisa, Michelangelo’s Moses, Bach’s Italian Concerto, no less than 

we “know” Goethe’s Faust, Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, and Gibbon’s Decline 

and Fall of the Roman Empire. All these are objects of intellectual knowledge.’146 

Visual arts are thus not excluded from Machlup’s idea of knowledge production; 

in fact he seems to be the very first to write about knowledge production in the arts - at 

least a decade before the writers of the critical art scene take up the term - and even 

knowledge acquired/transmitted through the senses and nonverbal communication is 

included in his conception. However, he does not explain how this visual arts 

knowledge is useful in the economic production of knowledge, and as we shall see 

later, the way in which actors within visual arts have defined knowledge production is 

quite in opposition to the outcome–based ideology of Machlup. 

   

The four notions derived from Machlup’s definition of knowledge production that I 

have highlighted here – knowledge, productivity, production and outcome – clearly 

show that Machlup emphasises the movement and use of knowledge, not the content. 

This emphasis is useful for him as he wants to make knowledge production a part of 

the economic toolbox. He excludes all knowledge that does not have an economic 
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output in order to focus only on the knowledge that is marked by an economic 

transaction and which is thus visible in the national economy. The aims are economic 

growth, efficiency, productivity, cost reduction and product improvement. And these 

aims can be achieved by allocating more resources in the educational sector and via 

each educated individual who plays a role in the transmission of knowledge. The 

educated individual has ‘human capital’ (a term Machlup mentions at least twice,147 

once within double quotation marks), which is obtained through education. Machlup 

develops the notion of human capital in the 1960’s, alongside American economists 

Theodore Schultz and Gary Becker, receivers of the Nobel Memorial Prize in 

Economic Sciences in 1979 and 1992 respectively, who developed the concept in 

relation to education.148 In this context, education is an investment that secures a 

future economic return, not a social or intellectually meaningful return based on 

interest, curiosity or the German idea of Bildung (to which we shall return in Chapter 

Four in the analysis of Boris Buden’s Learning Place); this idea has inspired many 

developing countries and international organisations to invest in education.149   

Apart from the term human capital, Machlup and his colleagues also developed 

the notions of information society, knowledge worker and knowledge economy. 

Nowadays these have become the subjects of policies not only in the West, but 

globally,150 and have been problematized in this regard by Hardt, Lazzarato, Mouffe 

and Negri. This way of understanding knowledge and production is quite different 

from the one Walter Benjamin argued for in his appraisal of the author as producer. 

Rather than being recognised as part of the system of production in order to provoke 

revolutionary change in Marxian terms, Machlup’s knowledge worker is meant to 

increase capitalist growth, productivity and efficiency through knowledge. If one 
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thinks of an artist like Andy Warhol, it is clear that after WWII, artists begin coming 

out of the studio not only to intervene in the social, but also to play with the market to 

their own advantage. In fact, Foster’s critique of the artist as ethnographer works 

because the art market disturbs the supposedly politically and socially good artistic 

activity by favouring the market around the individual artist rather than the collectivity 

of people.  

In the first half of the twentieth century, Benjamin’s text describes a clear 

procedure for intervening in production in a way that to him is politically coherent. 

That there is no prescription for the “good” or the “bad” in the second half of the 

twentieth century is further confirmed by the notable number of shared terms and 

philosophical references among neoliberal economists and socially engaged artists in 

the 1940-1970s. It was the idea of self-organisation that both inspired Hayek to make 

his analysis of the market as a system that would self-regulate based on, for example, 

knowledge of prices,151 and which paved the way for ideological, social art outside of 

the studio in the 1960s, of the kind mentioned in the first part of this chapter. Self-

organisation came out of process philosophy and developments in science, for instance 

American mathematician Claude Shannon’s information theory and the work of the 

participants in the Macy Conferences on Cybernetics, among others English 

anthropologists Gregory Bateson and Margaret Mead. These conferences might have 

been common points of inspiration.152 If this is the case, it complicates the point that 

Boltanski and Chiapello put forward in The New Spirit of Capitalism, namely that the 

new spirit of capitalism has taken over the creative language and strategies of the 

alternative and self-organised strategies of the 1960s. This might suggest that the 

flexible concept of cybernetics led to two very different practices, neoliberalism and 

alternative arts, and that this is why the new spirit of capitalism had the conceptual 

grounds with which to adapt the creative language and practice. Neoliberalism and 
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parts of the alternative, self-organised art scene should, however, instead be seen as 

two very different developments of systems and information theory, each with its own 

goal in mind: productivity and efficiency to enhance economic growth on the one 

hand, and on the other, alternative ways of organising in resistance to the ways society 

organises subjects.  

The development of knowledge production takes another twist in the 1990s, 

when new ways of producing knowledge – which one may see as effects of the 

implementation of the economic theory of Machlup and others – are described in a 

diagnostic and influential publication on higher education, The New Production of 

Knowledge: Dynamics of Science and Research in Contemporary Societies.153 This 

publication changed educational policy in the EU and elsewhere, and was 

implemented with reforms in Denmark, for instance, in the early 2000s.154 These 

reforms sought more interaction with industry, and within the arts this paved the way 

for more collaboration between universities and art institutions. The ideology of The 

New Production of Knowledge is thus potentially rather significant for the 

development of institutional artistic and curatorial research in the arts, forming a 

bridge from Machlup’s theory of the 1960s to today’s contemporary art. However, a 

crucial difference between Machlup’s knowledge economy and The New Production 

of Knowledge is the relationship with governmental aid. Machlup was less in favour of 

governmental aid, echoing Hayek’s ideas about the free and self-regulated market. 

According to this perspective, knowledge production should be carried out on the 

basis that it is self-financing and generates its own profits through the consumption of 

the knowledge product.155 The New Production of Knowledge, as described in the next 
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section, was aimed at policy-making and thus sought to intervene in education through 

state intervention and governmental aid.156 

 

Knowledge Economy in Higher Education 1990s-2010s 
In the 1990s, educators developed and expanded the view of knowledge as a good in 

relation to academic research, through the above–mentioned The New Production of 

Knowledge. It was written by a group of rather influential scholars and administrators 

who were instrumental in effecting changes in higher education.157 The positions that 

they have held reflect their institutional and policy-making power in higher education 

since the 1970s. Michael Gibbons has been Director of the Science Policy Research 

Unit at the University of Sussex (1992-96) and Secretary General of the Association of 

Commonwealth Universities (1996-2004); Helga Nowotny has been Chair of EURAB, 

the European Research Advisory Board of the European Commission (2001-2006) and 

President of the European Research Council (2010-2013); Simon Schwartzman 

worked for the World Bank (2002) and OECD (2003, 2006 and 2008), assessing and 

diagnosing issues around higher education in Latin America; and Peter Scott has been 

Vice-Chancellor of Kingston University since 1998. The latter has announced his 

approval of the increased role played by administrative positions in higher 

education158 and Trow had already published an article in 1970 about the expansion of 

higher education in the US (which was also taking place because of the growing post-

war generations) and its consequences for universities. Using the case of the 

increasing number of black students entering universities in the 1960s, he argues that 

the university should not give in to the populist demands of the black population, 

because the inclusion in higher education of the political and radical ideas of black 

                                                
 

156 I am grateful to Jaime Stapleton for pointing out this difference between Machlup and The New 
Production of Knowledge. Interview with author, 9 December, 2013.  
157 The authors are British physicist Michael Gordon Gibbons, French historian of science and 
technology Camille Limoges, Austrian sociologist of science Helga Nowotny, Brazilian sociologist of 
science, technology and education Simon Schwartzman, British historian and educationalist Peter Scott 
and North American sociologist of education Martin Trow. They are referred to in the following as 
Gibbons et.al. 
158 John Gill, ‘Move over Dons, Administrators Now Rule, Says v-C’, Times Higher Education 
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/news/move-over-dons-administrators-now-rule-says-v-
c/406110.article. 
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liberation had destabilised its function. Basically, he continues, the university should 

maintain its ‘unique qualities as a centre for basic inquiry and rational discussion of 

issues, as a source of new ideas and critical examination of existing policy and 

practice, and as a training ground for the variety of professions and semi-professions 

whose skills are in such short supply in the areas of urban problems.’159 In short, the 

university is not a site for political struggle, but an institution that administers and 

trains professionals to examine existing policies and solve problems outside the 

university. This view, as we shall see, is further developed in The New Production of 

Knowledge.  

The outset of the book was directed toward policy-making (especially the last 

chapter):160 it received critique for its lack of empirical material, historical facts and 

coherence,161 and was seen as representing rather a political ideology of higher 

education,162 which for many writers on arts education today has translated into 

reality.163 In terms of the critiques, I agree with this last point, as the report’s main 

concept, ‘mode 2 knowledge production’ fits well with subsequent developments of 

the educational system, as exemplified by the Bologna declaration in Europe, which 

equalised higher education by introducing BA and MA degrees in all countries in all 

types of education; in this way, the report’s intentions for policy-making were 

successfully met.164  

Mode 2 knowledge production is opposed to ‘traditional’ ways of producing 

knowledge, i.e. ‘mode 1 knowledge production’, by being interdisciplinary, 

collaborative, problem–solving, temporal, having a context of application and 

employing researchers only as long as they can help solve the problem. The problem is 
                                                
 

159 Martin Trow, ‘Reflections on the Transition from Mass to Universal Higher Education’, Daedalus, 
99/1 (1970), 21. 
160 Steve Fuller, ‘Is There Life for Sociological Theory after the Sociology of Sociology?’, The Journal 
of the British Sociological Association, 29/1 (1995), 159; Gorm Hansen, ‘Adapting in the Knowledge 
Economy’, 40. 
161 Laurens K. Hessels and Harro van Lente, ‘Re-Thinking New Knowledge Production: A Literature 
Review and a Research Agenda’, Research Policy, 37/4 (2008), 740–60. 
162 Benoit Godin, ‘Writing Performative History: The New New Atlantis?’, Social Studies of Science, 
28/3 (1998), 465–83. 
163 Mikkel Bogh, ‘Borderlands: The Art School Between the Academy and Higher Education’, in 
Rethinking the Contemporary Art School: The Artist, the PhD, and the Academy (Halifax, 2009), 66. 
164 The Bologna Declaration, 6. 
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what defines and initiates the research project. To clarify the difference between 

modes 1 and 2, I have developed a scheme showed below based on chapters one and 

two of The New Production of Knowledge. In short, the scheme shows that mode 1 

knowledge classifies as ‘old’ university knowledge production, where academics work 

within the confined frame of the university and their discipline, which also evaluate 

the relevance and academic standard of the research. Funding is stable and canalised 

via the university, which is why mode 1 knowledge production maintains the 

hierarchy of the university and the discipline. Because of the system of long-term 

hiring, academics often engage in homogeneous research. An example could be a 

literature professor with a specialism in a geographical area, who might study new 

authors from that area, but however stays within the limit of this sub-discipline. Mode 

2 knowledge production, on the contrary, is knowledge production in research projects 

which aim to set and solve a problem within the specific context where the problem 

exists. Such research projects have to make it possible to apply its results in that 

context. The projects are thus short–term and researchers are hired for the time it takes 

to solve the part of the problem that fits with their research qualities. This process 

often draws on many disciplines, hence its interdisciplinarity. Funding is external and 

the research might not take place at the university at all, but in NGOs, governmental 

departments, commercial or medical companies, independent research centres and the 

like. Such a research project is evaluated for its successful application. An example 

could be a medical company trying to find a cancer treatment, which necessitates 

many phases of research, testing, development and finally a hopefully successful 

application among cancer patients.   
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 Mode 1 Mode 2 
What and who Science and scientists Knowledge and practitioners 
Problem Set and solved in a context governed 

by the largely academic interests of a 
specific community 

Set, solved and carried out in a 
context of application 

Disciplines Disciplinary Transdisciplinary 
Growth Homogeneous: more of the same 

research by more of the same 
researchers in the discipline 

Heterogeneous: local problems 
prompt new theoretical structures, 
research methods and modes of 
practice. Solving a problem, not 
maintaining a discipline 

Site University Mix of research institutes including 
universities, NGOs, governmental 
research institutions and other sites 

Relation to society Distance Socially and financially accountable. 
Reflexive 

Quality control Assessment by peers Social, political and economic 
interests define what is useful 
research. Socially distributed 
knowledge 

Organisational 
structure 

Stable and at the university Unpredictable, taking shape according 
to the research project. Focus on 
collaboration 

Technology (No specifics mentioned) Dependent on computer technology 
Power structure Hierarchical, conserving its form Heteroarchical and transient 
Funding Public funding channelled through 

the university 
The ability to raise funds becomes in 
itself an indicator of success. You 
have to convince external partners of 
the value of your research project and 
be continuously active. Based on 
justification in terms of applications 
of the research 

Communication and 
sites 

University, peer-reviewed journals, 
conferences 

Across universities, industries, 
governments, research institutes, 
funding apparatuses, public debate 
etc. 

Working conditions Staying within the discipline, long–
term hiring 

Experts from different areas hired to 
contribute for as long as they are 
relevant for solving the problem. 
Transient 

Method First principles and universal rules Empirical method 
 
Figure 5: Key workings of mode 2 knowledge production, in comparison with mode 1. Based on 
chapters one and two of The New Production of Knowledge. 
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The division between traditional, disciplinary, detached and long-term 

knowledge production and mode 2 knowledge production is, following critics, 

problematic because the definition of mode 1 is ideal and non-existent.165 Instead, ‘[i]f 

knowledge production promises to be more “fluid” and “dynamic,” than it has been in 

the past, that is only because a final important institutional barrier to the spread of 

capitalism - the value structure implicit in academic forms of knowledge - is now in 

the process of being dismantled,’166 says sociologist of science and technology studies 

Steve Fuller. He attributes the notion of fluid knowledge production and its relevance 

to society to another economist from the Austrian School, a contemporary of Machlup, 

Alfred Schutz, who highlighted the relation between knowledge and everyday life 

using phenomenology.167   

 In a second book following up on the first, Gibbons et. al. further justify the 

advent of mode 2 knowledge production with reference to the advent of the mode 2 

society. Mode 2 society is neither Ulrich Beck’s well-known idea of the risk 

society,168 nor the neoliberal economists’ knowledge society. The notion of risk 

society is ‘too fluid, too allusive, too regressive even’, and the knowledge society, 

‘which emphasizes the scientific-technical-economic axis of change, is too linear, too 

cool, too deterministic.’169 The differences between mode 2 knowledge production and 

the latter could be questioned, following Fuller, as they seem to converge in terms of 

the focus on outcome in Machlup’s model and on application in the mode 2 

framework. However, Gibbons et. al. argue that neither of these models elaborate on 

the changes in science that have taken place in the twentieth century, and thus they 

                                                
 

165 Fuller, ‘Is There Life for Sociological Theory after the Sociology of Sociology?’, 159. 
166 Fuller, ‘Is There Life for Sociological Theory after the Sociology of Sociology?’, 159. 
167 Steve Fuller, Is There Life for Sociological Theory after the Sociology of Sociology?; Christopher 
Prendergast, ‘Alfred Schutz and the Austrian School of Economics’, American Journal of Sociology, 
92/1 (1986), 1–26. Machlup and Schultz were close friends and colleagues and inspired one another in 
their work; see Helmut R Wagner, Alfred Schutz: An Intellectual Biography (Chicago, 1983), 166–168.  
168 Ulrich Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity (London, 1992). 
169 This book is written only by three of the five authors of The New Production of Knowledge, but the 
three authors are still referred to as Gibbons et. al. in the following. Helga Nowotny, Peter Scott and 
Michael Gibbons, Re-Thinking Science: Knowledge and the Public in an Age of Uncertainty 
(Cambridge, 2001), 18. 
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look instead to the anthropologist Bruno Latour’s science and technology studies170 

and sociologists Anthony Giddens, Scott Lash and Ulrich Beck’s understanding of 

reflexive modernization as characterised by complexity and uncertainty.171 Their, 

Gibbons et. al., approach, relating developments in science and research with societal 

developments, leads to the conclusion that science and society now meet in the agora: 

science speaks to society, but society also speaks back. This dialogical communication 

takes place because knowledge production is now located more within society, and 

society has transgressed into the realm of knowledge production. Problems, and thus 

good science, are defined not only in terms of relations among peers, but also through 

society, and this happens because non-academics participate more in the research, or at 

least directly influence it, as they are part of the problem that has to be solved. Taking 

up such a position, the authors argue that the voice of the scientist can no longer be 

specialised. To solve a problem, language has to be collective and the discipline of the 

researcher can no longer be the sole authority over the research; rather, this must come 

from people in and around the research project. Knowledge thereby becomes socially 

robust as it is distributed and on trial among a social corpus that is composed not only 

of peers.172 

While Gibbons et. al. argue that research now takes place in the agora and 

therefore is socially strong and collective in a way that de-specialises the voice of the 

scientist, one can also make the counter–argument that today we see research projects 

where the specialised knowledge of an academic or scientist is of benefit for the 

                                                
 

170 Gibbons et. al. refer to Latour’s ’culture of research’ without giving further references, and one can 
assume that they must be referring more specifically to Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar, Laboratory 
Life: The Social Construction of Scientific Facts (Beverly Hills, 1979) and Bruno Latour, Science in 
Action: How to Follow Scientists and Engineers through Society (Cambridge, 1987), in which Latour 
and Woolgar show how scientific results are produced through relations between scientists and the 
materials they work with throughout the process in the laboratory. In three instances in the course of the 
book, Gibbons et. al. refer to a two–page article by Latour titled ‘From the World of Science to the 
World of Research?’, Science, 280/5361 (1998), 208–9, in which he describes the difference between 
science, belonging to Modernism, and research, as belonging to the present. He describes briefly his 
studies of scientists and emphasises how the barrier between science and society has been increasingly 
diminished.  
171 Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens and Scott Lash, Reflexive Modernization: Politics, Tradition and 
Aesthetics in the Modern Social Order (Stanford, 1994). 
172 Nowotny, Scott and Gibbons, Re-Thinking Science, 245–249. 
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research.173 Also, recent studies show that implementation of mode 2 knowledge 

production in the Danish context has not been particularly successful in terms of the 

research output.174 Chasing funding opportunities and the management of the big 

research projects takes away focus from the research itself, and also centralises 

research funding on a relatively small number of disciplines and areas (those that can 

justify their need in the public sphere). This has meant the decline of smaller areas and 

the kind of research that does not have an immediately identifiable purposeful or 

provide a measurable outcome – just as Machlup argued should happen. What he, and 

possibly the authors and advocators of mode 2 knowledge production, have 

overlooked, is that the focus on economically and justifiably robust projects destroys 

scientific biodiversity and unnecessarily maintains the split between society and 

university (this is a line of argument I further develop in the analysis of Home Works 

in Chapter Three, by showing that interdisciplinary research events set in the public 

sphere benefit from taking an open approach, i.e. not aiming for an outcome or 

application of the research, in terms of development of research formats and 

collaboration across disciplines).  One might ask whether the argument of Gibbons et. 

al. for research being socially strong is not in fact a justification for economically 

strong research.  

 

This section has shown the interdependence between knowledge production, education 

and economy. Knowledge production as a term was first developed in economics 

(1940-1980s) and later in higher education (from 1990s). In economics, knowledge is 

expanded to refer to any human–induced activity received by another human and used 

as or in a measurable economic transaction. Knowledge production thus is an action 

everyone does and has the capacity to do. This opening up of the term knowledge to 

encompass almost any transfer of information, on the one hand effectively does away 

with autonomous higher educational knowledge, and on the other hand acknowledges 
                                                
 

173 See for instance the cross-disciplinary research project evolving around the topic of the 
Anthropocene, ‘Anthropocene Campus’, http://www.anthropocene-
curriculum.org/login.action;jsessionid=1FC1231DFC32DA4079538EF275321D0C?os_destination=%2
Findex.action. 
174 Gorm Hansen, ‘Adapting in the Knowledge Economy’. 
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that higher education provides the tools to manage and use knowledge in the wider 

sense. Knowledge and education become a measurement of a country’s (potential) 

value and growth in a neoliberal economy, and education becomes an investment for 

the individual in the shape of human capital.  

In higher education, knowledge production is a mode of understanding research, 

a diagnosis of how research production has changed in the twentieth century. Despite 

the dispute of this claim, the description of mode 2 knowledge production goes hand 

in hand with parts of the knowledge economy, and has been implemented in many 

countries. Again, context is valued more highly than content, and the utility of the 

knowledge produced is increasingly seen as crucial. Relevance is thus externally 

determined, funding assigned likewise, with the result that the relation to society 

seems closer. Working with problem-solving research questions and having a context 

of application entails that one works with contemporary, current issues and often in a 

transdisciplinary way.  

Today we can observe a number of responses to these two developments. 

Adherents to the knowledge economy perspective argue that if education is an 

investment and commodity, then each individual should have to pay for it him/herself. 

This has resulted in debt crises among students in for instance the US, the United 

Kingdom and Chile of quite severe proportions.175 Another example is the transient 

character of mode 2 knowledge production, which has also been applied in universities 

and which has worsened the working conditions of academic knowledge workers 

                                                
 

175 2011 was the year in which many students took to the street to protest against student debt. In the US 
and the UK, the occupy movement was leading in this role, whereas in Chile, the student movement 
was led by students at the different universities. However, the protesters do not seem to be have been 
heard: even after three years, the students are still demonstrating in Santiago de Chile and the UK 
government is researching possibilities for changes in the student debt organisation that will increase 
fees further and make universities hold the loans belonging to their own graduates, placing the 
university and the student in a direct, economic relationship without involving third parties. For a small 
and general selection of articles and projects on the topic, see ‘OCCUPY STUDENT DEBT’, OCCUPY 
STUDENT DEBT , http://occupystudentdebt.tumblr.com/; Patrick Collinson and Natasha Wynarczyk, 
‘Student Loans – How the Debt Racks up’, The Guardian, 12 August 2011, section Money, 
http://www.theguardian.com/money/2011/aug/12/student-loan-how-debt-racks-up; Chris Crook, ‘New 
Student Loan Model Discussed’, BBC News (29 July 2014), Policy edition, section BBC Newsnight, 
http://www.bbc.com/news/education-28528824; Ediciones El País, ‘Bachelet enfrenta su primera gran 
manifestación por la reforma educativa’, EL PAÍS, 5 September 2014 
http://internacional.elpais.com/internacional/2014/05/09/actualidad/1399602749_137014.html. 
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critically176 The critique of economic and higher education knowledge production has 

been articulated for some decades,177 so why does the concept of knowledge 

production continue to seep into the arts, and more crucially parts of the critical, even 

radical parts of the art scene? 

 

I Produce Knowledge in the Arts 
Having traced notions of production in the arts and knowledge production in economy 

and higher education, it is now the time to ask what makes it possible to say ‘I produce 

knowledge in the arts?’ Curators and theorists have used the concept of knowledge 

production since the late 1990s and early 2000s in contemporary art written discourse. 

It appears as a given that ‘art produces knowledge’, yet few describe how and few 

directly consider the terminology of the word and its implications. In the following I 

look more closely at the use of the concept, beginning with some of the first and most 

significant uses of the term in an artistic context. The section continues with a close 

examination of the term in relation to the ‘new institutionalism’ enacting knowledge 

production around the millennium, an anthology on knowledge production published 

in 2006 and reflections which took place at art academies in relation to the term. 

 

Early Discursive Genealogy: Late 1990s till Early 2000s  
Some of the earliest texts I have been able to find in which knowledge production is 

used in relation to art, are Caroline A. Jones and Peter Galison’s introduction to the 

book Picturing Science, Producing Art from 1998,178 Irit Rogoff’s paper ‘What is a 

Theorist?’,179 given at the seminar Was Ist Ein Künstler? in 2001180 and curator and 

                                                
 

176 Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning & Black Study (New York, 
2013). 
177 Lazzarato, ‘Immaterial Labor’, 132–46; Hardt and Negri, Empire; Emma Dowling, Rodrigo Nunes 
and Ben Trott, ‘Immaterial and Affective Labour: Explored’, Ephemera Journal, 7/1 (2007), 1–7. 
178 Jones, Galison and Slaton, Picturing Science, Producing Art. 
179 Irit Rogoff, ‘What Is a Theorist?’, in Was Ist Ein Kunstler. Das Subjekt Der Modernen Kunst, ed. by 
Katharina Sykora and others, Wilhelm Fink Verlag (München, 2003). Rogoff is founder of the 
Department of Visual Cultures at Goldsmiths University of London, which is an important site of 
incubation for knowledge production – and has been since before the foundation of the department, 
when Sarat Maharaj and other Goldsmiths professors were influential for the development of such a 
discourse. Interview with Jaime Stapleton, 9 December, 2013 and Andrea Philips, ‘Why Practice-based 
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theorist Sarat Maharaj’s paper ‘Xeno-epistemics: makeshift kit for visual art as 

knowledge production’, given as part of the Documenta11_Platform 5 conference in 

2002.181 Even thought these texts relate to different aspects of art and knowledge 

production, as we shall see shortly, it is possible to see relations among them. Jones 

and Galison, the latter a historian of science and physics and both based at universities 

in the US, draw on the term first in relation to the mixing together of science and art, 

in a publication from 1998. They also co-wrote articles about the studio, laboratory 

and factory182 and on that basis were in invited to contribute to the publication of the 

catalogue of the exhibition Laboratorium, curated by Hans Ulrich Obrist and Barbara 

Vanderlinden. Laboratorium explored the laboratory of scientists and the studio of 

artists as places where ‘knowledge and culture are made’.183 For the catalogue, 

Galison was interviewed by among others Okwui Enwezor, who asked whether 

science can provide a model for artistic products that would not fit immediately into 

the market, but could involve the experimental thought process that science has.184 As 

Maharaj was co-curator with Enwezor of Documenta 11, it is possible to suggest that 

this environment, together with the contributions of Obrist, helped seed a broader 

ground for aspects of the discussion of knowledge production in the arts together with 

developments at Goldsmiths, University of London, where first Maharaj and later 

Rogoff were appointed.185   

                                                                                                                                                            
 

PhDs are Political’, in Investigação em arte e design: fendas no método e na criação = Research in art 
and design  : cracks in method and creation, ed. by José Quaresma, Fernando Paulo Rosa Dias, and Juan 
Carlos Ramos Guadix (Lisboa, 2011), 70. 
180 Martin Hellmold and others, ‘Was Ist Ein Künstler? Das Subjekt Der Modernen Kunst’ (presented at 
the Was Ist Ein Künstler? Das Subjekt der Modernen Kunst, Evangelische Akademie Loccum, 2001) 
http://www.ruhr-uni-bochum.de/kuenstler/frame.htm. 
181 Okwui Enwezor, ed., Documenta 11, Platform 5: Exhibition, Catalogue (Ostfildern-Ruit, 2002). 
182 Peter Galison and Caroline A. Jones, ‘Factory, Laboratory, Studio: Dispersing Sites of Production’, 
in The Architecture of Science (Cambridge, 1999), 497–540; Peter Galison and Caroline A. Jones, 
‘Trajectories of Production: Laboratories/Factories/Studios’, in Laboratorium (Köln, 2001), 205–10. 
183 Barbara Vanderlinen and Hans-Ulrich Obrist, Laboratorium (Köln, 2001), 17. 
184 Holert, ‘Unmittelbare Produktivkraft?’, 225; Oladélé Ajiboyé and others, ‘Peter Galison Interviewed 
by Oladélé Ajiboyé Bamgboyé, Okwui Enwezor, Kobe Matthys and Barbara Vanderlinen’, in 
Laboratorium (Köln, 2001), 101. 
185 Scholar Jaime Stapleton, who was writing a PhD on knowledge economy, intellectual property and 
creative industries in the late 1990s at Goldsmiths, University of London, suggests that the term 
‘knowledge production’ might also come from the knowledge economy of Tony Blair’s New Labour 
government, elected in 1997. According to Stapleton, there was a connection between Blair and the then 
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In Picturing Science, Producing Art, Jones and Galison use the term knowledge 

production in relation to art and science. However, they primarily use the term to refer 

to the activity taking place in universities, thus ascribing knowledge production to 

science.186 This might be a tendency specific to the US context in which the book was 

published,187 although today Jones applies the term to practices such as that of Olafur 

Eliasson and his use of scientific methods and technologies, as we saw in the 

introduction. Knowledge production thereby designates the appropriation of scientific 

methods by art. The use of the term is not related to its economic, historical meaning, 

of which Jones is less aware.188 

In her conference paper, Rogoff argues that whereas artists and theorists 

previously served one another, now they are combined:  ‘[n]ow we think of all of these 

practices as linked in a complex process of knowledge production instead of the earlier 

separation into creativity and criticism, production and application.’189 She thus makes 

a distinction between now and then: artists and theorists face the same cultural issues 

and both produce cultural insights together, i.e. engage in knowledge production. She 

further reflects on the urgency of knowledge production, writing, ‘[i]t’s not a 

mechanical exercise, it has to be generated by a sense that you have nowhere to know 

from and therefore, some alternative point of entry has to get, to be made apparent. So 

it comes out of the position of disenfranchisement in relation to knowledge. It’s not 

about knowing everything, it’s about not having a place from which to know 

anything.’190 The difference Rogoff draws between ‘now’ and ‘earlier’ and the idea of 

                                                                                                                                                            
 

warden of Goldsmiths, Ben Pimlott, which is clearly reflected in Pimlott’s engagement with the Labour 
party as a historian and as a voice contributing to its reinvention in the 1990s. Whether the concept 
comes from the discourse of the New Labour or from the discourse of art and science studies is difficult 
to clarify; most likely the two have seeped into art discourse simultaneously and seeded the ground for 
the further use of knowledge production in the arts. Interview with the author, 9 December, 2013 and 
Ben Pimlott, Anthony Wright and Tony Flower, The Alternative: Politics for a Change (London, 1990).  
186 Jones, Galison and Slaton, Picturing Science, Producing Art, 2. 
187 For instance, in an interview, artist Naeem Mohaiemen, who is pursuing a PhD in history at 
Columbia University in New York, clearly associated knowledge production with his academic work 
and not with his artistic work. During visits to the US this is a general distinction that I encountered met 
when talking to artists and academics. However, it would take a series of interviews to argue that this is 
anything more than my intuitive impression.  
188 Email to author, April 13, 2013 and Jones, ‘The Server/User Mode’, 316–25. 
189 Rogoff, ‘What Is a Theorist?’, 142. 
190 Interview with author, 24 March, 2013. 
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disenfranchisement from knowledge is also marked by changes in methodology, 

discipline and what ‘meaning’ is. Disciplines, as well as methodologies, have been 

discarded, as the problems the world poses today are more complex, and thus not 

adequately addressed by the theory and methods of, for example, post-colonialism, 

gender studies or sociology of globalisation. She describes a state of ‘simultaneously 

knowing and being unable to know’.191 There is a strong sense of contingency and real 

time, of things changing, and therefore she claims that the focus is being placed on the 

effects of a work rather than the meaning it uncovers. Meaning is taking place, rather 

than being excavated; it operates through forms of enactment. Rogoff calls this 

‘contingency epistemology’ or ‘a production of knowledge on the hoof’,192 as a way of 

practicing theory.  

Rogoff herself is also part of a series of collaborative research groups, which 

were undertaken in order to postpone the commodification of art from production to 

gallery.193 In the late 1990s she therefore supported and created projects that broke the 

circulation of objects which confined them to the status of either ‘static discourse or 

[existing] in a kind of material economy of the art market’.194 This is specific to the 

London milieu in which she resided, and even though the critique of economy played 

an important part in creating these spaces for collective knowledge production, she 

was less aware of the term’s significance among economists such as Machlup. As 

such, for Rogoff the use of the term and its application is a matter of changing the 

means of production in order to go beyond the market and to react to the urgencies of 

political problems. She also argues against utilitarian purposes and is thereby in 

opposition to both Machlup and mode 2 knowledge production. However, the 

uncertainty and complexity, the problem–solving, the interdisciplinarity and the 

transient character of research projects oddly correspond to key characteristics of 

mode 2 knowledge productions. Rogoff still sees a potential in the term, or rather in its 

                                                
 

191 Rogoff, ‘What Is a Theorist?’, 148. 
192 Rogoff, ‘What Is a Theorist?’, 155 and 157. 
193 Interview with the author, 24 March, 2013. 
194 Interview with the author, 24 March, 2013. 
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practice: ‘I don’t think it defines much, but it does designate a whole set of spaces and 

collectives and political strategies and sort of anti-market protocols.’195  

Maharaj argues that knowledge production in the arts is at odds with ‘the 

imperial sweep of knowledge systems such as philosophy, science, social theory.’196 

This sentence implies two of his main points: that knowledge production in the arts is 

a détournement of Western knowledge systems, and that knowledge production in the 

arts voices ‘other knowledge’. At once, there is a critique of existing knowledge 

systems and a creation of new, other kinds of knowledge – in the same manner in 

which, as I will argue in Chapter Two, The Otolith Group for instance produces 

another kind of knowledge by ‘doing otherwise’ in resistance to established norms of 

representing ‘truth’. This was also the case with Documenta 11, which brought 

together artists from all over the world and, importantly, approved of knowledges from 

other places and also knowledges that valued the less rational. Going back to 

Benjamin, one can say that there is a shift from questioning relations of production to 

a focus on relations of knowledge production. The latter is an epistemological critique 

or activism, whereas what Benjamin outlined was an aesthetically practiced critique of 

economy.   

Maharaj suggests further that the term came about in the milieu of Goldsmiths, 

University of London, in the 1980-90s, where it was used to challenge the economic 

definition of knowledge production.197 Economics could not have the monopoly on 

defining knowledge, and a group of scholars fought to give postcolonial, queer and 

nonverbal (e.g. dance, art) forms of knowledge an equal status. It was thus part of a 

radical gesture against certain kinds of governance that would diminish new 

paradigms that were emerging at the time. Maharaj also argues that the word 

production was more appealing than creation, because it avoided invoking the 

romantic notion of artistic creation, and later on that of creativity, which has been 

praised in capitalist discourse, as shown by Boltanski and Chiapello, since the 1990s 

                                                
 

195 Interview with the author, 24 March, 2013. 
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as ‘the ability to combine elements from many sources to the benefit of business and 

education alike.’198  

Documenta 11 was important for the conception and distribution of knowledge 

production, both in its selection of artists and as a broad initiation and cultivation of 

discourse, especially in its treatment of theory through the five theoretical platforms 

taking place in different countries and published in order to provide diagnostic 

tools.199 Other exhibitions that transformed the exhibition medium itself in relation to 

knowledge production engaged in practices under the heading of New Institutionalism. 

Important new strategies were taken into account as the possible basis of a third wave 

institutional critique, which distinguished itself from the former two by being led by 

curators. The first wave of institutional critique came in the 1960-70s and was 

exemplified by artists such as Hans Haacke: this wave criticised museum institutions 

through interventions, artworks, critical writing and the like, in the case of Haacke 

through for instance pointing to and thus revealing the funding structures of the 

museums in which he exhibited. The second wave came in the 1980-90s and was 

exemplified by artists like Andrea Fraser; here it became the artist herself who 

performed the critique, for instance by performing as an elevated and overstated 

museum tour guide and thereby interfering in and destabilising the structures of the 

museum. By this point, the clear boundary between an outside and an inside had been 

eroded, as artists now criticised the institution from within.200  

The third wave, in contrast, resulted from the efforts of curators, who saw a 

potential for the transformation of the institution through the institution itself, and who 

also sought to follow the practice of the artist performing/displaying in the exhibition 

format. Instead of traditional thematic or single artist retrospectives, these new 

institutions saw the exhibition and the institution ‘as a research centre, production site 

                                                
 

198 Marilyn Strathern, ‘A Community of Critics? Thoughts on New Knowledge’, Journal of the Royal 
Anthropological Institute, 12/1 (2006), 192. 
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and a distribution channel’201 and a place in which to create a community rather than 

seeing the exhibition as a means of treating a community.202 It is the focus on process, 

production, research and collaboration that makes New Institutionalism relevant for 

the discursive genealogy of knowledge production, together with the topics the 

curators and artists took up in these extended forms of curating. Curator Jonas Ekeberg 

coined the term in the eponymous New Institutionalism in 2003; important institutions 

and curators were Rooseum in Malmö, led by Charles Esche from 2000-2005, 

Moderna Museet in Stockholm and Kunstverein Munich, led by Maria Lind from 

1998-2001 and 2002-2004 respectively, MACBA (Museu d’Art Contemporani de 

Barcelona), led by Manuel Borja-Villel from 1998-2008, and Witte de With in 

Rotterdam, led by Catherine David from 2002-2004.203  

Ekeberg divides the curatorial practices of New Institutionalism into two 

categories, the aesthetic and the activist. 204 The artist and cultural researcher Marion 

von Osten could be an example of the latter in creating a feminist genealogy of 

projects appearing since the mid–1980s that integrated ‘alternative artistic practices 

into the exhibition work: the opening up of the art space for a non-art public, the 

collective production of new ‘knowledge spaces’, the self-assertion of social groups as 

opposed to their representation in a product, the use of the art space for theme-related 

discussions, and the establishment of transdisciplinary networks which could be active 

and productive in other areas of society as well, beyond the pure exhibition 

context.’205 She is a later example of an artist taking up curatorial action ‘as a critical 

artistic practice in order to challenge the institutions’ division of labour and power of 
                                                
 

201 Maria Lind and Paul O’Neill, ‘Going Beyond Display - The Munich Kunstverein Years. Maria Lind 
In An Interview with Paul O’Neill’, OnCurating, 11/09, 40. 
202 Olga Fernandéz, ‘Just What Is It That Makes Curating So Different, So Appealing?’, OnCurating, 
11/8, 41. 
203 Jonas Ekeberg, New Institutionalism (Oslo, 2003); Jonas Ekeberg, Lucie Kolb and Gabriel Flückiger, 
‘The Term Was Snapped out of the Air’, OnCurating, 13/21 (2013), 20–23; Charles Esche, Lucie Kolb 
and Gabriel Flückiger, ‘We Were Learning by Doing’, OnCurating, 21, 2013, 24–28; Charles Esche, 
‘What's the Point of Art Centres Anyway? - Possibility, Art and Democratic Deviance’, EIPCP, 04, 
2004, 1–4; Lind and O’Neill, ‘Going Beyond Display - The Munich Kunstverein Years. Maria Lind In 
An Interview with Paul O’Neill’, 39–42; Maria Lind, Lucie Kolb and Gabriel Flückiger, ‘We Want to 
Become an Institution’, OnCurating, 21, 2013, 29–34. 
204 Ekeberg, Kolb and Flückiger, ‘The Term Was Snapped out of the Air’, 20. 
205 Marion von Osten, ‘Producing Publics - Making Worlds! On The Relationship Between The Art 
Public and the Counter Public’, OnCurating, 11/09, 63. 
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division.’206  

Many of these initiatives of the late 1990s and early 2000s transformed 

exhibition practices in ways that, for instance, made it difficult for the press to pay 

them attention, and many closed due to cuts in funding around the mid-2000s.207 

However, many of the curatorial practices developed back then still inspire current 

curating. Today, the term is attracting new interest208 and it is generally, in contrast to 

the concept of knowledge production, being defined and framed discursively in 

hindsight: many of the practices had been active for about five years, when the book 

New Institutionalism came out. This is probably why it does not figure so much in  

debates about knowledge production, the latter being a term that seems to have given 

rise to new practices like the research-based practices conceptualized in the 2000s. In 

fact, when asked when and where knowledge production came about, curator Simon 

Sheikh reflects that Documenta 11, to which almost all interviewees of this study refer 

back, 209 was not knowledge producing in itself as an exhibition, but rather staged 

knowledge and the artist as knowledge producer, under the influence of a post-

conceptual aesthetics.210 New Institutionalism in contrast developed exhibition 

practices that in themselves were knowledge producing, rather than only functioning 

as a frame for artistic knowledge production.  

 

Late Discursive Genealogy: Late 2000s till Early 2010s 
From the mid–2000s onwards, the development of programmes allowing  artists to 

undertake artistic research PhDs influenced the debate. The first such programmes 

                                                
 

206 Osten, ‘Producing Publics - Making Worlds! On The Relationship Between The Art Public and the 
Counter Public’, 60. 
207 Lind, Kolb and Flückiger, ‘We Want to Become and Institution’, 29–30. 
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Rein Wolfs, ‘Institution As Medium. Curating As Institutional Critique? Part 1’, OnCurating, 11/8, 2–3; 
Dorothee Richter and Barnaby Drabble, ‘Curating Critique - An Introduction’, OnCurating, 11/09, 07–
10; Lucie Kolb and Gabriel Flückiger, ‘New Institutionalism Revisited’, OnCurating, 13/21 (2013), 6–
17. 
209 Holert also points to Documenta 11 in his genealogy of the term. See Holert, ‘Unmittelbare 
Produktivkraft?’, 225 and 229–230. 
210 Interview with author, 20 March, 2013. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

84 

began in the 1990s in art academies in Vienna and in Ireland.211 The then Professor 

and Head of the Institute for Contemporary Art at Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna, 

Ute Meta Bauer, played an important role in theorising artistic education, arguing that 

artists are better qualified to critically engage in a neo-liberal society if they are 

equipped with theoretical knowledge.212 With the Bologna declaration of 1999, 

universities in Europe started aligning their degrees to the model of BA and MA. This 

was also expected of academies of fine art: while the institutional implementation of 

artistic PhDs and later curatorial PhDs began in specific European countries, 

especially in Austria, England, Holland and Scandinavia, in Germany institutions still 

resist the institutional format of artistic research.213 This development asked art 

academies and departments of fine arts to define artistic research in order to fit the 

research into the structures that were established following the declaration. The 

existence of the EU funded network Step-change for Higher Arts Research and 

Education (SHARE) from 2011-14, comprising almost forty partners at European art 

academies and departments, shows the political interest in artistic research. Their 

conferences also continue to discuss the character of artistic research.214  

Generally, publications dealing with knowledge production, of the type 

discussed in this section, including those of Rogoff and Maharaj, seem to add a focus 

on the institutionalisation of artistic research to their engagement with the discourse of 

knowledge production. An example of this is found in the first anthology of work on 

knowledge production in the arts, published in 2008, which was based on seminars 

held at BAK – basis voor actuele kunst in Utrecht in 2006, as well as artists’ writings 

and texts from other contexts relevant to the topic. It gathers articles and texts by, 

among others, Rogoff and Maharaj, but also Sheikh and the Copenhagen Free 

                                                
 

211 Sheikh mentioned in our conversation that he had found artistic PhDs in England going back to the 
1970s. However, there seems to be a general understanding that the debate on artistic research in 
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University. Another example is comprised of two E-flux Journal special issues from 

2009 and 2010, one on interdisciplinarity in arts and the other on education, the latter 

edited by Rogoff.215 She writes, ‘[t]he focal point of the issue is the specter that haunts 

European higher education—the Bologna Accord on education, the so-called reforms 

of the system across the continent of Europe that aim to standardize it with comparable 

entry points, degrees, outcomes, credits, funding structures, criteria of excellence, and 

so forth. This has undoubtedly produced a very “Eurocentric” view of the map of 

education, but so great is the potential upheaval of “Bologna” that we decided to focus 

on this part of the world’.216 The debate, and this section too, are admittedly centred on 

Europe, most probably because of the Bologna declaration, but also because of funded 

discourse productions like the SHARE network and the European Artistic Research 

Network (EARN). Nevertheless, I will argue especially in the analysis of Home Works 

in Chapter Three that the practices of knowledge production also flourish in 

geographical regions where the term is less debated (a point that is further supported 

by the datascape in Appendix 1).  

Two of the critiques of knowledge production in relation to artistic research 

among these examples of publications came from Sheikh and Holert. Sheikh states 

that knowledge production in the shape of institutionalised artistic research makes art a 

commodity because it submits it to a neo-liberal standardisation of knowledge through 

the homogenisation of the education.217 Sheikh’s Marxian critique of commodification 

is thus also an indirect critique of how mode 2 knowledge production has been 

applied. When talking about knowledge production in relation to artistic practice and 

not to education, he sees it as part of a specific scene, which is far from being as 

dominant as the art market, galleries and art fairs.218 As a concept, he uses it almost 

factually, like other historical concepts such as institutional critique, thus as referring 
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to a set of practices related to a specific moment and specific gestures. Sheikh also 

uses the concept of unlearning in relation to knowledge production, like Rogoff, 

following Spivak and the idea that there are certain things one have learnt that are a 

hindrance to thinking differently. This is something he is interested in today in relation 

to education. Teaching on the MFA in Curating at Goldsmiths, University of London, 

he sees the concept as being exercised in curatorial practices that aim at creating a 

series of social instances in which discussions can take place about the economic and 

political issues that influence the different parties. It refers to an ‘art practice or a 

practice around art’219 that involves theory, reading etc. Therefore, Sheikh would 

rather use the word ‘research’ than knowledge production in relation to what his 

curatorial students do. This shifts the focus to the process and the various kinds of 

research curators have to do historically, thematically and about artistic practices. 

Sheikh, however, saw a potential in using the concept of knowledge production 

for his generation of the 1990s, who were trying to avoid a post-Kantian aesthetics in 

the manner of French philosopher Jean François Lyotard, with its focus on art as 

sublime. Situating art as knowledge production and focusing on the selection, 

registration and exhibition of knowledge, one could shift the attention away from the 

Kantian aesthetic experience. However, this position needed to be re-evaluated, 

because if ‘capital has become semiotic’220 in the sense that knowledge is now the 

product, one will have to look more critically at the terminology used and the contexts 

they come from; hence his critique of institutional artistic research.  

In the mid– and late–2000’s Europe saw a movement of student protest against 

the Bologna declaration in general. This was the time during which Holert was 

appointed to develop and implement PhDs for artists at the Academy of Fine Arts 

Vienna. Here he took up the challenge to rethink within the moment of the protests the 

critique of the commodification of knowledge that Sheikh had voiced. Holert was 

looking for potential thinking that would facilitate new modes of education. His 

concrete proposal was to create a research project with the students that would define 
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knowledge on art’s own terms: ‘[w]hat is needed is a multifocal, multidisciplinary 

perspective with a fresh look at the interactions and constitutive relations between 

knowledge and the visual arts.’221 It was when he started working with artistic research 

PhDs around 2004 that he started working with the concept of knowledge production, 

which by then already had its own history. He was puzzled ‘when it came to trying to 

connect the somewhat jargonizing way of speaking about knowledge production with 

the history of the term in economics.’222  Being aware of how power and knowledge 

are related he also sought to relate the research project on knowledge production and 

artistic research to current political urgencies and upheavals and suggested ‘that 

notions of “research” motivated by a sense of political urgency and upheaval are of 

great importance here.’223  

It is noticeable that Holert was the first to provide a genealogy of the term 

knowledge production in relation to art, that the economic genealogy does not appear 

in print until 2012 and that it stays within German circles, being first presented at a 

conference and later published in a German anthology.224 One could ask why art 

practitioners had not taken a closer look at this genealogy before. Holert is also largely 

critical of mode 2 knowledge production and suggests that this kind of knowledge 

production leads to the precaritisation of the art worker. It subjectifies via competition, 

individualisation, efficiency, temporary jobs and pressure to network in a global 

network. He asks whether this is the kind of artistic research and knowledge 

production we want and suggests reflection about the implications of the production of 

knowledge production when the term is used in the context of developing art as 

research. 225 Furthermore, he also emphasises the need to differentiate between 

practices in different places with different layers of reflection, and is still interested in 
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remaining within the field, despite his disappointment with how it has developed. He 

had been ‘expecting [it] to grow in an interesting way, to become even maybe the hub 

of the new way of doing art theory, reinventing art theory around notions such as 

knowledge and knowledge production. But this isn’t exactly what happened.’226 

 

Rogoff, Maharaj, Sheikh and Holert are against economic knowledge production and 

mode 2 knowledge and ask for artists, curators and theorists to take a critical stance. 

But they see knowledge production in the arts as both the impossibility and possibility 

of such a position. Commodification is also something that Rogoff and Sheikh in 

particular state that they would like to avoid; but it seems that one cannot avoid 

commodifying what one does, or selling it in mode 2 or knowledge economic terms, in 

order for example to get funding for higher education programmes. It is as if 

Benjamin, Machlup and Gibbons et. al. have become entangled and twisted in today’s 

knowledge production in the arts, such that the ambiguity of economy and political 

change cannot be escaped. 

Despite the differences between the positions of Rogoff, Maharaj, Bauer, Sheikh 

and Holert, they all take a stance toward the potential they see in the concept and 

practice of knowledge production. I therefore suggest that they represent two different 

generations: the first, in the 1990s and early 2000s, saw a positive, critical potential in 

applying knowledge production to art to challenge existing knowledge regimes (Jones, 

Maharaj, Rogoff, Bauer and New Institutionalism); whereas the later generation had 

seen the impact of economy (Sheikh and Holert) from the early 2000s onwards, and 

took the approach of criticising economic knowledge production. They represent two 

movements coming about at different moments in time, and both are still around 

today, however entangled.227 Just as with the use of cybernetic theory mentioned 
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above, knowledge production is a concept that allows for flexible uses and conceptual 

slippage. 

This conceptual slippage is also visible in the sorts of texts in which curators and 

theorists have written about knowledge production. Both Rogoff and Maharaj’s texts 

are first presented in conferences and are part of bigger, collective research projects. 

Maharaj’s text is written in relation to an exhibition, Documenta 11, and this is also a 

general tendency of the discourse of knowledge production in the arts. Exhibition 

spaces and exhibitions can react faster than academia to new tendencies, and create 

quicker responses to current debates. As the practices of New Institutionalism show, 

exhibition spaces and curators participate in knowledge production through both the 

exhibitions and the discourses they create. They are thus great sites for the 

developments of tendencies, even though they risk making the development of 

concepts like knowledge production somewhat shallow in that papers are short and not 

always the result of in–depth and sustained research. In whatever way one decides to 

use a term, its meanings in other spheres will always spill over and influence that use. 

Being so closely related to economic terminology, one can ask whether it was 

advisable to begin using ‘knowledge production’ in these artistic contexts in the first 

place. 

 

A Concept in Practice: Acts of Research 
It is now time to return to my initial question:  what does it mean to say: ‘I can 

produce knowledge in the arts’? Addressing the question entails looking at three 

concepts and practices: knowledge, production and the arts. Production relates to what 

one does and how, and knowledge to a process or exchange of thinking. Putting them 

together implies their combination into a thinking practice. The narrative that has been 

told in this chapter has braided these two together with artistic activity and we have 

reached the point where they can no longer be separated, nor understood in isolation in 

their pure forms. However, I will extract three characteristics that make it possible to 

say, ‘I can produce knowledge in the arts’. They are directed toward the social, toward 

practice and toward positions. 
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Throughout this chapter I have focused on the artist in society, the reaction 

toward the economic demands upon knowledge production and the implementation 

and creation of theoretical academic methodologies in the production of art. All in all 

these tendencies have challenged the myth of the romantic artist as a loner in his 

studio who mediates beauty through his paint strokes or sculpting gestures. Instead, 

these tendencies emphasise an image of the artist as someone who is collaborating, 

working interdisciplinarily and aware of his or her practice and person as forming part 

of different social realms.  

Having gone through various artistic and economic developments in the 

twentieth century, we may now conclude that the practice of knowledge production in 

the arts is often a collective endeavour taking place across disciplines and roles 

(artists, curators, theorists), that knowledge production in the arts takes place in many 

sites (exhibitions, independent research projects and art works) and that knowledge 

production in the arts borrows from theory and academic method. There is a constant 

dialogue with economic demands and a wish to undo them through research and 

alternative ways of knowledge sharing and producing. Many of the topics are related 

to political urgencies and are thus contemporary. The artist has been given a voice and 

can talk about his/her practice as well as the production itself, and art creation is no 

longer a naturalised process considered impossible to articulate.  

When Benjamin describes the author as a producer he does it in relation to an 

economic critique. Similarly, two of the three positions I will mention here are critical. 

The first is that of the epistemological critique, exemplified by Maharaj, of existing 

modes of knowing, where epistemology itself becomes a tool to fight back. Counter-

narratives and less rational, maybe even enchanted, ways of producing knowledge are 

seen as critical. The second position is that of critical economic knowledge production, 

which responds to Benjamin’s claim, but does so together with an epistemological and 

critically aware practice of the kind called for by figures such as Sheikh and Holert. 

The third position is not necessarily critical, but consists in the adoption of a 

methodology of art production that entails co-working with different (inter)disciplines, 

such as technology and the social and natural sciences. Knowledge production in the 

arts is thus not a fixed thing that can be boxed and straightforwardly defined, but 
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rather a set of approaches, positions and practices that imply conceptual thinking, in 

short, acts of research that come about differently in each case. 

The above has unfolded in more detail what I defined in the introduction as the 

apparatus of knowledge production, indicating how it came into being and how it has 

been recreated over time. Over the course of the chapter we have seen how the 

apparatus is constantly changing, for instance as the notion of knowledge goes from 

being understood as a stable entity to something that is more enacted through relations 

or in the ways institutions open up to new kinds of research and exhibition making. 

We have also elucidated some of the norms, especially economic and educational 

norms associated with understanding knowledge and its production, which the case 

studies in the subsequent chapters oppose, such as the demand for outcome–oriented, 

applicational and optimised research. Yet there remains some cause for curiosity 

regarding the practices of knowledge production in the arts. If the apparatus of 

knowledge production is continuously and concurrently produced through acts of 

research, as I proposed in the introduction, then what do these acts consist of? This 

remains to be investigated in the next three chapters, by attending to a diverse set of 

practices, allowing for a differentiated set of answers. 
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2. ACTS OF RESEARCH I 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Time stands still, like the ticking of a time-bomb, and if we are to take the full measure of 
[Walter] Benjamin’s point, that the state of siege is not the exception but the rule, then 
we are required to rethink our notions of order, of center and base, and of certainty 
too⎯all of which now appear as state of sieged dream-images, hopelessly hopeful 
illusions of the intellect searching for peace in a world whose tensed mobility allows of 
no rest in the nervousness of the Nervous System’s system. For our very forms and 
means of representation are under siege. How could it be otherwise?228  

 

Forms and means of representation are what artists in this chapter work with in 

relation to a specific situation under siege. It is in that context that the question of 

artistic practice as research is asked: How can artistic practice be considered research? 

What about the art object: can it be considered a theory? Artistic research is discussed 

through the ways artists (Hito Steyerl, Rabih Mroué and The Otolith Group) make use 

of the image in relation to a moment of war or armed crisis. The connecting thread is 

found in the ways the artists choose formal aesthetics specific to the topics they are 

investigating and to the inherent power structures they challenge by problematizing 

image technologies and especially the genre of documentary.229 The analyses of their 

works leads to a discussion of artistic research at the end of the chapter, which argues 

that artistic research is to be found both in artistic practice and in the way the artwork 

is thought and put together formally, challenging existing norms of representation in 
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relation to a specific topic. The art object thus enables a theoretical reflection, which, 

I argue, is based on the coherence of formal aspects and the content. 

 

The Image and Moments of War 
There is a longstanding relationship between art and war, and according to art and 

media theorist Boris Groys, the situation today is radically different from the past in 

that the artist is no longer needed for the representation of war: ‘By pushing a button 

that makes a bomb explode, a contemporary warrior or terrorist pushes a button that 

starts the media machine.’230 Today’s expansive media and visual culture has thus 

overcome the limit between the warrior fighting in the field and the artist representing 

that fight. However, cinema and warfare have been connected throughout the 

twentieth century, in a history which Paul Virilio’s War and Cinema. The Logistics of 

Perception fascinatingly unfolds. Technologies of sight in various forms are 

integrated into warfare’s key tasks of keeping an eye on the enemy and seeing and 

destroying the target: ‘winning is keeping the target in constant sight’.231 The gestural 

analogy between shooting with a gun and shooting with a camera is also a key to the 

two first case studies of this chapter, Hito Steyerl’s exhibition The Kiss (2012) and 

Rabih Mroué’s performance lecture Pixelated Revolution (2012). Both investigate the 

promise of truth and transparency of the image, in contrast to the last case study, The 

Otolith Group’s Nervus Rerum (2008), which argues for a strategy of the opaque at 

the level of narration and the image. The discussion here is thus embedded within a 

discourse of resistance to the use of images in media through filmmaking, as theorised 

later with the help of Susan Sontag, Ariella Azoulay and Judith Butler. It suggests that 

there might be a need for artists – as also Groys concludes232 - in order to counter–

balance the discourse of images of power washing over societies globally, as 

                                                
 
230 Boris Groys, ‘The Fate of Art in the Age of Terror’, in Concerning War: A Critical Reader in 
Contemporary Art (Rotterdam, 2010), 93. 
231 Paul Virilio, War and Cinema: The Logistics of Perception (London, 2010), 3. For a description of 
the implementation of technologies of seeing in what is referred to as the militant cinema of the late 
twentieth century, see the special issue of Third Text whose introductory essay is Kodwo Eshun and 
Ros Gray, ‘The Militant Image: A Ciné‐Geography’, Third Text, 25/1 (2011), 1–12; see also Yuriko 
Furuhata, ‘Returning to Actuality: Fûkeiron and the Landscape Film’, Screen, 48/3 (2007), 345–62.  
232 Groys, ‘The Fate of Art in the Age of Terror’, 106. 
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exemplified by W. J. T. Mitchell’s study of the post–9/11 war on terror and Nicolas 

Mirzeoff’s study of the visual impact of the invasion of Iraq in 2003.233 However, my 

invoking of Michael Taussig at the beginning of this chapter is precisely intended to 

lay out a background that connects representation, a state of exception and terror, 

especially in light of the fact that, after the end of the Cold War and with the 

expansion of media communication, it is possible to see ‘the contemporary world as a 

site of global war.’234 Within this set of connections, my aim is to show how artists 

very productively participate in theoretical discussions of image technologies and 

their use in power struggles. My reason for choosing a topic like war and the image as 

the focus for a discussion of artistic research and knowledge production, apart from 

wanting to narrow the scope of the investigation to a manageable quantity of source 

material, is that precisely because war and the image are intrinsically related, artists 

and artworks with their knowledge about images serve as instructive guides in the 

invasive, expansive and complex visual culture of today, where the political and the 

visual are entangled in the use and development of image technologies. The acts of 

research in this chapter are thus situated within an image paradigm that is challenged 

by the artists, which further allow a ‘doing otherwise’ to surface.  

 

The Forensic Image In Rabih Mroué’s The Pixelated Revolution and Hito 
Steyerl’s The Kiss 
Both Hito Steyerl and Rabih Mroué are visual artists who share a great commitment 

to understanding the mechanisms and meanings of the image by responding to and 

questioning its customary uses. Hito Steyerl is based in Berlin and has worked 

extensively as a theorist and filmmaker on the circulation of images and the genre of 

documentary film, often in relation to the different fields of fine art, cinema, popular 

culture and military/state power. Having conducted postgraduate studies in 

philosophy at the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna, her practice intersects theory and 

                                                
 
233 W. J. T Mitchell, Cloning Terror: The War of Images, 9/11 to the Present (Chicago, 2010); 
Nicholas Mirzoeff, Watching Babylon: The War in Iraq and Global Visual Culture (London, 2005). 
See also Mikkel Bolt, ‘Om billedregimer, statsapparater og deres mulige kollaps’, Billed Politik, 2010 
http://billedpolitik.dk/bolt.html. 
234 Maria Hlavajova and Jill Winder, Concerning War: A Critical Reader in Contemporary Art 
(Utrecht, 2010), 11. 
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practice. She is an active writer and has presented in various conferences on artistic 

research, which she defines as an aesthetic of resistance, in many ways developing the 

way in which Deleuze saw art as a means of resisting societies of control. The 

aesthetic of resistance, following Steyerl, has an almost global genealogy that goes 

back to the early twentieth century, having been exemplified by Soviet avant-garde 

practitioners (who influenced the linguist Roman Jacobson), those using the essay 

film as an anti-capitalist form (German artist Hans Richter, who coined the term ‘film 

essay’ in 1940) and in anti-colonial strategy (for instance in the work of Chris Marker 

and Alain Resnais in France in the 1950s), which German philosopher Theodor 

Adorno later picked up on in his text about the essay as form and the militant cinema 

of the 1960s.235 Steyerl’s relation to the concept and development of knowledge 

production is thus apparent, and she herself has articulated it. Rabih Mroué, in 

contrast, is not as explicit as Steyerl when it comes to articulating artistic research or 

knowledge production, but is also a theoretically–informed artist,236 and the fact that 

the work by him that will be examined here was part of dOCUMENTA (13), whose 

main topic was artistic research, testifies to the frequently research–bound nature of 

his practice.237 Moreover, being based in Beirut, Lebanon, within an art scene to be 

examined in the next chapter that has a tradition of archival and research-based work, 

his key concerns are the body, the image and their involvement in the political context 

in Lebanon. These concerns manifest, for example, in work on the role of martyrs of 

the Lebanese civil war and after, as visualized in posters and martyr videos, or on the 

unresolved status of history writing, between forgetting and remembering the past.238 

                                                
 
235 Hito Steyerl, ‘Aesthetics of Resistance?’, in Intellectual Birdhouse: Artistic Practice as Research 
(London, 2012), 57–59. 
236 Mroué is for instance a contributing editor to the journal The Drama Review. See also the theoretical 
exposé of the professionalization of artistic practice, Rabih Mroué, ‘Learn How to Be Non-
Professional. A Letter to Tim Etchells’, in Peeping Tom’s Digest #3 Beirut: A Publication Exploring 
Contemporary Art Scenes Around the World, ed. by Caroline Niémant and Stéphane Blanc (Paris, 
2013), 82–83. 
237 Art historian and critic Susanne von Falkenhausen describes in a review of dOCUMENTA (13) that 
The Pixelated Revolution can be ‘considered as a perfect example of successful artistic research.’ See 
‘Rules of Research’, Frieze D/e: Zeitgenössische Kunst Und Kultur in Deutschland, Österreich Und 
Der Schweiz, 6/Autumn (2012), 118. 
238 See especially the theatre performances Three Posters (2000 in collaboration with Elias Khoury), 
Looking for a Missing Employee (2003), How Nancy Wished That Everything Was an April Fool’s 
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Mroué’s practice has been developed in tandem with Lebanese performer, director 

and visual artist Lina Saneh, who is likewise trained in theatre and works in both 

performance and visual arts. Mroué has also worked on the performance lecture 

format, developing a style that intelligently mixes storytelling, projected images and 

political issues, a format we will return to in the next chapter.239  

The two case studies we shall turn to now share a common concern, the 

uncertainty around a moment of death: for the first, this moment is found in the 

Bosnian war of 1993; for the second, it is in Syria in 2012. The two works propose 

reversed movements in their search for certainty: one creates an image and gives it a 

three–dimensional shape in the form of a 3D sculpture, while the other engages in the 

activity of dissecting an image to the extent that it is eliminated. Both aim to 

understand a given moment better through their respective image technologies; 

however, the question that remains is whether this image technology is in each case in 

fact limiting?  

 

Shaping Uncertainty: The Kiss 
Steyerl exhibited The Kiss at Overgaden – Institute of Contemporary Art in 

Copenhagen in autumn 2012. The exhibition consists of two art works: Abstract and 

The Kiss, both from 2012. Abstract is placed at the beginning of the exhibition, 

functioning - like the abstract of an article - as a prelude to the rest. It depicts the 

search for the place where Steyerl’s teenage friend, Andrea, was killed in Anatolia. 

As the protagonist of one of Steyerl’s best–known works, November (2004), informed 

spectators will know that Andrea was part of the Kurdish resistance movement and 

that the facts and details around her death are unclear.240 In Abstract, however, a man 

                                                                                                                                      
 
Joke (2007 in collaboration with Fadi Toufic), The Inhabitants of Images (2009), Riding on a Cloud 
(2013) and the video work Face A/Face B (2001).  
239 For more on the formal qualities of the performance lecture and its challenge to conventional 
knowledge production, see, especially in relation to Mroué, Maaike Bleeker, ‘Performing the Image: 
Rabih Mroué’s Lecture-Performances’, in Rabih Mroué: A BAK Critical Reader in Artist’s Practice, 
ed. by Maria Hlavajova and Jill Winder (Utrecht, 2012) 178–98; and more generally, Patricia Milder, 
‘Teaching as Art: The Contemporary Lecture-Performance’, PAJ: A Journal of Performance and Art, 
33/1 (2011), 13–27; Rike Frank, ‘When Form Starts Talking: On Lecture-Performances’, Afterall: A 
Journal of Art, Context and Enquiry, Summer, 2013, 5–15. 
240 Pablo Lafuente, ‘For a Populist Cinema: On Hito Steyerl’s November and Lovely Andrea’, Afterall 
Online Journal, 19/Autumn/Winter (2008); Demos, The Migrant Image, 74–89.  
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tells how he eye–witnessed the killing of Andrea, and Steyerl is taken to the spot 

where clothes, bones and ammunition containers still lie among the stones in the 

deserted mountains.  

The screen is rectangular and features two images, one on either side of the 

central separating line. Footage from Anatolia is cross-edited with Steyerl standing in 

Berlin with the Brandenburger Tor in the background, holding up her mobile phone in 

front of her as if recording. Later, she is filmed from behind and we see that she is 

screening the footage from Anatolia against a building. Via the text that intertwines 

the images, we learn that this building is the domicile of the company Lockheed 

Martin, which produces the Hellfire missiles used against the Kurdish resistance. 

Visually she shows, as explained by the text at the beginning of the video and 

repeated throughout, shots and countershots of shooting an image and shooting with a 

weapon. She substitutes the image of the domicile for a reality that is marked by the 

consequences of the company’s production. Instead of pointing a weapon, Steyerl 

points her phone, which functions as a screen with the company as backdrop, the 

latter thereby stepping out of its invisibility and into a complex set of projections and 

gestural accusations: ‘Shot. Countershot. One opens a door to the other’241 and 

connects the disparate places of a historical part of the Berlin city centre with the 

Anatolian mountains.242  

Abstract is shown right next to a window, and the reflection of the outside is 

tangible in the surface of the screen. The sensation of the outside evaporates as one 

enters the rest of the exhibition room through two curtains to the left of the screen. It 

is a T-shaped large black box, where, entering from the bottom of the T, one is faced 

with a screen on the righthand side picturing sunrays hitting clear blue water from 

beneath. The screen features the title and credits of The Kiss, as a small foreword, 

before one climbs up the T-shape and passes eight horizontally hung light boxes 

displaying pages from a court case from 1996. Through highlighted excerpts of 

testimonies we learn that a group of people were taken from train number 671 by a 
                                                
 
241 Hito Steyerl, Abstract, 2012, 07:03 
242 Steyerl explained in a Q&A session that she once participated in an exhibition that was sponsored 
by Lockheed Martin, pointing to the interconnectedness and ambiguity of critical art, its conditions of 
production and circuits of display. Hito Steyerl, ’Æstetisk Seminar’, Århus Kunsthal, 1 May 2014. 
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wartime paramilitary unit on the way from Belgrade to Bar in the former Yugoslavia 

in 1993.243 Following three testimonies, there is a twentieth member of the group of 

abductees: an unidentified black person. One witness explains that the black person 

was the last to be taken from the train, and that as the group gathered to the side of the 

train tracks, one of the paramilitaries said: ‘there is my brother,’ and kissed him. 

The next element of the installation is a ten–minute, three-channel 3D animation 

situated at the top of the T-shape, showing the group of the twenty abductees and the 

paramilitaries in a circle. It is the moment of the gathering, just after the supposed kiss 

has taken place. The animation stays in black and white, with a few moments of 

colour in the form of text in red, orange and blue, as well as blue rays traversing the 

animated group. The point of view changes all the time, in drone-like movements 

floating in and out of the animation. The music is pompous, classical, identifiable as 

French composer Maurice Ravel’s 1928 Boléro, possibly with a train whistle added. 

However, the characteristic elements of Boléro are left untouched: the piece begins 

with a march-like drum rhythm in pianissimo accompanied with a flute that plays the 

melody. Throughout, the drums continue insisting on the same rhythm, while 

different instruments of the orchestra join in repeating the melody. A slow, gradual 

crescendo culminates in the whole orchestra playing the finale as fortissimo as 

possible. There is a tension between the mechanical, steady drums and the vivid 

melody, yet the repetitive character of the piece with its progressive crescendo is quite 

captivating together, dragging one into the mood and circulatory movement of the 

animation.244 The central elements in the animation are the three witnesses in the 

                                                
 
243 There is a description of the case in the following report: Amnesty International, Bosnia-
Herzegovina Honouring the Ghosts – Challenging Impunity for ‘Disappearances’ (March 2003), 37–
41, http://www.amnesty.eu/en/news/press-releases/all/eu-bosnia-disappearances-must-be-addressed-
0109/#.U5MXiC9hvUM. 
244 There might be another, speculative relation between the music and the court case. Ravel’s Bólero 
shares some features such as the drum and the elements of marching style with the ‘alla turca’ tendency 
of earlier classical composers like Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Joseph Haydn and Ludwig van 
Beethoven, using elements from Turkish military music. According to the Amnesty report, the nineteen 
abducted from the train were all Muslim, apart from the black person who according to the report was 
killed because of his ethnicity. The speculative relation could point to questions of race and religion 
that go a long way back in European history and have been incorporated into cultural artefacts. Given 
that the war in the former Yugoslavia was a religious war, such a reading would not be far–fetched; 
however, the exhibition gave more scope for a reading of the relations between image, truth and 
technology. Amnesty International, Bosnia-Herzegovina Honouring the Ghosts. 
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court case and their testimonies. Through text fragments we learn about the 3D 

technique and the promises of forensic image–making: that it can tell us the truth 

about the site of a crime and the events that occurred there by registering and 

recreating everything from the crime scene.245 

Turning around, the visitor sees that the top right–hand corner of the T-shaped 

black box presents a 3D sculpture, which is a three–dimensional print of the 

animation shown in the three-channel video. Only the front sides of the people in the 

circle are printed; their shadows form an empty space behind their frontal surface. 

Around the light board on which the print stands, there are quotations from the three 

witnesses emphasizing the black person and the kiss. The quotations of the witnesses 

point toward the action having taken place, yet this action is not visible, and there are 

no markers of the kiss itself, of who witnessed it, of the black person, or even the 

criminal killing of the kidnapped passengers. The sculpture is an empty shell, which 

appears even more stylized due to its juxtaposition with a YouTube video on a screen 

placed just behind it. The video is a report by a forensic scientist and a chairman from 

The Bosnian Federal Commission for Missing Persons, who are looking for corpses in 

the Drina River and Lake Perucac on the border of Serbia and Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. Here, we learn, corpses were thrown into the lake and river after the 

massacres in Srebrenica246 and Visegrad during the Bosnian war of 1992-95, and 

again after Serbian troops killed civilians during the 1999 NATO bombings in 

Belgrade. Corpses were transported in refrigerated trucks and thrown into the lake. 

Due to a draining of the lake for industrial and economic reasons, corpses are now 

surfacing and there is a great chance of finding some of the many missing people. 

Returning now to the exit, the video of the sun seen from under water, previously 

                                                
 
245 Steyerl explained the Leica ScanStation technique in the talk, Hito Steyerl, ‘On Testimony’ 
(presented at the Book Release of Georgio Agamben’s Remnants of Auschwitz: The Witness and the 
Archive, The Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, 2012).  The webpage of the Leica ScanStation 
further explains: ‘Have you ever wished you had that one missing dimension from the scene which is 
the key to your case?  With data from the Leica ScanStation 2 that key will never be lost.  The 
ScanStation is objective and completely measures everything it can “see” for later analysis and 
diagramming.’ ‘Leica Geosystems Forensic Site | 3d Forensics Laser Scanning’, http://www.leica-
geosystems.us/forensic/3d_scanning.html. 
246 The Srebrenica massacre is known as the biggest in Europe since WWII. See, ‘Srebrenica Massacre 
(Bosnian History) – Encyclopedia Britannica’ 
 http://global.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/1697253/Srebrenica-massacre.  
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functioning as a prelude, now resonates differently; it is in fact the point of view of 

the missing corpses.   

 

Taking an enigmatic moment of a kiss given to an unidentified person, who is 

nevertheless called ‘brother’ by one of the army witnesses, as a starting point, Steyerl 

tests the promise of both eyewitnesses and 3D technology. She applies the 3D 

technique based on eyewitness reports to reconstruct and register the crime scene and 

let the image give up the truth about the crime. But, as the animation tells us at the 

outset: ‘A laser scanner is a camera that risks blinding its subjects. It records evidence 

 

 

Figure 6: Hito Steyerl, The Kiss, 2012. 3D animation. Detail. Courtesy Gallery Wilfried Lentz. 

Figure 7: Hito Steyerl, The Kiss, 2012. 3D print and court case testimonies. Detail. Installation view, 
Overgaden - Institute of Contemporary Art. Courtesy Gallery Wilfried Lentz. Photo: Anders Sune 
Berg. 
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by closing people’s eyes.’247 This is a critique of the image technology in its 

ambiguous role of simultaneously recording and closing people’s eyes because of its 

blinding light. Steyerl nevertheless seems to be seduced by the technology even while 

ridiculing it. This ridicule arises from its failure to give us the missing key to the case, 

precisely because people’s eyes have been closed, metaphorically represented by the 

three witnesses who are blind to what really happened: ‘A 3D printer renders a virtual 

image as a material object. It lends a body to an image of missing bodies. Turning 

history into a thing. An inconclusive object. Framed by blind witnesses. Freezing the 

movements of history.’248 Despite the use of 3D techniques in The Kiss, the black 

person is never identified and speculations as to the destiny of this man linger in the 

air, suspended between the different elements in the installation: prosecution report, 

animation, sculpture, YouTube video and the spectator. Setting the pompous glamour 

of the technology aside, what does each of these images, the 3D animation and 

sculpture, the YouTube video and Steyerl’s own interpretation in Abstract of the 

death of her friend, tell us? What kind of image theory is Steyerl laying out for us in 

the exhibition The Kiss? 

 

The Promise of the Image 
In various of her writings, Steyerl refers to the ideologies pertaining to different 

image technologies and their internal hierarchy. For the reading of The Kiss, 

particularly the notions of poor/rich image, vertical/horizontal sovereignty and 

transparency help unfold an image theory. Steyerl develops German filmmaker Harun 

Farocki’s point that late capitalism is characterized by an image hierarchy based on 

resolution and that at the bottom we find ‘the poor image’, the one that is compressed 

(to pieces) and can therefore travel rapidly, but without the quality of the rich, high 

resolution image. Poor images circulate online, via unofficial channels and between 

fans of whatever the image conveys. Steyerl cites the legacy of the Russian avant-

garde and filmmaker Dziga Vertov, who believed in the image’s capacity to create 

visual bonds between workers worldwide that would organize them differently. She 

                                                
 
247 Hito Steyerl, The Kiss, 2012. 
248 Hito Steyerl, The Kiss, 2012. 
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also points to subsequent moments of radical image–making, for example Third 

Cinema249 and the work of Cuban Julio García Espinosa, who argued for ‘an 

imperfect cinema’ that would oppose high quality cinema’s reactionary filmmaking. 

He advocated the imperfect cinema as the one able to provoke change in the 

organization of society, through the means of production of cinema and its reception, 

here evoking Benjamin’s idea of the author as producer.250  

Despite the preference for poor images rather than rich, Steyerl acknowledges 

that the poor image of today is biased: on the one hand it allows for connections to be 

made intercontinentally and for the spreading of important and overseen masterpieces 

in cinema; but on the other it allows for everything else, like ‘porno and paranoia’.251 

Due to the shift to information and economies of knowledge, as mentioned in Chapter 

One, the poor image has been well–integrated into the dynamics of capital. The poor 

image embodies a paradox: ‘on the one hand, it operates against the fetish value of 

high resolution. On the other hand, this is precisely why it also ends up being 

perfectly integrated into an information capitalism thriving on compressed attention 

spans, on impression rather than immersion, on intensity rather than contemplation, 

on previews rather than screenings.’252 

The rich image is the highly produced image that necessitates chains of 

institutional support and involvement in both its production and circulation. A thread 

running through Steyerl’s work is identifiable in her repeated highlighting of the 

political aspects of image development, many of which, remembering Virilio, has 

taken place in the military, such as today’s 3D, surveillance and drone image 

technologies.253 Drawing on the work of architect Eyal Weizmann, she argues that 

these new technologies prove that power is now exercised vertically via aerial 

                                                
 
249 ‘Third Cinema’ refers to cinema in the Third World and in support of Third World struggles, 
especially from the 1960s onwards. See, Jonathan Buchsbaum, ‘One, Two… Third Cinemas’, Third 
Text, 25/1 (2011), 13–28; François Lecointe, ‘The Elephants at the End of the World: Chris Marker and 
Third Cinema’, Third Text, 25/1 (2011), 93–104.    
250 Hito Steyerl, ‘In Defense of the Poor Image’, E-flux Journal, 11/10, 6. 
251 Steyerl, ‘In Defense of the Poor Image’, 6. 
252 Steyerl, ‘In Defense of the Poor Image’, 7. 
253 Hito Steyerl, ‘In Free Fall: A Thought Experiment on Vertical Perspective’, E-flux Journal, 24/4 
(2011), 8, http://www.e-flux.com/journal/in-free-fall-a-thought-experiment-on-vertical-perspective/. 
The points made here reflect more recent developments in the history outlined by Virilio’s War and 
Cinema. 
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surveillance, or ‘vertical sovereignty’,254 using the Israeli occupation of Palestine as 

an example. The vertical contrasts against the horizontal enactment of power 

pertaining to the particularly Western visual regime of horizontal and linear 

perspective with a vantage point, dominant since the Renaissance.255 The shift to a 

vertical paradigm takes place because of the development of new technologies, many 

of which the military develops in order to maintain control. Following this analysis, 

the 3D image and the floating, drone-like, point of view of the three-channel video in 

The Kiss take on an extra dimension. The Kiss becomes an insistence on the 

shortcomings of this new visual and power regime (though this does not imply a 

defence of the old one), where the poetic and quietly affective moments survive in 

their enigmatic state by escaping the image technology. There is a suggestion of the 

negation of representation, but coupled with the provision of visibility, which we will 

also see later in the case of The Otolith Group; yet here the struggle is with the image 

technology and the regime of truth and transparency that accompanies specific 

technologies. 256 

After describing the poor and the rich image, as well as horizontal and vertical 

sovereignty, there is one more element of the image hierarchy that Steyerl subjects to 

theoretical questioning, namely, the notion of truth as resulting from visual and 

narrative transparency, which is often ascribed to documentary filmmaking and the 

idea of film as pure record that can convey ‘an original unadulterated truth’.257 Steyerl 

has also written extensively on this topic, arguing that truth is a myth surrounding the 

documentary genre. She claims it should be ‘considered as a product combining 

power and knowledge’258 and not giving access to an unedited truth. When she 

undoes both power and knowledge in The Kiss, by showing how the technology does 

not give us truth about the crime, she does so as part of an ongoing discussion of the 

                                                
 
254 Steyerl, ‘In Free Fall’, 8. 
255 Steyerl, ‘In Free Fall’, 4. 
256 Steyerl, Hito, ‘The Spam of the Earth: Withdrawal from Representation’, E-flux Journal, 32/2 
(2012), http://www.e-flux.com/journal/the-spam-of-the-earth/. 
257 Stella Bruzzi, New Documentary: A Critical Introduction (London, 2006), 15. 
258 Steyerl, Hito, ‘Hito Steyerl: Truth Unmade’, Eipcp.net, 2009 
http://eipcp.net/transversal/0910/steyerl/en. 
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documentary genre and the role of the document.259 By using court material and 

experts talking about the excavations of corpses, which in this context corresponds to 

fact and knowledge, along with a fancy 3D technology, which likewise suggests 

power, yet without getting closer to answering the questions of who the black man is, 

why he receives a kiss, whether he receives a kiss and whether he and his nineteen 

fellow abductees were killed and thrown into the river, she fundamentally questions 

the status court materials, witnesses and experts are assigned. The 3D technology 

cannot reconstruct the crime scene, the technology and the image fail and are in fact 

poor contributors as pieces of evidence.260  

But does Steyerl only question the image? Does she not also confirm the dubious 

factual and document character of the image? The closer we come to reality through 

an image, the further we go from truth. This is literally enacted in her piece, as the 3D 

print is not complete, because the other sides of the people are eliminated by their 

shadows and we only see them from the front. The whole of the scene is not included 

in the construction. Yet by evoking these uncertain elements of power and 

knowledge, Steyerl also leaves the piece open for something else. She displaces from 

the image the pressure to tell the truth by distributing information and sentiment 

between the different elements in the installation. This creates a speculation on a 

moment of abduction, a glitch in the war, where an unidentified person becomes the 

main character. The person is left unrepresented, unidentified, yet paid tribute. To 

attend to such a moment, one does not need an assurance of truth through the image, 

but rather, the composition of a network of interfering, opposing components that 

enable the unidentified to surface.   

                                                
 
259 For an overall consideration of the role of the document, the documentary and art in the twentieth 
century, that sees the uncertainty of the document in its creating productive effects and documentary as 
one of the more ‘innovative forms of contemporary art,’ see Maria Lind and Hito Steyerl, The Green 
Room: Reconsidering the Documentary and Contemporary Art (Berlin, 2008), 10–26. 
260 This representational critique of the truth of the image will appear throughout this section and is 
briefly discussed again in the next chapter in relation to Lebanese artist Walid Raad. Many authors 
highlight it, and one example among many is Demos, who refers to Raad’s fictionalising archive 
project The Atlas Group and readings of it by, for instance, Carolina A. Jones and Tom Holert, as 
respectively a hermeneutics of doubt and a destabilisation of truth claims. See Demos, The Migrant 
Image, 193; Caroline A. Jones, ‘Doubt Fear’, Art Papers, 29/1 (2005), 24–35; Tom Holert, ‘The 
Apparition of the Documentary’, in Documentary Now!: Contemporary Strategies in Photography, 
Film and the Visual Arts, ed. by Frits Gierstberg (Rotterdam, 2005). 
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The inclusion of the YouTube video and Abstract complicates the different image 

ideologies by pointing to the poor image, the simply produced image and to the 

gesture of the body. Abstract in particular situates Steyerl in the act of filming and 

screening. The stubborn act of standing in front of the building of the missile 

company while screening the recordings of the consequences of its missile production 

becomes a performative event in which the document serves a purpose and suggests 

one kind of truth, Steyerl’s truth about her friend. There is thus an ambiguity in the 

image and its workings: when is truth evident? In the case of The Kiss, the image 

economy of the rich image deceives us, whereas the rather stubborn visual accusation 

of Abstract allows for another affective testimony to a shared moment of the past. 

Steyerl’s act of research is to bring the image hierarchies of the poor and the rich 

image and the vertical and the horizontal sovereignty together with the truth they 

promise through transparency, in an act that troubles them.  

The troubling of the image allows for further speculation, because since the 

image cannot prove that the black person was killed, the possibility that he remains 

alive is evoked. ‘Probability of life’ is something Steyerl and Mroué have investigated 

together through the lecture-performance Probable Title: Zero Probability (2012). 

This piece sets out to explore situations of zero probability, where the image or a 

situation cannot give access to what happened and thus opens up for a space of 

speculation. In an essay developing the thinking behind the idea of zero probability, 

Steyerl goes through a series of encounters with the topic of missing people. The 

unidentified corpses of missing people from the Spanish Civil War, for instance, are 

not being subjected to DNA testing that could prove their identity, due to a lack of 

funding and political disagreements. The missing people thus stay in the realm of the 

unknown, having the potential of being both dead and alive.261 This is also a violent 

situation, however: Steyerl insists on the ‘edges, gaps, and rifts of rugged and glossy 

images, of low resolution monads left in fractional space, registering their tectonic 

profile, feeling their bruises, fully confident that the impossible can and indeed will 

                                                
 
261 Hito Steyerl, The Wretched of the Screen (Berlin, 2012), 151. 
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happen.’262 This stubborn belief in probability arising from the inexact image is 

exactly what Mroué unfolds in the case study to which we shall now turn. 

 

Dissecting Uncertainty: The Pixelated Revolution 
One of the witnesses in the three-channel video and 3D sculpture of The Kiss is Rabih 

Mroué.263 That he appears as a perpetrator is a coincidence that resonates with his 

work The Pixelated Revolution,264 in which it is exactly the image of a perpetrator that 

is the main drive. Mroué partakes in an obsessed dissection of the image of the 

perpetrator in the desperate hope of finding out that he (those involved are all men, 

without exception) is not a killer. 

‘The Syrians are shooting their own deaths.’ This was the sentence made by a 

friend of Mroué’s at dinner and which started the project for him. The sentence refers 

to videos shared on YouTube and other social media platforms of combatants of the 

Bashar al-Assad-led regime in Syria. As in Steyerl’s vocabulary, shooting refers 

ambiguously to the act of recording and of shooting with a weapon. The YouTube 

videos are often short, one to two minutes, and recorded with a mobile phone. They 

are very much videos of the moment, often shot from a balcony looking down at the 

military in the streets. All the videos share a moment where, at some point, the 

camera finds a soldier or a tank pointing their weapon in the direction of the 

cameraman. There is a moment of seizure, of the two persons taking hold of one 

                                                
 
262 Steyerl, The Wretched of the Screen, 158. 
263 Steyerl asked friends and colleagues to model for the 3D camera to create the animation and 3D 
print and also asked Mroué to participate. Conversation with the author, 1 May, 2014. 
264 The Pixelated Revolution is a one-hour performance lecture and the version referred to in this 
chapter was shown at The Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts during a symposium with the title The 
Poetry of Image - The Parody of Language on December 14, 2012. 
There also exists a shorter version, approximately twenty minutes long, which forms part one of a 
bigger installation titled The Fall of a Hair. The Fall of a Hair was exhibited first at Ashkal Alwan 
Space in Beirut and later in 2012 at dOCUMENTA 13 in Kassel. Part two is titled Thicker Than Water 
and shows flipbooks of the videos with an inkpad underneath that colours the hands of spectators, who 
then cannot but leave fingerprints on the exhibition installation. Part three is titled Blow Up and shows 
human–scale prints of perpetrators from the different videos. Part four is titled “Eye” vs “Eye” and is a 
16mm film loop of one of the videos. Part five is titled Image till Victory and is a looped video 
projection of a human body standing in a photo–shoot setting, holding a cell phone, only to collapse as 
if being shot. The manuscript and an introduction to the one-hour performance lecture can be found in 
Rabih Mroué, Ziad Nawfal and Carol Martin, ‘Pieces: The Pixelated Revolution’, TDR: The Drama 
Review, 56/3 (2012), 19–35. 
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other, one with a camera, the other with a gun, before the gun is fired, the camera falls 

to the ground and the image goes black. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Rabih Mroué, The Pixelated Revolution, 2012. Lecture-performance and video 
documentation. Detail. Courtesy the artist and Sfeir Seimler Gallery. 

 

Figure 8: Rabih Mroué, The Pixelated Revolution, 2012. Lecture-performance. Detail. Courtesy the 
artist and Sfeir Seimler Gallery. 
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These videos are undeniably affectively strong.265 Mroué’s reaction is to watch them 

again and again and print them frame for frame in the hope of identifying the killer 

and finding out whether the cameraman is dead or not. The investigation is unfolded 

in a performance lecture style, where Mroué shows image material while explaining 

his trains of thought. Passing through various sources, he includes friends and 

informal conversations as his sources266 together with for instance the Danish Dogma 

’95 with its use of low tech film-making techniques, Palestinian film-maker Elia 

Suleiman and optography, the idea that the last image seen before death is fixed on 

the retina and can be recovered, an idea also pursued in forensic methods of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Mroué finally argues that the cameraman cannot 

have been killed, as the spectator has not been killed, nor physically hurt. The idea is 

that,  

 

what the cameraman witnessed is the exact same thing that he recorded, and it 

is also the exact same thing we will witness when we watch it. This means, 

our eyes are an extension of the camera’s eye and his eyes are an extension of 

his mobile phone’s lens also. This leads us to the logic that when the bullet 

hits the lens then, logically, it should hit the camera man’s eye and it should 

hit our eyes as well. So metaphorically, we should be killed or injured once 

we’ve watched the video. But as we are not killed after watching the video and 

you are still OK I assume that the cameraman is not killed as well. And my 

proof is that his mobile phone has not died. All the photos are saved, not 

killed, since we are able to watch them and are able to watch them again and 

                                                
 
265 Several of the audience watched the performance lecture at dOCUMENTA (13) with their eyes 
partly covered. 
266 Here Steyerl and Mroué have particularly different styles, in that Mroué openly tends to introduce 
his use of friends and family as references and teachers. This difference is palpable in their shared 
performance lecture Probable Title: Zero Probability, where Mroué when faced with a problem sets 
out to ask his father for private lessons in mathematics and Steyerl embarks on a study of quantum 
superposition theory. It is worth mentioning that, according to Lebanese artist Walid Sadek, rumour 
and informal modes of information circulation are intrinsic conditions of everyday life in Beirut, thus 
directly influencing the working practices of Lebanese artists living there. The informal and floating 
character of the sign of Beirut as a place for artistic and curatorial production is something I come back 
to in Chapter 3. Walid Sadek, ‘A Matter of Words’, Parachute: Revue d’Art Contenporain, 108, 2002, 
34–49.  
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again anytime. Hence, it is still alive as well as the cameraman is alive, at least 

he is still alive through his images.267  

 

In this quotation, Mroué uses an infantile associative logic by paralleling cameraman 

and spectator, camera and screen, to collapse the time and place of the moment of 

recording and the moment of reception. The bullet is the object that can combine 

these two by flying fictively through time and space, assuring that the cameraman has 

not been killed. That the argument does not hold up does not matter, as Mroué creates 

a poetic space for the spectator to inhabit. By finding meaning through fiction we are 

still faced with a devastating reality that Mroué finds it important to expose. These 

images show that soldiers of the Assad regime are killing civilians (and not that they 

die because of the faith of God, as Assad supporters argued at the time),268 and giving 

them attention and thereby supporting their circulation into geographical and 

linguistic areas that would not otherwise know about them is crucial.   

                                                
 
267 Rabih Mroué, The Pixelated Revolution, 14 December 2012. 
268 Answer to author in Q&A after The Pixelated Revolution, 14 December 2012. 
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Figure 10: Rabih Mroué, The Pixelated Revolution, 2012. Lecture-performance. Courtesy the artist and 
Sfeir Seimler Gallery. Photo: Ernesto Donegana. 
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The condition of the circulatory and unstable image is already present in the history of 

visual resistance, as is Mroué’s instinct to dissect the image. At the end of the first 

part of the three-part documentary La Batalla de Chile by the Chilean filmmaker 

Patricio Guzmán, a soldier points his gun at the camera and shoots. The cameraman 

died, we learn, and the film performs the exact move of Mroué and freezes frames to 

find the face of the killer. The context is the coup on 11 September, 1973 and its 

aftermath, when the Chilean army took power from the democratically elected 

President Salvador Allende and installed a seventeen–year military dictatorship. The 

soldier is never prosecuted even though his image appears clearly on the screen. The 

historical moment in which the film and the videos are shot resonates in a haunting 

way, being from the beginning of a period that resulted and may yet result in less and 

less visual resistance.269 But the story of why and how La Batailla de Chile came 

about serves well as a historical referent for how the visual conditions have changed 

with the civil war in Syria. It was the filmmaker Chris Marker, whom we shall soon 

discuss further, who, having met Guzmán a little while earlier on a trip to Chile, sent 

some 16mm film to Argentina that was then smuggled over the Andes mountain range 

into Chile. The recordings were later smuggled to Cuba, where the film was edited 

and came into circulation.270 The temporality of the circulation of the film is therefore 

obviously different to that of today, where mobile phones and the internet allow for 

instant communication and the rapid spread of visual testimonies to atrocities 

committed by regimes against civilians or resistance fighters. Today, the difference is 

the speed with which the images travel and the number of images of ‘double 

shooting’, of filming and shooting, that circulate. But one thing stays the same: as 

with the dissection of Guzmán, we do not find the perpetrator.  

                                                
 
269 The Middle Eastern scholar Sune Haugbølle has pointed to the similarities between the Lebanese 
civil war and the war in Syria, suggesting that the latter may become as long and destructive as the 
former. See Anja Bo, ‘Tre år siden Syrien-krigen startede’, DR2 Deadline (Denmark, 2014). Scholar of 
international politics Helle Malmvig also points to how visual counter–operations in the shape of visual 
resistance in Syria have decreased and been co–opted by the regime since the first uprisings' creative 
and provocative uses of visual resistance in 2011, ‘Eyes Wide Shut: Power and Visual Counter-
Conducts in the Battle for Syria 2011-2013’ (Paper prepared for ISA 55th Annual Convention Toronto 
26-29 March, Dansk Institut for Internationale Studier, 2014). 
270 It was only released on DVD in January 2010 in Chile and has never been shown on television in 
the country, despite being widely acknowledged abroad. 
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Figure 11: Patricio Guzmán, La Batalla de Chile: La Lucha de un Pueblo sin Armas – Primera Parte: 
La Insurreción de la Burgesía, 1975. 16,mm film. Courtesy the artist. 
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The promise of the image is again not kept and it does not give us access to justice. 

This is probably why Mroué has to insist on the cameraman not having been killed, 

thus turning his piece into a naïve, yet reflexive visual vendetta on behalf of the 

Syrian opposition.271 

Like Steyerl, Mroué develops a theory of the image based on technology and 

power. Looking not at resolution, but at the conditions for creating ‘stable’ images, he 

points out the power of the tripod. About two–thirds of the way into the performance 

lecture, he highlights that it is a sign of power to be able to use a tripod to support the 

camera and create a stable image with one fixed point of view. People engaged in 

operations of resistance do not have this possibility as they are always on the move, 

watching out, short of time and surprised by new events. There is rarely control of the 

production of the image, rather just an ad hoc following of the event. The tripod is 

thus a sign of the power and permanence of a regime, a power that the resistance does 

not have. Whereas Steyerl’s use of 3D technology points to an economic dimension 

of image production, highlighting technical capabilities which most people cannot 

afford, Mroué adds the conditions of production to the constitution of the power of an 

image, in opposition to the everyday, fleeting conditions of unstable power. However, 

Mroué’s own lecture-performance, as on show at dOCUMENTA 13 was exactly an 

exercise of stable, visual power. But this should be underscored – that it was precisely 

an exercise: the naïve presentation of the survival of the Syrian protesters juxtaposed 

with a situation of stable enunciation, miming academic and evidence-based 

presentations, points back to the performativity of power itself. Mroué’s act of 

research is thus to develop a theory of the image of resistance that in subtle ways 

evokes the complex interplay between levels of power and stability of the image.  

 

Blowing Up, Taking Shape: The Forensic Image 
A method that both Mroué and Steyerl are using is the forensic technique of either 

blowing up an image to the extent of dissecting it or creating a 3D sculpture out of it. 

                                                
 
271 Since 2012, when The Pixelated Revolution was created, the situation has become increasingly 
complicated and less black–and–white than it appeared in the beginning. Mroué’s emotional support 
for the cameraman and the Syrian protesters should be seen in this light.  
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The focus on the crime scene and on the questions of ‘what happened?’ and ‘who 

died?’ also directs attention to the forensic method.272  

 

 

The Kiss was exhibited in another exhibition in 2012 called Mengele’s Skull, referring 

to the court case-taking place in Brazil in the 1980’s around the findings of the bones 

of the German SS medical officer during WWII, Josef Mengele. Curated by the 

Berlin-based curator Anselm Franke at the exhibition space Portikus in Frankfurt, it 

contained works by London-based architect Paulo Tavares, academic Thomas Keenan 

and architect Eyal Weizman. The latter two participated with a work titled Mengele’s 

Skull, a fascinating case study of forensic history that also explains the theoretical and 

                                                
 
272 Thomas Keenan, ‘Getting the Dead to Tell Me What Happened: Justice, Prosopopoeia, and Forensic 
Afterlives’, in Forensis: The Architecture of Public Truth, ed. by Forensic Architecture, Eyal 
Weizman, and Anselm Franke (Berlin, 2014), 35–55. 

 

Figure 12: Thomas Keenan and Eyal Weizmann, Mengele's Skull: The Advent of a Forensic Aesthetics, 
2012. Book and exhibition. Detail. Courtesy the authors. 
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practical implications of forensic architecture, a new practice which Weizman has 

played a central role in initiating via the research project Forensic Architecture: The 

Space of Law in War, funded by the European Research Council, and recently also 

the research project Drone Strikes: Investigating Covert Operations through Spatial 

Media.273 The practice revolves around crime sites and the ways architecture, image 

technology and medical knowledge together try to reconstruct a crime scene and 

thereby find the truth behind the crime. This forensic method and ideology reflects a 

move from human testimonies to the testimonies provided by things, like pieces of 

evidence, images, bones, bullets etc.274  

Forensic architecture is inspired by the object-oriented theory of sociologists, 

philosophers and anthropologists like Bruno Latour, 275 where the agency to provoke 

change is distributed in a network of humans, things and processes. The theory moves 

                                                
 
273 For more information on the latter, see the project description and documentation of the 
investigation ‘Drone Strikes’, Forensic Architecture, http://www.forensic-architecture.org/case/drone-
strikes/; Forensic Architecture, Eyal Weizman and Anselm Franke, Forensis: The Architecture of 
Public Truth (Berlin, 2014). 
274 Newer forensic techniques’ use of images show a change in how legal decisions are made in the 
twentieth and twenty-first century. Mengele was never taken to court for his exterminations and 
experiments with captives in Auschwitz during WWII, but after his death, his remains were found and 
exhumed. In contrast to the trial of another Nazi war criminal, Adolf Eichmann, which Hannah Arendt 
famously reported from and which was based on testimonies from survivors from concentration camps, 
the court case of Mengele revolved around whether the bones belonged to him or not, whether it was 
him or not. To determine that the bones were his, forensic experts invented a new technique whereby 
they transposed a transparent image on to the skull to see if the features would fit one another. Thomas 
Keenan and Eyal Weizman, Mengele’s Skull: The Advent of a Forensic Aesthetics (Berlin, 2012). 
275 A recent example of Latour's object-oriented methodology is his compositionist manifesto, in which 
he argues for assembling things, and an early example is the co-authored research on for example how 
scientists work in the laboratory in which he describes the many work processes, things, experiments 
and translations needed for the writing of a paper. The methodology in the latter is that of following the 
object, which was also mentioned in the introduction to this research. See, Bruno Latour, ‘An Attempt 
at a “Compositionist Manifesto”’, New Literary History, 41/3 (2010), 471–90; Latour and Woolgar, 
Laboratory Life. Latour is highly inspired by the philosopher Alfred North Whitehead (for example his 
book Process and Reality: An Essay in Cosmology (New York, 1978), whom the economist Fritz 
Machlup, mentioned in Chapter One also references in his 1980 book, Machlup, Knowledge: Its 
Creation, Distribution, and Economic Significance, 119.  
For a discussion on the recent theoretical paths taken by object-oriented ontology, see Jane Bennett, 
‘Systems and Things: A Response to Graham Harman and Timothy Morton’, New Literary History, 
43/2 (2012), 225–33; Graham Harman, ‘The Well-Wrought Broken Hammer: Object-Oriented Literary 
Criticism’, New Literary History, 43/2 (2012), 183–203; Timothy Morton, ‘An Object-Oriented 
Defense of Poetry’, New Literary History, 43/2 (2012), 205–24. 
 Hito Steyerl herself mentions the Russian dramatist Sergei Tretiakov, who wrote the essay ‘The 
Biography of the Object’, October, 118 (2006), 57–62, in which he argues for a new narrative in novels 
that instead of following one individual, follows the object that the characters create together over time 
or are gathered together by. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

117 

away from subjectivity and identity to things, materials and processes of creation, and 

in practice it aims to form alternative forums for civic dispute about, for instance, 

unresolved issues of past warfare through thorough investigations of war crimes that 

have not been investigated fully or settled by authorities – just as both Steyerl’s and 

Mroué’s artistic investigations seek to do.   

In contrast to the practice of investigating a crime scene with a forensic team and 

methods on site, Steyerl and Mroué, in their practices, use forensic ideas with images. 

Latour also wrote a manifesto for composition, which is helpful in understanding the 

theoretical move behind forensic architecture and also Steyerl’s work. He states that 

in opposition to critique, ‘It is time to compose—in all the meanings of the word, 

including to compose with, that is to compromise, to care, to move slowly, with 

caution and precaution.’276 Instead of criticising and unveiling the power in certain 

structures, compositionists gather things that maintain their heterogeneity, but create a 

new understanding of the world. Such could be manifest in the installation of Steyerl, 

which maintains a strong connection to the referent of each element in the 

composition. The critique of the expensive, power–evoking, yet deceptive forensic 

image is made through its juxtaposition with other images. Her composition thus 

complicates the rich image by contrasting it against other images, especially by 

opening up to the imaginative and affective in The Kiss and especially in Abstract, 

which links the places and moments through the phone that is both a screen and a 

camera to open up the prospect of sense making and the possibility of acting visually. 

Mroué’s dissection of the image also resonates with forensic techniques: 

dissecting bodies to find traces or evidence. However, as with The Kiss, the evidence 

found and facts inferred are not reliable, they do not offer us more than a space for 

speculations, which is, moreover and in contrast to an objective court case, based on 

associative thinking. Mroué insists in his speculation on the everyday character of the 

image he is investigating, both in its creation and in his understanding of it. Mroué 

and Steyerl have carefully constructed a space for speculation. The negotiation of and 

reflection about the image continue to unfold in tandem with developments within 

                                                
 
276 Latour, ‘An Attempt at a “Compositionist Manifesto”’, 487. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

118 

both macrostructures, such as military inventions of 3D and surveillance techniques, 

and microstructures, such as pixelated mobile phone recordings shared on social 

media. The image as such is not judged; rather, Steyerl and Mroué lay bare its 

conditions of production and multiple meanings, thought in relation to art production 

and singular, historical moments, to complicate the culturally dominant relationships 

between image, truth and power.  

 

The Opaque Image In The Otolith Group’s Nervus Rerum 
If Steyerl and Mroué investigate the transparency of the image as a truth–giving 

entity, The Otolith Group, to whom we shall now turn, proposes opacity as an 

alternative strategy to representation. As we shall see, their practice opens up a history 

of filmmakers and writers who all have done representation otherwise. The act of 

doing otherwise is something that becomes explicit when dealing with war 

representation, because it has a well-discussed past and present traceable back to war 

journalism, the development of image technologies for military purposes and the 

current digital democratisation of filmmaking and photographing.277  

Placing itself at the intersection between art and theory, The Otolith Group covers 

a varied range of practices. Consisting of London-based Kodwo Eshun and Anjalika 

Sagar, their practice spans curating, teaching, writing, filmmaking, performance, 

programming and publishing. Since 2002, when the group was founded, they have 

made nine films and it is one of these, Nervus Rerum (2008) that will be analysed 

here. The topics of their films are diverse, from transnational feminism in relation to 

working conditions, sci-fi narration, space trips and film-making (The Otolith I-II 

(2003 and 2007)) to afro-futurism in relation to the slave trade, techno music and 

climate change (Hydra Decapita (2010)). An engagement with political conditions, 

especially in the Global South under the influence of capitalism and neo-liberalism, is 

also the driving impulse behind the network Multitudes, which the members created 

in 1998.  
                                                
 
277 An example of the latter would be the digital photographs taken by military prison guards at the 
prison in Iraq, Abu Ghraib, of tortured Iraqi prisoners. See for instance Susan Sontag, ‘Regarding The 
Torture Of Others’, The New York Times, 23 May 2004, section Magazine 
 http://www.nytimes.com/2004/05/23/magazine/regarding-the-torture-of-others.html. 
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Multitudes consists of an online platform that serves as a distributor of ‘guerrilla 

news’. As the description on the website reads, Multitudes contributes to 

‘contemporary modes of knowledge production that demand a critical engagement 

with the political and cultural conditions of the present, thereby affirming the 

potential of intervention within the disorientations of the now.’278 As this statement 

expresses, The Otolith Group is clear about their own situatedness within a political 

and cultural landscape, much in line with Enwezor’s suggestion that collectives 

appear in times of crisis, as discussed in Chapter One, and this is a useful intellectual 

standpoint to bear in mind when seeking an understanding of the whole of their 

practice. For instance, their exhibition and publication about The Black Audio Film 

Collective and Eshun’s work on and with Harun Farocki and the militant image, 279 

are examples of a practice that has aesthetic concerns, but operates politically by 

providing thoughtful visibility and audibility to practices also of the past that have the 

potential to resonate with the political realities of today. However, their practice does 

not provide political or aesthetic recipes; it is rather a meticulous and consistent 

thinking of the politics of the visual in the twentieth century and today's society.  

The political implications of representation is a topic that is not only limited to 

Nervus Rerum, which takes place in a Palestinian refugee camp in Jenin in the 

northern part of the West Bank in the occupied Palestinian territories. As 

representation is of a formal character, their films are developed technically, visually 

and aurally in close connection with the topics in question. Their visual and aural 

expression is carefully thought in coherence with the material assemblage making up 

their films. The term ‘assemblage’ is invoked here to describe how many of their 

films consist of a gathering together of different sources that each reference a 

particular aesthetic thought. This approach and analysis recognises Deleuze’s creative 

act, mentioned in the introduction, as working with blocks of movement/duration. The 

aim of this section is thus to tease out the different elements of Nervus Rerum that 
                                                
 
278 ‘Multitudes: Guerrilla News’, The Otolith Group, http://otolithgroup.org/multitudes.php. 
279 Kodwo Eshun and Anjalika Sagar, The Ghosts of Songs: The Film Art of the Black Audio Film 
Collective, 1982-1998 (Liverpool, 2007); Antje Ehmann and others, Harun Farocki, Against What? 
Against Whom? (London, 2009); Harun Farocki, ‘War at a Distance’ (unpublished Lecture presented at 
the Travelling is Impossible: Harun, Kodwo, and I, Beirut, Lebanon, 2006); Eshun and Gray, ‘The 
Militant Image’, 1–12. 
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together make it a critique of representation, and how these elements through the 

juxtaposition of their mood and genealogy create the proposition of an opaque audio-

visual strategy.  

 

Rerum: Things Coming Together280  
Nervus Rerum is a thirty-two–minute film made in the Jenin Refugee Camp, which 

has been under Palestinian control since 1994. It has more than 16,000 registered 

refugees, it covers 0.42 square kilometres and unemployment there is at 25%. There 

are two schools, one food distribution centre and one health centre. All of this attests 

to the fragile living conditions of the inhabitants of the camp. In 2002, at the 

beginning of the second intifada,281 the camp suffered severe material devastation and 

several casualties during Operation Defensive Shield, in which the Israeli army 

entered and caused great damage and destruction.282   

Despite the pronounced ferocities that are part of everyday life in Jenin, Nervus 

Rerum does not treat them directly. One of the main protagonists of the video is the 

camp’s building complex, which is portrayed by a steady-cam panning around the 

camp. The slowness of the camera contrasts against the action, violence and 

articulated frustration that the camp also contains. The first five minutes establish the 

pace and mood of the film. The steady-cam moves down one narrow street, passing 

old and apparently broken appliances, such as refrigerators and washing machines, 

moving towards a car and two men. The camera then turns, passes the car and dwells 

on the stacked appliances. The camera turns again toward the car and pauses at the 

two men, whose conversation we vaguely hear, but which is not subtitled. The camera 

then backs out and the image rests on the car and the two men from a distance. 

There’s a cut and the camera moves down a pathway. Now, after three minutes, a 

female voice-over begins. ‘We are death. What we call life is the slumber of our real 

                                                
 
280 Rērum is the genitive plural of rēs, which in Latin means thing, matter, issue or affair. 
http://www.denstoredanske.dk/index.php?sideId=131133 
281 The second intifada was the second Palestinian insurrection and took place from 2000-2005 against 
the Israeli occupation. The first intifada ran from approximately 1987-1991. 
282 UNRWA United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East, ‘Camp 
profiles: Jenin Refugee Camp’, UNRWA, http://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work/west-bank/camp-
profiles?field=12.  
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life, the death of what we really are. The dead are born, they don’t die. The worlds are 

switched in our eyes. We’re dead when we think we’re living; we start living when 

we die.’ After panning and pausing the camera continues down the path and comes to 

an opening. We recognize the appliances, but the car is gone. We are back where we 

started, pausing in front of the appliances. 

 

The mood of these first five minutes is slow, serious and circular. It does not provide 

a sense of linear progression, either in the image flow, or in the narrative. There are 

no testimonies and no contextual information. The camera circles around and ends up 

at the beginning, giving a sense of an impasse from which there is no way out. On top 

of that, the camera’s journey ends before old and run–down appliances, no longer in 

use, suggesting a situation where once useful things have been thrown out, but not yet 

taken to their new destinations or put to alternative use. Voiceover, image, soundtrack 

and the circular, dead–end movement of the camera make up the video, but even 

 

Figure 13: The Otolith Group,  Nervus Rerum, 2008. Video. Detail. Courtesy the artists. 
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though they do not cohere in the form of a straightforward narrative, they work like 

blocks coming together that create something. The tone of the film arises from the 

transmission of a non-life taking place in an eternal waiting that blocks progression: a 

life always coming back to a dead end. When using the term tone, I refer to the work 

on affect by Sianne Ngai, which I wish to develop in the following through tracing the 

different elements of the assemblage, namely soundtrack, voiceover and image, to see 

what kind of affective heritage they bring and how they together provide the ugly 

feeling of unwanted disengagement.283 

An indicative soundtrack accompanies the panning image and the voiceover. The 

                                                
 
283 See (especially Chapter One on ‘Tone’) Sianne Ngai, Ugly Feelings (Cambridge, 2007), 38–88. 

 

Figure 14: The Otolith Group, Nervus Rerum, 2008. Video. Detail. Courtesy the artists. 
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soundtrack consists of Prelude IV and Prelude V by British contemporary composer 

Ryan Teague, who combines classical music with electronic music, making violin, 

clarinet and noise identifiably distinct.284 Reminding the listener of a mixture of 

minimalistic music and generic electronica, the soundtrack is suggestive. In some 

parts it develops the sound slowly to make one or two tones stand out. The slowness 

and openness support the suggestive element of the video; where are we going and 

what will happen? However, the soundtrack also has anxious aspects, probably 

stemming from the more noise-like undertones and the uncertainty of direction, which 

is amplified by the image and its dead ends, or the moments where it enters into 

houses and lingers on their inhabitants, gazing out of windows, waiting in silence. 

The anxiety evokes a sense of the place being haunted. Such a sense alludes to a past 

that went wrong, a present out of joint and a future that got lost in the impasse of 

action in the present –  unless something changes.285  

A slightly monotone female voice, that of Anjalika Sagar, accompanies the image 

and sound, reading extracts from, among others, the French political activist and poet 

Jean Genet and the Portuguese writer Fernando Pessoa.286 Together, these sources 

                                                
 
284 Previews of the two tracks are available on: ‘EPs’, Ryan Teague, http://ryanteague.com/eps/. In 
genre it is close to the work of North-American film composer Cliff Martinez.  
285 Mark Fisher, ‘The Metaphysics of Crackle: Afrofuturism and Hauntology’, Dancecult: Journal of 
Electronic Dance Music Culture, 5/2 (2013), 42–55. Hauntology is a concept coined by French 
philosopher Jacques Derrida in his book on Marx, which takes its point of departure from Hamlet and 
the 'time being out of joint,' as Hamlet is haunted by his father, the ghost. See, Jacques Derrida, 
Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, and the New International (New York, 
2006); Sidsel Nelund, ‘Lives Relived: Biography and Re-Enactment in Contemporary Media Art’ 
(University of Copenhagen, 2009). Mark Fisher has recently developed the concept of hauntology to 
include the idea of living in a time in which the future is lost future. See, Mark Fisher, Ghosts of My 
Life: Writings on Depression, Hauntology and Lost Futures. (UK, 2014). I am grateful to my colleague 
Erik Steinskog, who proposed the hauntological reading. 
Another reference to a place being haunted is found in Lebanese artist Lina Saneh’s captivating video I 
Had a Dream, Mom (2006), which is a recording of Saneh recalling a dream to her hospitalised and 
amnesiac mother. The dream is about an empty city of ghosts. The way in which the mother 
immediately forgets Saneh’s description of her dream, prompting Saneh to recount it again, creates the 
same impasse of action and repetition as Nervus Rerum. Moreover, there is resemblance in the empty 
city and the ghostlike life of its inhabitants.  
286 In the programme accompanying Home Works IV, where the video should have been screened for 
the first time and to which we will turn in the next chapter, The Otolith Group reference the following 
authors and books as part of the voiceover: Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale (Boston, 1986); 
Mehdi Charef, Tea in the Harem (London, 1989); Jean Genet and Barbara Bray, Prisoner of Love 
(New York, 2003); Fernando Pessoa, The Book of Disquiet (New York, 1991); Mary Wollstonecraft 
Shelley, The Last Man (Oxford, 1998); M. P Shiel, The Purple Cloud (London, 2012); Olaf Stapledon, 
Last and First Men: A Story of the Near and Far Future (Los Angeles, 1988); Evgeniĭ Ivanovich 
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constitute a mixture of political and slightly disillusioned autobiography. In the 

voiceover, however, the sources are neither distinguishable nor recognisable. Some of 

the books cited are written in the first person and refer to the life of the writers; 

nevertheless, The Otolith Group has chosen to extract excerpts that very seldom use 

an ‘I’ and that do not ask questions. Sentences are descriptive, analytical and 

conclusive, more like statements that designate a situation, a condition or a sensation. 

As Sagar reads the voiceover, the male narrators of the literary sources become 

female, a changing gender codes concerning authority and the position from which 

one speaks.287 The voiceover text created from these sources does not amount to a 

coherent narration; instead the fragmented statements linger in the air together with 

the cul-de-sac character of the image and the suggestive, yet haunted soundtrack, 

echoing the sensation of potential and persistent catastrophe of, for instance, Genet’s 

memoirs, which in the words of Edward W. Said are ‘saturated with images of death’ 

while expressing the ‘deepest sympathy for the Palestinian revolution’.288  

Coming now to the image, we already understand that it is a traveling shot 

moving around the camp. But unlike common traveling shots, which normally follow 
                                                                                                                                      
 
Zamiatin, We (Harmondsworth, 1972). These authors and books suggest a tone of dystopian sci-fi. The 
video was not shown at Home Works IV due to problems faced in trying to cross the border from 
Palestine (where it had recently been produced) and Israel to Lebanon. 
287 Here, there is a parallel to some of the inspirations of The Otolith Group, such as Chris Marker’s use 
of a female voice-over in Sunless from 1983 and The Black Audio Film Collective’s use of a 
philosophical, female voice-over in their film Handsworth Songs from 1986. See, Bruzzi, New 
Documentary, 64–71; John Corner, The Art of Record: A Critical Introduction to Documentary 
(Manchester, 1996), 171–180. 
288 Edward W. Said, ‘On Jean Genet’s Late Works’, in Imperialism and Theatre: Essays on World 
Theatre, Drama, and Performance, ed. by J. Ellen Gainor (London, 1995), 238 & 240. Prisoner of 
Love is about Genet’s stay in Palestinian bases in Jordan in 1970-72 and written a decade later. The 
first person narrator brings us into the everyday life and conversations in a training camp during the 
Palestinian revolution and resistance of those years. But it also contains reflections on political events 
and resistance movements elsewhere and at other times. The spatiotemporal cross-referencing brings us 
to the massacre of the Palestinian refugee camp Shatila in Beirut in 1982, the activities of the Black 
Panthers in North-America, the situation of the Gypsies in Serbia and other similar events and 
situations in France and around the region of the Middle East. His political engagement is clear; 
however, despite his sympathy with the Palestinian cause he still acknowledges that ‘We can see 
through its thin skin that the resistance has lost blood’ (Genet and Bray, Prisoner of Love, 145) and that 
the training camps are not well prepared for fighting with the Israelis. The book is a collage of 
paragraphs, some in the form of conversations, others stories, poetic analyses or conclusive statements. 
The connections among them give rise to an air of both potential and persistent catastrophe. Genet is 
supportive of the resistance, but also a pragmatic evaluator of the difficult conditions under which it 
works. The mood is simultaneously loving in its portraits of people and conversation, pragmatic in its 
analyses of the situation and a tiny bit disillusioned in its looking back at a radical moment of potential 
change.  
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an object or an actor, the camera in Nervus Rerum simply makes its way around the 

narrow pathways and in and out of houses. Placed below eye–level, the point of view 

is not immediately inhabitable for the spectator and could instead remind one of a 

video game, where the image follows the target of the gun. It could also evoke 

associations with floating drone-recordings or the google-maps car, photographing 

from street level: in any case, the point of view does not correspond comfortably with 

that of the viewer, who may feel a sense of having to ‘duck’ in order to physically 

embody the perspective of the camera. 289  

De-identification is further complicated by the detachment of image from sound, 

which is a strong characteristic of the video. For example, the camera also passes a 

cemetery where a family is showing photographs of their lost ones, and it pauses at a 

house where a young man290 is showing footage of the former leader of the Palestine 

Liberation Organization (PLO), Yasser Arafat on an old, desktop computer. In none 

of the cases do we hear clearly what the people are saying or get this information via 

subtitled text or voiceover. But we can see that they are talking to the camera. In the 

case of the scene with footage of Yasser Arafat, the voiceover says: ‘Trying to think 

the revolution is like waking up and trying to see the logic in a dream. There is no 

point, in the middle of a drought, in imagining how to cross the river when the bridge 

has been swept away. When half awake, I think about the revolution, I see it as a tale 

of a caged tiger, starting to lash out in a vast sweep, then falling back wearily on the 

prisoner’s flank.’291 We keep seeing the footage, which is historical and goes back to 

the early days of Arafat. The testimony is reduced to movements and silent 

expressions and the cognitive understanding of the image thereby relies on the 

knowledge of the viewer, who might recognise Arafat and the hopes he represented 

for Palestinian independence in the first decades of the second half of the twentieth 

                                                
 
289 That the image is supposed to remind us of a drone-recording or the google car-recordings is 
debatable, as those technologies probably were not developed at the time of making Nervus Rerum. 
However, these references serve to give a descriptive impression of how the camera moves. Irmgard 
Emmelhainz and The Otolith Group, ‘A Trialogue on Nervus Rerum’, October, 129 (2009), 132. 
290 The young man is Zacharia Zbeidi, who ‘was the leader of the Al Aqsa Brigades in Jenin during the 
2002 Israeli invasion known as “Operation Defensive Shield.”’ Emmelhainz and The Otolith Group, 
‘A Trialogue on Nervus Rerum’, 130. 
291 The Otolith Group, Nervus Rerum, 2008, 17:16-17:46. This is a quotation from Genet’s Prisoner of 
Love.  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

126 

century. But none of this is recounted, only the sensation of an incarcerated, frustrated 

revolutionary spirit. As Eshun notes in an interview, ‘people turn their backs on the 

camera; they turn away from the inspection of the camera in order to produce an 

opacity that seeks to prevent the viewer from producing knowledge from images. The 

film does not offer an ethnographic shortcut to empathy.’292 At the same time, the 

muted image makes the spectator aware of what the image consists of and it sharpens 

the eye for what is actually there.  

 

 

 

There are other examples of the kind of detached coherence between image and 

voiceover found in the Arafat scene. In the case of the cemetery shot and one other, in 

                                                
 
292 Emmelhainz and The Otolith Group, ‘A Trialogue on Nervus Rerum’, 129. 

 

Figure 15: The Otolith Group, Nervus Rerum, 2008. Video. Detail. Courtesy the artists. 
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which two young men are playing cards, the voiceover is topically related to the 

image. We will come back to the card scene, which also is a recurring motif in Genet, 

but the cemetery scene is accompanied by reflections on the image. While watching a 

young man and an older women showing framed, enlarged and photoshopped photos 

of what appear to be relatives to the camera, while talking and sometimes pausing to 

linger on the faces of those who are most probably lost, the spectator hears this:  

 

But the operative image is the one that’s left after the person dies or withdraws 

from the world. As in the case of Socrates, Christ, Saladin, Saint-Just. They 

succeeded in projecting an image around themselves, as if sending images as 

delegates into the future, to act in the very long term, after death. The image 

created is quite detached from the man concerned and from any group or act. This 

makes it exemplary in the special and paradoxical sense that it’s unique and will 

not serve as an example. An image isn’t exemplary, that is, unique, and active as 

a source of imitations, but as a starting point for actions, which, although they 

will be thought of as operating through and for the image will in fact operate 

against it. Above all, the image is the only message from the past that manages to 

get itself projected into the present, beyond death, so that it may yield a power or 

rather an unforceful radiance at once sweet and strong.293  

 

At first there is an almost dumb synchrony between voiceover and image, however, 

the voiceover is not descriptive, rather the image and the voiceover resonate, but do 

not tend to merge.294 Also, the voiceover does not talk about the photographic image, 

                                                
 
293 The Otolith Group, Nervus Rerum, 2008, 21:00-22:13. This quotation is likewise from Prisoner of 
Love. 
294 The combination of aesthetic style and content via a collapse of the relation between image and 
sound is also characteristic of other films by The Otolith Group. For instance, in Hydro Decapita the 
soundtrack does not give the impression of a single, coherent soundtrack, where the sound of the 
different spaces of the image blend unnoticed into one another. On the sound level, Hydro Decapita 
has bits of sound-recorded interview intertwining with voiceover, and whenever the interview starts up 
the clean sound appears sharply and the transition is not faded, making the change of aural space 
audible. There is no aural illusion of continuity of spaces. On the level of assemblage, one example is I 
See Infinite Distance Between Any Point and Another, which features the Lebanese-American author 
Etel Adnan reading aloud fragments of her book Sea and Fog in her home in Paris. The soundtrack 
consists of her voice reading and the imagery is composed of recordings of her reading intertwined 
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but rather the image a person’s life is given after death, and how that image of the 

person may provoke action or not. Looking at the photographs of family members, 

one wonders what afterlife they will have and what action will be taken due to their 

deaths. There is, as mentioned before, no shortcut to empathy and the video does not 

give the spectator the hope that action will be taken, but rather exposes a general lack 

of concern. And that, as I will show more carefully shortly, can give way to ugly 

feelings. 

Even though sound and image do not correspond in the manner one is 

accustomed to in most documentaries and feature films, the assemblage of sound, 

voiceover and image creates something through their affective components that leaves 

space for the viewer to enter the video. The genre of the essay film can help to further 

understand how the assemblage works, especially in light of the essay films of the 

Chris Marker, who is an inspiration for and a great influence upon The Otolith Group, 

as he also is for Steyerl. Characteristics such as the use of a personal or philosophical 

voiceover,295 a science fiction narrative, archival footage and intercultural interwoven 

narratives are present in both Marker and The Otolith Group’s work. Marker moved 

between documentary and essay film; however, he did not approve of the term 

‘documentary’ himself.296 He is considered one of the founders of the essay film in 

the 1950’s, when other directors like Alain Resnais and Lindsay Anderson together 

with Marker rejected the idea that documentary was ‘merely a medium for mass 

                                                                                                                                      
 
with animations of climbing plants moving in air, reaching out to grab elements to climb with. At the 
very end there is a shot of ice on a river being broken by a sailing vehicle. The movement of the plants 
resonates with the title, but other than that there is no relation between image and sound. There is no 
introduction to who it is we see reading, and we see her only slowly, first from behind, then from the 
front, through a lens with little depth, so that the front and the back are blurred and only that which is at 
the same distance as what is in focus is sharp. 
295 Apart from general stylistic resemblances between Marker and The Otolith Group such as the use of 
‘single soft-spoken voiceover across a quiltwork of footage, of personal and public histories’ (Mark 
Sinker, “Towards a Retrieval of a Memory of a Shape of Things to Come,” Wasafiri 19, no. 43 (2004): 
37.), Otolith I and Otolith II paraphrase Chris Marker’s Sans Soleil (1982) very audibly by using 
elements from its voiceover. Sans Soleil repeatedly begins sentences with ‘He wrote…’; The Otolith 
Group with ‘She wrote….’   
296 Kevin Macdonald and Mark Cousins, Imagining Reality: The Faber Book of the Documentary 
(London, 1996), 241. 
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communication and “social betterment”’ and instead used the film medium to 

‘express strong personal opinions and points of view’.297  

There are three characteristics of Marker that I will highlight: editing, choice of 

topics and working on a collective, international level. For editing, Marker drew 

especially on techniques of montage, which rely heavily on the editing process. He is 

also said to be a filmmaker who films spontaneously and edits analytically and 

reflexively.298 Here we see the reflexive approach to what the image can do in terms 

of how it is edited. But the topics with which Marker and other film essayists worked 

were also often complex and ‘would, in a previous era, have been left to the literary 

essay.’299 Despite the personal character of the film essay, Marker participated in an 

international group of filmmakers. He travelled a lot, filmed during his trips and was 

also part of a collective, SLON, over a seven-year period in which he did not sign any 

of the films he made. Much like The Otolith Group, his films did not ask a question, 

to go on to answer it (as conventional documentaries would do), but rather activated 

the spectator by drawing them into asking questions about what was going on within 

the film itself.300 Therefore, the combination of sound, voiceover and image could not 

be conventional; instead it was a reflection on the film medium itself and the way in 

which it conveys a story. The questions The Otolith Group asks are related to 

representation, information and expectations. What kind of image do we normally see 

from a Palestinian refugee camp and what does it usually tell us and how? What 

action is taken after seeing images and what is our concern with the situation? How is 

it possible not to care? 

Ngai describes best the notion of ugly feelings in her analysis of tone in US 

writer Herman Melville’s novel The Confidence-Man (1857), through the different 

layers of concern. Ngai emphasises the meta-affectivity of the novel:  

 

                                                
 
297 Macdonald and Cousins, Imagining Reality, 213. 
298 For instance, Russian avant-garde films by Dziga Vertov and Sergei Eisenstein inspired Marker. 
Terrence Rafferty, “Marker Changes Trains,” Sans Soleil 53 (October 15, 1984): 285 and 288. 
299 Macdonald and Cousins, Imagining Reality, 211. See The Art of the Personal Essay for an 
introduction to the genre and for examples. Phillip Lopate and Teachers & Writers Collaborative, The 
Art of the Personal Essay: An Anthology from the Classical Era to the Present (New York, 1994). 
300 Rafferty, ‘Marker Changes Trains’, 286. 
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paralleling the way in which the perception of an unfelt feeling produces a 

secondary, dysphoric emotion in Melville’s novel. There are obviously things we 

do not care about–end of story. But then there are things we do not care about in 

which the very absence of care subsequently becomes disturbing [italics added]. 

Put simply, the novel conscripts its own affective ambiguity to ensure that which 

we cannot not care about it without feeling, well, bad. 301  

 

Melville shows, as Ngai says, the general unconcern of the characters with the 

world’s spirit:  

 

not by making his novel plead more loudly for emotional attention, but rather by 

using its affective atonality to intensify its status as an object of unconcern, such 

that the response the novel produces (if not the novel itself, directly) becomes, in 

spite of its negative status as an affective deficit or lack, something that generates 

an ugly feeling and can no longer be ignored.’302 

  

With the analysis of Ngai in mind when analysing the assemblage of Nervus Rerum, 

we see how the supposed lack of concern comes about through deatachment and lack 

of cohesion between voiceover and image, the dystopian voice-over and the dead-end 

camera, and turns into a real concern. The turning of the back to the camera, instead 

of pleading ‘more loudly for emotional attention’ via testimonies, accounts of 

violence and destruction, can in fact produce the very affective qualities of mixed 

feelings and discomfort, because of actions never taken. In fact, Nervus Rerum shifts 

attention from the attacks of the Israeli military to the lack of action being taken in 

relation to the situation generally. 

 

Nervus: Grasping without Reducing 
When a reflection on the film medium its part of the film itself, it automatically 

renders doing, knowing and representation as central themes, as with Nervus Rerum 

                                                
 
301 Ngai, Ugly Feelings, 83. 
302 Ngai, Ugly Feelings, 84. 
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in the sense that it responds to expectations about representation. In comparison to 

other films about refugee camps in general and the Jenin Refugee Camp in particular, 

Nervus Rerum is unusual. It is difficult to pinpoint exactly what the film is about from 

simply watching the images. As mentioned, there are no testimonies, no political or 

historical contextualisation and no subtitling of people speaking or of the graffiti on 

the walls. These formal choices are significant in the light of the visual and political 

identity of the Palestinian case and the conflicts in the region already ongoing since 

the late 1960s. In the memoirs of Genet, there are references to the explicitly political 

use of cinema during the Six-Day War between Egypt and Israel in 1967:   

 

There was nothing new about the representation of battles, whether victories 

or defeats. Each side had its tricks and its experts, and artists attached to its 

army to cover the Egyptian campaigns. Draughtsmen and painters depicted 

after the event whatever the victor permitted. In 1967, I was told, Israel 

prepared, shot and cut in advance a film showing Egypt’s defeat, and on the 

seventh day showed it to all the world’s television, proclaiming their victory 

over the Arabs.303  

 

Genet’s example shows that not only did the military use and develop image 

technology, following Virilio, but that nations also produce and use cultural products 

like films as part of their warfare.  

The use of films in political and military battles has also hid Jenin Refugee 

Camp. Films made about Jenin often explain the political situation through a 

representation of destruction and victimhood, especially so after ‘Operation Defensive 

Shield’ or the ‘Battle of Jenin’ in 2002. The Israeli-Arab actor of Palestinian descent, 

Mohammed Bakri, made a movie in 2002, Jenin, Jenin, which consists of fifty-four 

minutes of interviews with inhabitants of the Jenin Refugee Camp about the invasion. 

The intention of the director was to tell his narrative in response to that of Israel, 

which he says ‘for 60 years […] has been telling its narratives that deny and 

                                                
 
303 Genet and Bray, Prisoner of Love, 8. 
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contradict my own’.304 The film clearly exhibits the brutality of the Israeli army, we 

hear about kids and elderly people being killed or shot at close range, how the army 

did not allow for ambulances and other forms of aid to enter the camp, how 

bulldozers destroyed houses with people in them and so on. The film was banned by 

the Israeli Film Ratings Board305 and also created a counter-response in the shape of 

the film The Road to Jenin the following year (in 2003) by Algerian-French director 

of Jewish descent, Pierre Rehov. In this film he questions the testimonies of Jenin 

Jenin and interviews some of the same people in order to contest their testimony. This 

concrete visual and political battle shows the complexity of the context in which the 

visual is embedded and created. Nervus Rerum does not enter into such an action-

reaction mechanism, it does not expose the destruction or victimhood of Palestinian 

refugees literally and thereby goes against the genre of ‘Pallywood cinema’, in which 

films over-represent the Palestinian case, asking for empathy by exposing the Israeli 

brutality.306  

Working aesthetically and visually with a Palestinian refugee camp therefore 

activates a whole set of multidirectional expectations that are embedded in history and 

includes both spectators and the ones behind and in front of the camera. To resist 

these expectations is to resist repetitive and normative ways of representation, while 

still providing visibility. This act of resisting representation and still giving visibility 

resonates with strategies of the London-based Black Audio Film Collective (BAFC), 

active from 1982-1999 and with whom The Otolith Group has worked extensively, as 

mentioned in the introduction to this chapter. Eshun points in particular to the strategy 

of ‘turning one’s back on power’ as developed in their film Mysteries of July (1991), 

about the ‘unsolved deaths of young Afro-Caribbean men in police custody in North 

London in the late 1980s.’307 Another way of turning one’s back on power (of 

representation and transparency) emerges in the film Who Needs a Heart, also from 
                                                
 
304 ‘My Crime Was to Tell the Truth’, The Electronic Intifada 
 http://electronicintifada.net/content/my-crime-was-tell-truth/7642. 
305 Ewen MacAskill, ‘Israeli Censors Ban Film about Battle of Jenin’, The Guardian, 12 December 
2002, section World news 
 http://www.theguardian.com/world/2002/dec/12/israel.middleeastthemedia. 
306 Emmelhainz and The Otolith Group, ‘A Trialogue on Nervus Rerum’, 129; T. J. Demos, ‘The Right 
to Opacity: On the Otolith Group’s Nervus Rerum’, October, 129 (2009), 114–115 and 127. 
307 Emmelhainz and The Otolith Group, ‘A Trialogue on Nervus Rerum’, 129–130. 
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1991, which is about a group of black radicals in London surrounding the ambiguous 

figure of Michael De Freitas. The people around De Freitas rejected interviews and 

were not keen on being represented in the film. The idea of transparency was thus not 

a possibility. Therefore, BAFC saw their choice as lying between aiming to tell the 

(never certain, perhaps non–existent) truth, or aiming to tell a story that was not 

transparent, but nevertheless true to what happened. They chose the latter and created 

a collective portrait, more opaque than transparent, where music was one of the main 

protagonists and where the actors would often speak with such low voices that one 

could not hear what they said. The film became much more about the sentiments, 

actions and gestures that made up an affective portrait of the milieu.308 

 

                                                
 
308 Nelund, ‘Lives Relived: Biography and Re-Enactment in Contemporary Media Art’, 25–44. 

 

Figure 16: The Otolith Group, Nervus Rerum, 2008. Video. Detail. Courtesy the artists. 
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BAFC is part of a network of transnational filmmakers, much like Marker, and 

functioned especially in the 1980-90s ‘as a hub, positioned at the intersection of 

multiple avant-gardes from India to Canada, USA to the Caribbean, Ghana to 

Germany, located at the heart of debates, arguments, positions and perspectives.’309 

This movement was also seen as part of the ‘third cinema,’ and a common feature was 

that these filmmakers tried to rethink image, editing, narration and other technical 

elements.310 For BAFC this came about through creating films in a black radical 

tradition that technically and at the levels of narration, voiceover and genre, worked to 

establish a new aesthetic. For theoreticians like Laura U. Marks, they pertain to an 

intercultural cinema in which visual disclosure is not necessarily guarantied, 

especially in relation to the invocation of senses other than vision in intercultural 

cinema.311 

While resisting visual disclosure, The Otolith Group instead takes up a strategy of 

opacity as developed by the Martinican writer Edouard Glissant and which is 

characteristic of the tradition of intercultural cinema. Demos explains that for 

Glissant, ‘opacity does not equal erasure, “the opaque is not the obscure”; instead, it is 

“that which cannot be reduced,”’ [italics added] saving one from ‘unequivocal 

courses and irreversible choices.’312 This kind of opacity is not necessarily an opacity 

that can be measured in terms of proximity (by blurring the image and making 

transparency literally impossible), rather it is an epistemological opacity in the 

blocking of cognitive information about the images we are watching. We experience 

the coming together of images, voiceover and sound in an ungraspable way. And this 

is a way of representing the unbelievable situation of a Palestinian refugee camp, 

without implying that there is an unequivocally right way of representing the Jenin 

inhabitants and the life in the camp. Why try to reduce something that is not 

reducible? Grasping without reducing, or simplifying, is the exercise in which The 

Otolith Group engages in each of their films. In a very accurate account of their very 

first film Otolith I, Mark Sinker writes that it is a ‘knowing anti-triumphalist step 
                                                
 
309 Eshun and Sagar, The Ghosts of Songs, 15. 
310 Hamid Naficy, An Accented Cinema: Exilic and Diasporic Filmmaking (Princeton, 2001). 
311 Marks, The Skin of the Film. 
312 Demos, ‘The Right to Opacity’, 127. 
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sideways into near-private remembrance […] It uses almost no public devices of 

cluing-in, as to the how and why of reading it – and this makes it […] attractively 

ungrabby, a respite from Hollywood teen blare, and frustratingly opaque.’313  

In Genet’s words, the eternal question remains: ‘Did it really all happen as I said 

it did?’314 Such a doubt makes it impossible to insist on representation on behalf of 

others. However, it does not diminish a video or literary work’s position within a 

political and economic context, or its ability to evoke ugly feelings. 

 

Nervus Rerum: Doing Otherwise 
To grasp the political and economic side of Nervus Rerum, one can look closer at the 

meaning of the term. Nervus Rerum means in Latin ‘the nerve of all things’ and this 

concept has since antiquity referred to money as being at the centre of stable and 

strong governmental power, especially as exercised through warfare:  

 

The nexus between arms, riches, and a government’s strength has been a 

staple of political and historical literature. Since the time of Cicero and Tacitus 

to the fifteenth century and beyond, authors often asserted that the tranquillity 

of nations was impossible without armies, armies without soldiers’ wages, or 

wages without tribute. The overwhelming number of these authors hesitated 

little in ascribing primacy to the power of money in bringing about beneficent 

results, among which the most significant was the strength of armies and the 

nation’s internal peace. 315 

 

Nervus rerum is money as the nerve of everything else, of arms and military strength, 

and the tranquillity they foster. This is, in fact, what we see in the video; or rather, we 

see the consequences of nervus rerum present in the narrow streets, the buildings’ 

poor quality, the waiting people and the old refrigerators.  

                                                
 
313 Sinker, ‘Towards a Retrieval of a Memory of a Shape of Things to Come’, 40. 
314 Genet and Bray, Prisoner of Love, 78. 
315 Anthony Molho, Firenze Nel Quattrocento: Politica e fiscalita (Roma, 2006), 165. 
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The military power game is referred to indirectly in Nervus Rerum for instance 

through the metaphor of card games, which the voiceover refers to in a scene in which 

two young men sit across one another distributing cards. Meanwhile, a sequence is 

read aloud from Genet’s memoirs from the Palestinian bases in Jordan in which one 

of the resistance leaders says that he has forbidden card playing due to its dispiriting 

effect on the resistance soldiers.316 When one starts playing cards, one is no longer 

serious enough about the military power game and will lose it. The military power 

game is thus evoked in this scene, creating a scale from the micro–relations in the 

social to the macro–levels of politics and strategy.   

The use of images by the powers sustained by nervus rerum is something that is 

investigated by the German filmmaker Harun Farocki. Farocki has examined how the 

image is related to developments in military techniques. In the 2000’s he worked on 

the phenomenon of the smart weapon, which refers to weapons that can direct the 

bullet, missile or bomb directly to its target via cameras, infrared signals, laser or 

other methods of scanning, thus minimising the damage to non-targeted things. The 

smart weapon already has a genealogy in the history of warfare, going back at least to 

WWII, when the German military put cameras on missiles. The cameras at that time 

were of course too heavy and lacked the digital technology that allows recordings to 

be transferred to the soldiers in real–time. This meant that there was already a need 

for the size of cameras to be minimised, and for making the transferal of the image 

faster. The technology of the image is therefore closely linked to developments in 

warfare, which artists working with digital or analogue images have to keep in mind; 

the image itself is not innocent. Farocki’s response to this situation is, much like that 

of The Otolith Group, to ‘find a constellation in which a simple, slightly reduced 

rendering of something tells something,’317 and in the case of The Otolith Group, this 

something comes about in their quiet way of voicing the nervus rerum through putting 

together blocks of voiceover, sound and image within the video itself, in coherence 

with the topic in question and its visual history. 

                                                
 
316 Genet and Bray, Prisoner of Love, 28 & 111. 
317 Farocki, ‘War at a Distance’. 
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If, as the Taussig quotation at the beginning of this chapter suggests, we live in a 

state of permanent siege, and if the image is developed in relation to military power, 

then there is a demand that we consistently negotiate the image. The Otolith Group 

does so by foregrounding their unwillingness to represent fully. They do not resist 

representation, but want to do it otherwise, in a sense that is directly linked to 

Maharaj’s emphasis on the importance of ‘other knowledges’, mentioned in Chapter 

One. In the doing otherwise, the focus is transferred from those photographed to those 

viewing, because it is exactly the frames and the norms of representing that have been 

exposed, such that the viewer is emphasised: we are asked to reflect upon what the 

assemblage tells us and how, much as Marker encourages us to do. The doing 

otherwise is a characteristic of The Otolith Group and something that is present 

throughout the collection of their past and present inspirations, for instance avant-

garde writers, many of them transgressive like Genet, but also and especially a 

transnational grouping of artists, writers, musicians and thinkers who have sought to 

re-form simultaneously their medium and thinking. The interest in science fiction is 

also based on Eshun’s longstanding scholarly interest in afrofuturism, and especially 

in how musicians like Sun-ra have thought the future through music and sound.318 

This group of aesthetic and epistemological inspirations are those produced by doers 

as thinkers, those who have a practice in which doing and thinking go explicitly hand 

in hand.319 The Otolith Group treats these past and present inspirations and colleagues 

with great respect, and pays tribute to them in many of their films by including their 

works and thoughts. In this way, the platform Multitudes, which I mentioned in the 

beginning of this section, together with their practice, forms a networked extension of 

doing otherwise as ‘the fragile, the uncertain and the provisional; it provides a space 

                                                
 
318 See for instance Kodwo Eshun, ‘Further Considerations of Afrofuturism’, CR: The New Centennial 
Review, 3/2 (2003), 287–302; Kodwo Eshun, More Brilliant than the Sun: Adventures in Sonic Fiction 
(London, 1998). 
319 Others include Arab-American writer Etel Adnan, the London-based Black Audio Film Collective, 
North American ‘post-free jazz and pre-world music’ trio Codona, Detroit-based electronic music duo 
Drexciya, French writer and film director Marguerite Duras, German filmmaker Harun Farocki, 
French-Swiss film director Jean-Luc Godard, North American comic book artist Jack Kirby, French 
writer and film essayist Chris Marker, Italian photographer Roberto Masotti, Japanese photographer 
Chihiro Minato, Bengali film director Satyajit Ray, Italian film director and writer Pier Paolo Pasolini, 
Indian documentary filmmaker Anand Patwardhan, Italian photographer Isio Saba, American-French 
writer Getrude Stein. 
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in which questions of race, class, gender and technology can be complicated, 

reformulated, reimagined and reenvisioned.’320 And the aesthetic is exactly such a 

place, a place for the reflexive doing otherwise. The act of research of The Otolith 

Group is the making of the cognitively opaque video that nevertheless tells 

something, provokes ugly, uncomfortable feelings and provides thoughtful visibility 

without the aim to represent transparently.   

 

Thinking the Image by Doing the Image 
The Otolith Group, Hito Steyerl and Rabih Mroué all take up positions in relation to 

the documentary genre, The Otolith Group by doing something other than aiming for 

transparency, Steyerl by unfolding a document into an image showing that the 

document is still uncertain and Mroué by staying close to the document, yet creating 

speculations when reaching the impasse that presents itself when the image is 

dissected into pixels. The question of what truth images tell has been discussed within 

both photography and documentary theory.321 The discourse on truth and the image is 

especially prevalent in theory on war photography, particularly in relation to the 

effects of the image. Looking at a selection of theories shows the extent to which the 

artworks of The Otolith Group, Steyerl and Mroué engage in discussion with the 

theory and challenge it via their visual creations. 

The North American writer and theorist Susan Sontag discusses in her book 

Regarding the Pain of Others the English modernist writer Virginia Wolf, who in an 

essay from 1938 argues that viewing photographs of war should make us put an end 

to war. Sontag does not agree: her point is first and foremost that photographs of war 

do not depict war as such, but a particular war with a political and historical context. 

The photograph works emotionally, but does not per se give us the political and 

historical context. Thus, the photograph can make us feel, but not necessarily act 

morally, as the actions resulting from seeing photographs of war can be many: from 

revenge to pacifism. Sontag goes so far as to suggest that photography of other 

                                                
 
320 ‘Multitudes: Guerrilla News’. 
321 See generally Bruzzi, New Documentary; Corner, The Art of Record; Jack C Ellis and McLane, A 
New History of Documentary Film (New York, 2005). 
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peoples’ suffering should only be shown to people who can helpfully and practically 

make use of the situation the photograph depicts, such as doctors. The rest of us can 

only be voyeurs. The photography itself can thus not make us, the onlookers or 

voyeurs, act; there is ‘no such thing as collective memory or collective guilt’, she 

says, only ‘collective instruction’.322 Ethical action thus comes from political, 

educational instruction, not from the image. Agency is not placed in the photograph, 

but in the political. 

As the title of Sontag’s book Regarding the Pain of Others suggests, her focus is 

on the reception of the photograph and how that reception can or cannot activate the 

receiver. Ariella Azoulay is a theorist who has been working on photography and the 

Palestinian-Israeli conflict since the 1980s. She shifts the focus from Sontag’s 

concern with reception to the combination of the photographed, the photographer, the 

receiver and the political and historical context. Based on Hannah Arendt and a 

number of scholars from political theory and photography, Azoulay advocates a 

citizenry of photography, in which the photographed, the photographer and the 

spectator are invited to imagine anew and to reconstruct. She admits, as does Sontag, 

that the photograph cannot tell the truth and cannot provoke one to want change; 

however it is a medium with which to think citizenship anew.  

The citizenry of photography is based on an assumption of civic responsibility 

within the civil of contract of photography, established by the photographer and the 

photographed at the moment of the photographic event. Normally, this contract grants 

the ownership over the photograph to the photographer, but the civil contract is open 

to agency and intervention across national borders and there is scope for both citizens 

and non-citizens to base the contract on mutual agreement.323 The spectator can enter 

the citizenry of photography by ‘positing herself as the photograph’s addressee and 

[…] making herself appear in public and entreating a dialogue with it by means of 

photographs’.324 Azoulay sees a great liberating potential in engaging with 

photographs, and while it makes sense to rethink the agreement that takes place 

                                                
 
322 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York, 2003), 85. 
323 Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography (New York, 2008), 81–127.  
324 Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography, 123. 
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around the photographic event, the problem seems to be the truth and proof-giving 

qualities she ascribes to photographs as ‘living testimonies’325 and pathways to 

citizenship and other cultures ‘in all of their prestige or misery, deeming local cultures 

to be worthy of documentation and public display.’326 ‘Photography’, she adds, ‘being 

in principle accessible to all, bestows universal citizenship on a new citizenry whose 

citizens produce, distribute and look at images.’327 This attempt to theorise a 

photographic principle of action and reinscribe the revolutionary potential into 

photographs and photography seems to lack a reflection on context, interpretation and 

presentation, and to somewhat flatten or generalise what she contends is at base 

photography’s political, ontological status.328  

The citizenry of photography is a great ideal, one in which we may say that The 

Otolith Group, Steyerl and Mroué participate by reacting to how images are used, 

circulated, read and understood. They all create new images to test, critique and 

recreate. However, all of the case studies treated here are examples of how little has 

changed despite the existence of court material, testimonies, videos, documentaries, 

etc. The civil war in Syria is still going on, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict reached 

intense and violent levels during the summer of 2014 and the missing corpses from 

the war in the former Yugoslavia or belonging to the Kurdish resistance are for the 

most part still missing. The citizenry of photography remains unestablished and it 

remains questionable whether it ought to be theorised as something universal, given 

that it works so differently – and ineffectively – at a local and regional level.329  

                                                
 
325 Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography, 125. 
326 Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography, 126. 
327 Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography, 126. 
328 Ariella Azoulay, ‘Photography’, Mafte’akh, 2e/2001, 68. 
329 Also, the practical ways Azoulay works with photographs and photo archives, for instance in 
Chapter Three of Civil Imagination: The Political Ontology of Photography, seem to reproduce many 
of the normative ways of representing the Palestinian case. The focus on destruction in the photographs 
and the speculative captions added by her (for instance on page 176) work toward an accumulation of 
shock, terror and pain that might undo her own strategy. Such effects could cause conflict rather than 
support reconstruction. Ariella Azoulay, Civil Imagination: A Political Ontology of Photography 
(London, 2012). 
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A third position, with which I am sympathetic, is that of Judith Butler, who, in 

discussion with Sontag in the book Frames of War, 330 transfers the focus to ‘the way 

in which suffering is presented to us, and how that presentation affects our 

responsiveness.’331 In particular, she wants to understand the ‘how’, not the image: 

‘how the frames that allocate the recognizablity of certain figures of the human are 

themselves linked with broader norms that determine what will and will not be a 

grievable life.’332 She argues that there is a perceptible reality, which determines how 

we react to images of suffering. And the establishment of that reality, of what we find 

grievable or not, is already part of the warfare itself. Nowadays, the state (in this case 

the US) aims to control affect through working on the field of perception and 

representability. Butler offers a conceptual trio of norms, frames and suffering to 

articulate the visible and narrative framing happening around the photographing and 

the reception of a photograph. Explicit and tacit norms govern how a lost life affects a 

population, and these norms are ‘enacted through visual and narrative frames’.333 The 

analysis of images should locate what is on the border of the image, in or outside the 

frame. Suffering, then, is located in the co-constitution of human and animal life, so 

in order to understand what is and is not grievable life, requires ‘a reconceptualization 

of the ontology of life itself.’334  

The trio of norms, frames and suffering is interesting in this context of artistic 

research as act(s) of research, mostly because of the relationship between the first 

two. Could visual work with framing point back differently at the norms that make 

lost lives non-grievable? Butler concludes that ‘if there is a critical role for visual 

culture during times of war, it is precisely to thematize the forcible frame, the one that 

conducts the dehumanizing norm, that restricts what is perceivable and, indeed, what 

                                                
 
330 Frames of War was written in the aftermath of the disclosure of photographs from the Abu Ghraib 
prison in Iraq during the US invasion, which provoked a set of strong reactions due to the quantity of 
images, their initially free and seemingly unproblematic circulation, the torture they depicted and their 
explicitly sexual character. See generally Sontag, ‘Regarding The Torture Of Others’; Mitchell, 
Cloning Terror. 
331 Judith Butler, Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable? (London, 2009), 63. 
332 Butler, Frames of War, 63–64. 
333 Butler, Frames of War, 75. 
334 Butler, Frames of War, 76. 
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can be.’335 In this light, the works of Steyerl, Mroué and The Otolith Group gain 

further weight in that their norm-challenging uses of images, image technology, tone, 

evidentiary material and archival footage might change what is perceivable and thus 

also what can be. 

Drawing on Nervus Rerum, The Kiss and Pixelated Revolution, we understand 

that we have to keep providing visibility in new ways, but not under the regime of 

objectified or unified truth. From Butler we understand that frames and norms of war 

photography can and should be attended to visually and theoretically, which Nervus 

Rerum also does by breaking the expectations of the viewer and thus pointing to the 

norms one is normally blind to.  However, Nervus Rerum is an example of an active 

choice to show a situation of suffering without any suffering being expressed directly 

by the photographed. This is a radical gesture, possibly a provocative one, which in 

some way makes it possible for us to look at images of suffering without the suffering 

being patronising, thus forming an alternative response to Sontag. From The Kiss we 

understand that the image is put in a set of relations, a composition of things, that 

makes it important to not only focus on the image, much as Azoulay suggests, but also 

to understand the interrelatedness between it and various means of power, focusing 

instead on the glitches in the images, whereby they do not represent fully, avoid 

making sense and escape being placed in the role of an evidence-based, truth-telling 

document. However, The Kiss and Pixelated Revolution do not provide positive 

contributions as to how the civil contract can be created so as to avoid the atrocities 

the images convey. Sontag’s call for educative and political instruction is not taken up 

by any of the artists, who rather produce from a direct interaction with images. Both 

Mroué and Steyerl lay bare the power mechanisms behind image technology and 

image production, something which is not the main aim of Sontag, Azoulay and 

Butler. Before an image is created, there is a set of decisions to be taken, such as what 

kind of camera to use, what kind of lens, what kind of resolution and what kind of 

tripod (if any)? These decisions inform the framing and it is not only the photographer 

who chooses how to make these decisions, because the possibilities given to him or 
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her influence the situation. The Otolith Group, Steyerl and Mroué all seem to have 

chosen a simple aesthetics as their preferred one (Steyerl however expressing herself 

through the powerful 3D technique), an aesthetics that stays in touch with the events 

depicted and that makes them resonate technically, aesthetically and theoretically as 

acts of research, using images in relation to singular situations in which norms of the 

use of image and representation are challenged. 

When Steyerl defines artistic research as resistance, as described at the beginning 

of this chapter, she does so in relation to artworks that are aesthetic responses to 

existing norms. She acknowledges that artworks are singular, while they also speak 

the language of the specific, of the recognisable. To speak these two languages 

simultaneously is what allows artistic research to both resist and play the game, 

thereby having a voice that can be heard within existing norms without repeating 

them. As the analyses of The Kiss, Abstract, Pixelated Revolution and Nervus Rerum 

show, operating on and with the limit of the norm is what constitutes the artistic 

research of Steyerl, Mroué and The Otolith Group as acts of research. 

 

Artistic Research 
Analysing the works of Steyerl, Mroué and The Otolith Group in relation to the 

current literature of artistic research will be helpful in understanding the artists’ 

practices as acts of research within artistic knowledge production. Within the thinking 

on artistic research, I will situate them between two strands, one that focuses on the 

doings of the artist in relation to methodology and theoretical awareness and one that 

focuses on the artwork as producer of knowledge, or as I unfold it here, as a 

theoretical object. The former covers a large part of the body of literature specifically 

concerned with artistic research and art as knowledge production, and the latter was 

enacted, I propose, via curatorial gestures in the exhibition dOCUMENTA 13 in 

Kassel in 2012.336 Based on the analyses of the image in relation to a moment of war 

carried out in this chapter, it is possible to propose that a merging of the two strands 
                                                
 
336 Curators and theorists are still formulating the idea of curatorial gestures in relation to the current 
rise of more object-oriented theory. See, for example, the following conference: Beatrice von 
Bismarck, Benjamin Meyer-Krahmer and Thomas Weski, ‘Curatorial Things’, HKW, 2014 
http://hkw.de/en/programm/projekte/2014/curatorial_things/curatorial_things_1.php. 
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of artistic research is necessary in order to account for their artistic knowledge 

production. But before unfolding that argument, the two strands need further 

development. 

 

Theoretical Awareness and Artistic Methodology   
The field of artistic research offers a vast amount of literature, especially the many 

conference papers and articles which focus on the doings of the artist and/or how 

those doings relate to, for instance, society or education. For analytical clarity, they 

are divided into three areas that I will go through successively: first, theoretical 

awareness, second, artistic methodology and third, the study of the artistic practice.  

Ute Meta Bauer, curator and currently the Singapore-based director of the NTU 

Centre for Contemporary Art, argued while she was Professor and Head of the 

Institute for Contemporary Art at the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna that as the 

position of the artist in society changes due to neoliberal transformations, the artist 

has to be more theoretically aware in order to take a critical position and thus enact 

theoretical artistic research, and that this is something that art academies should train 

their students in.337 The condition of being theoretically aware is removed from the 

educational system by London-based curator and theorist Irit Rogoff, who suggests 

using the potential of the museum as a place of artistic knowledge production, 

because it does not submit to the same limiting criteria as the newer modes of 

neoliberal education, such as being oriented toward results, application and impact. 

Grounded in a theoretical network of Foucault and Deleuze, she gives priority to 

contingency and potentiality338 together with the act of undoing knowledge. Take, for 

instance, The Great Bear from 1992 by Simon Patterson, which is a map of the 

underground in London in which stations are replaced with the names of philosophers 

and cultural producers. Art historian Stephen Scrivener says in an essay that since the 

                                                
 
337 Bauer, ‘“Education, Information, Entertainment”’, 97–107. Bauer was instrumental in preparing a 
PhD programme for artists at the Art Academy in Vienna in the 1990s and later moved to CAVS at 
MIT (and for a short while to Royal College in London) to implement artistic research there. 
338 Among many references, one can point to how Deleuze and Guattari express a preference for 
contingency, not necessity, and for instance Foucault’s notion of parrhesia, or free speech. Deleuze and 
Guattari, What Is Philosophy?, 96; Irit Rogoff, ‘Turning | E-flux’, E-flux Journal, 11/#0 (2008), 
http://www.e-flux.com/journal/turning/. Interview with author 24 March, 2013. 
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art object does not embody a form of knowledge it cannot be knowledge, and 

illustrates this with reference to Patterson’s The Great Bear, and the impossibility of 

accessing useful information about the London traffic and infrastructure through the 

work.339 Rogoff, however, sees a potential in this undoing of sedimented knowledge, 

because it is an opening through which new knowledge may appear, and she identifies 

that same artwork as an example of it.340 Rogoff emphasises the importance of the 

creation of a future, and an always contingent and potential epistemology that is 

necessarily different from the existing ones.  

 

What is important to the theoretically aware artist is to be aware of his or her 

position in relation to the site of knowledge, society as such, and its local 

manifestation through for example an educational institution or the museum.341 This 

                                                
 
339 Stephen Scrivener, ‘The Art Object Does Not Embody a Form of Knowledge’, Working Papers in 
Art and Design 2, 2011. 
340 Rogoff, ‘Turning | E-flux’; Rogoff, ‘Academy as Potentiality’, 13–20; Rogoff, Terra Infirma. 
341 For other positions related to the theoretically aware artist in relation to knowledge production 
within debates about artistic research, see Angelika Nollert et al., eds., A.C.A.D.E.M.Y. (Frankfurt am 
Main, 2006); Maria Hlavajova, On Knowledge Production: A Critical Reader in Contemporary Art 

 

Figure 17: Simon Patterson, The Great Bear, 1992. Litograph on paper. Courtesy the artist. 
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means an emphasis on where artistic research takes place and what it does. A further 

focus on the how is presented in the following strand, which emphasises the process 

of production. 

Reflecting on methodology and methodology as epistemology, Sarat Maharaj 

names knowledge production as art as a process of thinking visually, which works as 

a contraption for generating knowledge distinct from knowledge transfer or 

knowledge economy. Following philosopher of science Paul Feyerabend, knowledge 

production is developing method while developing research, in a way that does not 

submit to academic standards of research.342 Helsinki-based curator and professor 

Mika Hannula backs up the idea of artistic research as a method that is being 

developed in the process of developing the research, and describes it as a feeling of 

running through waist-high snow, a slow and troublesome, yet joyful process where 

few things are given.343 Dutch curator and Professor Henk Slager likewise theorises 

artistic research as a methodology that is not given a priori. He calls it ‘methodicity’ 

and historicises the concept in a scientific and aesthetic context as related to alpha, 

beta and gamma research and to the father of modern aesthetics Alexander 

Baumgarten’s understanding of aesthetics as knowledge about the singular, the 

subject’s ability to judge beauty based on individual taste.344 The positions related to 

methodology situate artistic research in opposition to or as a continuation of a longer 

history of scientific methods and focus largely on how to describe theoretically what 

                                                                                                                                      
 
(Utrecht, 2008); Lina Dokuzovic et al., Intersections: At the Crossroads of the Production of 
Knowledge, Precarity, Subjugation and the Reconstruction of History, Display and De-Linking (Wien, 
2009); Paul O’Neill and Mick Wilson, Curating and the Educational Turn (London, 2010); Andrei 
Siclodi, ed., Private Investigations: Paths of Critical Knowledge Production in Contemporary Art 
(Innsbrück, 2011); Philips, ‘Why Practice-based PhDs are Political’, 68–79; Carola Dertnig et al., eds., 
Troubling Research: Performing Knowledge in the Arts (Berlin, 2014). 
342 One might add that many kinds of academic research also fight with academic standards such as 
those of performativity theory, psychoanalysis and creative writing. Maharaj, ‘Unfinishable Sketch of 
“An Unknown Object in 4 D”: Scenes of Artistic Research’, 39–58; Sarat Maharaj, ‘Know-How and 
No-How: Stopgap Notes on “method” in Visual Art as Knowledge Production’, Art and Research. A 
Journal of Ideas, Contexts and Methods, 2/2 (2009) 
 http://www.artandresearch.org.uk/v2n2/maharaj.html.  
343 Mika Hannula, ‘Catch Me If You Can: Chances and Challenges of Artistic Research’, Art & 
Research: A Journal of Idea, Contexts and Methods, 2/2 (2009), 1–20. 
344 Henk Slager, ‘Methododicy’, in Artistic Research, ed. by Annette Balkema (Amsterdam, 2004), 12–
14; Henk Slager, ‘Discours de La Méthode’, in Artistic Research, ed. by Annette Balkema 
(Amsterdam, 2004), 34–38. 
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happens when artists do research. These positions therefore are often situated within a 

university context and think in terms of artistic research as an academic discipline.345  

Where Bauer argues that artists need theoretical knowledge to be aware of the 

mechanisms of the society in which they live, Australian artist and writer Graeme 

Sullivan unites the theoretical and methodological approaches and argues that the 

‘artist-theorist can be seen as both the researcher and the researched’ [italics 

added].346 The main goal behind his book Art Practice as Research. Inquiry in Visual 

Arts is to get art practice acknowledged as research, a research that is at once directed 

toward society in the topics it theorises, and directed toward the practice itself, which 

also is part of the researched. Kathrin Busch contends that art as science should be 

divided from art as research, the former being understood as ‘Art’s capacity for self-

reflection and auto-theorizing [which] is referred to as the core aim of turning it into 

science, which will above all be reflected in PhD programs.’347 This strand is reflected 

in Sullivan, and I agree with Busch’s conclusion that artistic research at the poetic end 

of the scale ‘is much more about formulating doubt from the perspective of art about 

certain forms of knowledge production,’ 348 as I have argued through the practices of 

Steyerl, Mroué and The Otolith Group and as I will deepen further shortly. 

Artistic research with both a focus on theory and methodology thus posits the art 

practice at the centre, even though the practice itself is directed theoretically toward 

societal issues, and it is through researching one’s own practice (literally what one 

                                                
 
345 For other positions related to artistic research defined as methodology within a university context 
and in relation to the sciences, see Annette Balkema and Henk Slager, Artistic Research (Amsterdam, 
2004); Katy Macleod and Lin Holdridge, eds., Thinking through Art: Reflections on Art as Research 
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does at each step and its consequences) that methodology appears.349 Considering 

these disparate approaches, how, then, is artistic research to be understood in its 

multiplicity? Based on this selection of enunciations in the three categories, one can 

say that artistic research is defined as a method in which theory, research and art–

making go hand in hand. The method can be used to make the artist aware of his/her 

position in society, to make artworks that critically examine society, to undo the 

knowledge systems created by society, to develop singular research methodologies 

depending on the topic and the art–making, to think topics visually and to research the 

artistic practice itself. The position of the artistic researcher is either in opposition to a 

neoliberal educational system350 or differentiated from scientific and academic 

research taking place at universities. It is a practice in its own sense, but it is a 

research practice that has to be developed over and again in the creation of each 

artwork. 

All in all, there are many ways of theorising what artistic research is, and it is a 

both complex and complicated field. Boiling it down, however, we can say that 

artistic research is performed using materials with which a topic is explored and an 

artwork created. This study is situated closer to the first position of the theoretically 

aware artist, and considering the theorisation of acts of research in the introduction 

and the case study analyses of this present chapter, I will argue that artistic research is 

not only an investigation, but also a production, i.e. it also entails reflection on media 

and material in relation to the topic. The act of research as artistic research is here 

proposed to be a process of production containing a series of acts in which norms and 

material in relation to a specific topic are responded to anew. It is an ongoing, open 

situation that is acted upon serially, through which the process leads eventually to an 

artwork. 

 

                                                
 
349 For other positions related to artistic research defined as researching artistic practice, see Hazel 
Smith and Roger T. Dean, eds., Practice-Led Research, Research-Led Practice in the Creative Arts 
(Edinburgh, 2009); van Ruiten and Wilson, SHARE Handbook for Artistic Research Education. 
350 See also, as mentioned in Chapter One, Sheikh, ‘Talk Value’, 182–97; Holert, ‘Art in the 
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The Art Object as Theory 
Moving now to the question of how to understand the art object as an entry point into 

artistic research, the dOCUMENTA 13 serves as a good example. Curated by Carolyn 

Christov-Bakargiev, dOCUMENTA 13 had artistic research as its main topic, as 

explained in a wall text at the entrance to the main exhibition site Fredericianum: 

‘dOCUMENTA 13 is dedicated to artistic research and forms of imagination that 

explore commitment, matter, things, embodiment, and active living in connection 

with, yet not subordinated to, theory’ [italics added]. This statement, I gather, was 

enacted in what was called ‘the brain’ of the exhibition, where objects that had 

informed the curatorial approach were exhibited. One such object, which for me 

embodies their description of artistic research as ‘things’ in living connection to 

theory, came from the Lebanese National Museum and was a melting together of two 

historical objects stemming from different epochs. The objects had become entangled 

together in a fire during the civil war in Lebanon, when the museum was caught up in 

the fighting between armed groups. Such an object embodies the coming together of 

epochs in a temporal short-circuiting and speaks to objects as witnesses of time. 

These two objects became one through the interference of events in the present, which 

they attest to through form as a kind of knowledge inherent in the object. Such an 

object proposes a theoretical consideration of time in or as form. 

But how can we theorise how an object embodies a theory? Here, it is helpful to 

move to the art historian Hubert Damisch to develop the thinking further. He has 

developed the idea of the theoretical object, which I see as embodying the curatorial 

approach in dOCUMENTA 13. The theoretical object is an artwork that is also a 

model or a paradigm: ‘A theoretical object is something that obliges one to do theory 

[...] Second, it’s an object that obliges you to do theory but also furnishes you with the 

means of doing it. Thus if you agree to accept it on theoretical terms, it will produce 

effects around itself [...] Third, it’s a theoretical object because it forces us to ask 

ourselves what theory is. It is posed in theoretical terms; it produces theory; and it 

necessitates a reflection on theory’.351 Artistic research understood through a 

theoretical object is thus, I will argue, not the artwork as an illustration of a theory, 
                                                
 
351 Yve-Alain Bois et.al., ‘A Conversation with Hubert Damisch’, October, 85 (1998), 8. 
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but rather the artwork as an investigation that demands theoretical thought in its 

reception. Theoretical objects have the capacity to unfold a theory, which is 

articulated in the meeting with the artwork and in the thought process of the spectator. 

This does not mean that the artwork stops being an affective or sense-based 

experience, rather it is through the affective experience that the artwork opens itself 

up for reflection, as I have argued with respect especially to Nervus Rerum and how 

the uncomfortable feeling it produces through its strategy of opacity prompts the 

viewer to reflect on norms of representation in relation to a Palestinian refugee camp 

specifically and situations of violence and destruction generally. However, what 

Damisch does not explain is how the artwork becomes a theoretical object. I would 

argue that the artistic research methodology of thinking through production in relation 

to a topic, its norms and material unfolding, which the artists in this chapter do, is 

significant to the artwork’s capacity to elicit theoretical thinking.  

 

Between Act and Object 
Returning to the artworks in question in this chapter, I argue that they show that the 

aesthetics and the coming together of the different components in the artwork evoke a 

theory of the image and war, of representation of the truth and of history–making. But 

such theory is paired with a process of producing the artworks that is theoretically 

informed. The Otolith Group paired Glissant’s concept of opacity with an aesthetic 

devoid of contextual and historical information, thus creating a video that resisted 

cognitive transparency, a visual theory of the opaque. Steyerl and Mroué both 

analysed a specific moment in history evolving around untimely deaths. These 

distinct events in history generate questions, which each artwork tries to answer 

through the image technology of, respectively, the 3D image and the mobile image. 

Mroué prompts us to ask how we as citizens react before images of lethal revolt. 

What is the significance of the fact that the images come directly from the opposition 

and not from the media? What does it mean that the death of the cameraman is not 

confirmed? Mroué’s reflection upon the videos becomes an interpretation of the 

conditions of disobedient images; however, it is ultimately a visual theory of the 

shortcomings of the image. Steyerl constructs an image to understand a court case. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

151 

The image of an enigmatic moment, which asks questions of the visual technology: 

can it work as a forensic tool to give shape to a moment in the past at once cruel, yet 

poetically open for speculations? This question has been asked many times before, 

especially in documentary theory, but now it is asked in relation to a new image 

regime, that of 3D technology. The image is created, but the black person is not 

identified and we do not know what the kiss was all about. The truth is not to be 

found in the image or in the courtroom, but in the reflection about the lack of 

information that the image leaves: a visual theory of uncertainty in the image.  

The image theories developed here are articulated through the way in which the 

content of the image is brought about, which is also why they can engage in 

discussion with the theories of war photography of Sontag, Azoulay and Butler. These 

theoretical objects generate questions at the same time as they enact an answer in the 

visual choices they make (the choosing of images in relation to a specific political 

situation). The artist is active in this form of artistic research as acts of research 

leading to theoretical objects. That the analysis of war situations comes about 

visually, makes the artist an artist-theorist of visual culture: the conditions of image–

making and the inherent power structures of the image together with its circulation are 

reflexively practiced.  

As a conclusion it serves us to ask, what does this theoretical role mean for the 

artist? What kind of producer is the artistic researcher? The answer based on the case 

studies of this chapter is that the artists do not participate in the means of production 

in Benjamin’s sense, but that they show a heightened awareness of and engagement 

with production conditions, technology and the image. They all also have an eye to 

the implications of economy and power, Steyerl in relation to the rich/poor and 

horizontal/vertical image, Mroué in relation to the (in)stability around–image making 

and The Otolith Group in relation to the demands of documentary transparency when 

interfering artistically in a field marked by visual battles. All three comment indirectly 

on the information society with their reflection on the conditions of image production 

and circulation. The Otolith Group is an example of a collective of distributed 

authorship and even though Steyerl and Mroué are solo artists, they draw openly on a 
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distributed network of sources such as documents, images, cultural references and 

science.  

The Kiss, Abstract, Pixelated Revolution and Nervus Rerum imply a visual and 

performative critique of knowledge production in their take on truth and 

representation and I suggest that this theoretical and formally experimental role 

confirms that an artist can actively and seriously take part in criticizing the political, 

economic use of images and in creating responses that indicate how images can be 

done otherwise. This is an active role, where action comes from a constant dialogue 

with current society. The artist works with affective tools, but this process implies a 

theoretical way of thinking the world. The act of research as artistic research implies 

an expanded version of the process explained by Caroline A. Jones in the 

introduction, where artworks are understood as nodes in a larger network of 

knowledge production. With an understanding of the artist playing an active role, we 

see the artist in a process of theoretical and practical oscillation in which he/she is in 

constant dialogue with norms and material around a topic. This process and dialogue 

lead to a theoretical object, which again circulates, prompting theoretical reflection 

and affective responses on behalf of the spectator, possibly changing, following 

Butler, what is perceivable and what can be. 
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3. ACTS OF RESEARCH II 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How can curating be an act of research and an active part of producing knowledge? 

‘Curating research’ is the concept that I develop in the current chapter to answer this 

question and which through the verb of ‘curating’ emphasises the act of gathering 

elements for viewing, rather than the exhibition itself. Combining curating with 

research expands the conventional definition of curating, whereby it tends to be 

understood as the practical side of exhibition–making: selecting, gathering, ordering, 

putting on display, presenting and communicating by making connections between 

artefacts taken out of their original contexts.352 The sense of curating research used 

here thus includes aspects of the term ‘the curatorial,’ which Irit Rogoff designates as 

‘the various principles that might not be associated with displaying works of art; 

principles of the production of knowledge, of activism, of cultural circulations and 

translations that begin to shape and determine other forms by which arts can 

engage.’353 Maria Lind also asks rhetorically whether there is something we can call 

the curatorial that would be understood as a ‘way of linking objects, images, 

processes, people, locations, histories, and discourses in physical space?’354 

                                                
 
352 Beatrice von Bismarck, ‘Curatorial Criticality - On the Role of Freelance Curators in the Field of 
Contemporary Art’, OnCurating, 09, 2011, 19. 
353 Irit Rogoff, ‘“Smuggling” - An Embodied Criticality’, EIPCP, 08 (2006), 1. See also the various 
perspectives on the curatorial in Jean Paul Martinon, ed., The Curatorial: A Philosophy of Curating 
(London, 2013).  
354 The full quotation goes; ‘IS THERE SOMETHING we could call the curatorial? A way of linking 
objects, images, processes, people, locations, histories, and discourses in physical space? An endeavor 
that encourages you to start from the artwork but not stay there, to think with it but also away from and 
against it? I believe so, and I imagine this mode of curating to operate like an active catalyst, 
generating twists, turns, and tensions - owing much to site-specific and context-sensitive practices and 
even more to various traditions of institutional critique. The curatorial would thus parallel Chantal 
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Based on these definitions of ‘curating’ and ‘the curatorial’, curating research 

is to be understood as the selection and putting together of different kinds, formats 

and processes of knowledge and research around a carefully chosen topic.355 The term 

curating research here refers to both the practical act of curating and the curatorial, 

arguing that the research aspect naturally calls for the involvement of larger socio-

political discourses and questions, topics, sensibilities and imaginaries that go beyond 

the mere putting together of an exhibition or a forum. It is as the combination of 

investigation and exhibition – that is, the investigation of a topic through the 

exhibition as a material – that the act of research as curating research is primarily 

understood in this chapter. 

The chapter is divided into two parts. The first is devoted to this chapter’s 

main case study, Home Works: A Forum on Cultural Practices held in Beirut since 

2002, and shows how knowledge production comes about under particular practical 

and affective conditions through an analysis of the forum as a constellation of 

dialogue, art production and intimacy, in which the political folds into the personal 

and vice versa. The second part situates Home Works in a broader field of cultural 

meetings that have both a political and an artistic agenda and compares it to two 

exhibitions part of a biennial and quintannial, Bienal de La Habana III (1989) and 

                                                                                                                                      
 
Mouffe’s notion of “the political,” an aspect of life that cannot be separated from divergence and 
dissent, a set of practices that disturbs existing power relations. At its best, the curatorial is a viral 
presence that strives to create friction and push new ideas, whether from curators or artists, educators 
or editors.’ Maria Lind, ‘Maria Lind on the Curatorial’, Art Forum, 47/October (2009), 103; Maria 
Lind. See also ‘The Curatorial’, in Selected Maria Lind Writing, ed. by Brian Kuan Wood (Berlin, 
2010), 57–66. 
355 The term does therefore not correspond to the putting together of scientific research as a kind of 
visualisation of science. See for instance the exhibition at the British Library in London, which is an 
example of the model from which this chapter seeks to depart, Beautiful Science: Picturing Data, 20 
February–26 May, 2014.   
A definition of the term ‘curating research’ is also under way in the shape of an anthology with the 
same title by Paul O’Neill, Director of the Graduate Program in Curatorial Studies at the Center for 
Curatorial Studies, Bard College, and artist and Director of Valland Academy Mick Wilson. The book 
is still in the editing phase at the moment of writing and the editors have not yet presented a framing of 
the concept. The definition proposed here is based on an article to be included in that volume, which I 
wrote in the very beginning of my research on Home Works. My contribution to that book was a 
starting point for conceptualising curating research and I am grateful for their invitation and comments 
in the development of the concept. Paul O’Neill and Mick Wilson, eds., Curating Research (London, 
2014); Sidsel Nelund, ‘Home Works’, in Curating Research, ed. by Paul O’Neill and Mick Wilson 
(London, 2014), 172–84. 
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dOCUMENTA (13) (2012).356 The three cases all have a dual interest in research and 

global dynamics. Their relations to both research and the global are compared, 

leading to a suggestion that these three acts of curating research are developed in 

relation to particular historical moments of a rhetoric of postcolonialism (1980s), the 

dynamics of globalisation (1990-2000s) and global contemporary concerns (2010s). 

The second part therefore also contains a discussion of exhibitions and global 

dynamics in order to facilitate distinctions between the case studies with the aim of 

drawing out the specificities of Home Works as curating research.  

 

 

                                                
 
356 For the sake of analytical clarity and to develop my historical argument, I choose to focus on one 
exhibition part of each of Bienal de La Habana and Documenta, that respectively took place before and 
after Home Works. 

 

Figure 18: Street view. Hamra, Beirut. 
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An Event of Knowledge: Home Works: A Forum on Cultural Practices in Beirut 
2002-2013  
 

Knowledge production, is a complex topic to address. Of course the concept of 
knowledge production is implicit in the Home Workspace Program as in any 
other arts study program; however, this notion is not something new to Ashkal 
Alwan, we have been involved in producing that since we started in 1994, and 
since the first Home Works Forum, it is so embedded in our work that we don't 
feel the need to mention it on our website. I guess every institution's mission 
entails knowledge production to a certain extent.357 

 

Home Works is a forum curated by Christine Tohmé and mostly known within the 

contemporary art and performance scene. Rather than saying that curating does not 

pertain to Home Works because it is not a traditional exhibition, we should view 

Home Works as an example of the expanded field in which curating finds itself 

nowadays.358 Tohmé has curated Home Works through her role as founder and 

director of Ashkal Alwan: The Lebanese Association for Plastic Arts in Beirut, 

Lebanon, every one to three years since 2002.359 It takes place over one to two weeks 

as a series of artistic interventions, exhibitions, lectures, panels, publication launches 

and screenings. The participants are artists, intellectuals, performers and writers who 

present their reflections on themes of particular significance for the region.360 For 

example, in 2008, after the 2006 bombings of Lebanon by Israel, the themes of 

disaster and catastrophe were chosen by the curators; in 2010, as the Abu Dhabi 

Tourism and Culture Authority began constructing a Guggenheim, Louvre and New 

                                                
 
357 Christine Tohmé, email to author 11 May, 2012. 
358 See curator Jens Hoffmann’s critique of the expanded use of curating and Rogoff’s description of 
the curatorial’s capacity to bring together ‘alternate points of departure, alternate archive, alternate 
circulation and alternate imaginaries’ in a working together through the ‘kidnapping [of] knowledges 
and sensibilities and insights and melding them into an instantiation of our contemporary conditions.’ 
Jens Hoffmann and Maria Lind, ‘To Show or Not To Show’, Mousse Magazine, 31 (2011); Irit Rogoff, 
‘The Expanding Field’, in The Curatorial: A Philosophy of Curating (London, 2013), 48. 
359 The co-curators and assistant curators are Masha Refka (2005), Zeynep Oz (2010), Victoria Lupton 
(2013). For the 2013 edition, Tarek Abou El Fetouh curated the exhibition programme. The irregularity 
of the timing of Home Works is often due to the unstable political situation in the region; for instance, 
the US invasion of Iraq in April 2003 postponed the forum that year for six months, and the 
assassination of former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri likewise in 2005. See Christine Tohmé, Kaelen 
Wilson-Goldie and Bilāl H̲ubaiz, Home Works II: A Forum on Cultural Practices (Beirut, 2005), 11. 
360 The themes have been dislocation (2002); the promise of globalisation (2003); presence (2005); 
disaster and catastrophe, recomposing desire and sex practices (2008); education, Saadiyat Island, 
sound and citizenry, the odd years, and militarism (2010); and the notion of trial (2013). 
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York University outpost on Saadiyat Island to influence the politics of cultural 

practices in the region, the theme of Saadiyat Island was selected.  

Focusing on the themes of Home Works and their responsiveness to issues in the 

region helps us to understand how this forum on cultural practices might be thought 

of as an act of curating research that participates in the production of knowledge. The 

forum, like exhibitions in general, should be seen as ‘part of a set of symbolising 

processes’361 interwoven with institutional, economic and social relations and 

processes that are not necessarily otherwise directly related. As an analytical 

separation it helps provide clarity to see the research exhibition as a platform in which 

larger scale discourses meet smaller scale investigations, allowing each to be shaped 

by the other. This implies a certain focus on timing or being simultaneously ‘in sync’ 

with the urgent interests of a larger public and those of artists. The temporal aspect is 

thus not only apparent in the recurrence of the event, but in its ability to be timely and 

respond to contemporaneity.362 

Following the first definition of curating research given at the beginning of this 

chapter, the first step is thus to respond to contemporaneity through raising urgent 

topics and questions. The second step is to select and produce artworks and other 

modes of expression around the topic, and the third is to gather them in such a way 

that the artistic and theoretical responses can be shared with an audience, so that 

large–scale discourses are intertwined with smaller investigations and a public. For an 

analysis of Home Works, identifying these three steps entails looking at the context in 

which the topics are raised together with the reasons or motivations for raising them 

through the model of a forum. Secondly, it involves analysing the selected art 
                                                
 
361 Maria Hirvi-Ijäs, ‘Om kunstudstillingen som forskningsobjekt’, in Kuratering af samtidskunst, ed. 
by Malene Vest Hansen and others (Roskilde, 2011), 31 (my translation). On page 32, Hirvi-Ijäs 
continues: ‘I talk about the exhibition as a discursive practice related to a series of institutions, 
economic processes and social relations, which are not directly in contact with one another. The art 
exhibition is strongly tied to structures and practices of consumption, entertainments, commercials, 
fashion etc. It is also often used for ideological purposes, mainly nationalistic, or for reasons to do with 
the politics of representation. Moreover, it has, with its rituals, method and formats, strong ties to 
scientific and religious practices. Often, the art exhibition is connected to the culture of museums as a 
part of the history of institutions and their social practice. The core activities of the exhibition relate it 
to a culture of curating and to other structures of the art world. The art exhibition is also often given an 
educative function, which adds a pedagogical aspect to it [my translation].’  
362 Rogoff, ‘The Expanding Field’, 46–48; Beatrice von Bismarck and others, eds., Cultures of the 
Curatorial. Timing: On the Temporal Dimension of Exhibiting (Berlin, 2014). 
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practices and the conditions under which they are produced. Third, it requires the 

unfolding of the particular audience experience that the specific constellation of the 

Home Works forum allows for. These three steps guide the following analysis, and 

their interaction more generally suggests that Home Works can be understood as ‘an 

event of knowledge’363 rather than an illustration of the knowledge present in the 

forum.364 

 

The Urgency of a Forum  
Walking down the busy, central Hamra Street in Beirut, one shop window belongs to 

an airline company: The United States of Palestine Airlines. The big window invites 

the eyes of the passers-by to move freely around the interior, from a large airplane 

model, to a map on the wall, some clocks, a sofa and display cabinets. It looks like 

any other airline company, however, something is not quite as it should be. The locale 

is void of people, the clocks do not tick, the display cabinets are empty and the name 

of the airline company sounds unfamiliar.  

Jumping from 2008 to 2013, the situation is a screening, at midday, in the Ashkal 

Alwan exhibition space. Many recognise the archival TV footage, screened 

worldwide, of the trial and execution of Nicolae and Elena Ceauşescu, and remember 

the Christmas in 1989, when the fall of the Ceauşescu regime in Romania was 

broadcast live. Interweaved with a theatrical re-enactment of the TV footage, 

interviews with eyewitnesses and backstage theatre atmosphere, the iconic images 

take on new meaning. It has been more than twenty years since the dictator’s 

                                                
 
363 Rogoff, ‘The Expanding Field’, 44. 
364 I need to mention here my academic indebtedness to Ashkal Alwan and Home Works. After being 
an MA student alongside Christine Tohmé at the Department of Visual Cultures, Goldsmiths, 
University of London, in 2006–07, I went to Lebanon to research the visual archive of Ashkal Alwan 
for two months. I later came back to attend Home Works IV and Home Works 5 in 2008 and 2010. 
During the process of writing the present research, I participated in Home Works 6 and visited Ashkal 
Alwan twice to carry out research on Home Works (Home Works is officially written with Roman 
numerals when referring to Home Works I-IV and with Arabic numerals when referring to Home Works 
5-6). 
Artist Walid Sadek’s reference to rumour as a condition of the Beirut art scene reflects my own 
experience, rumour having conditioned my own involvement, which was initially fostered by 
friendship. Only when starting this research did the approach become based on historical and 
theoretical analysis. Sadek, ‘A Matter of Words’, 34–49. 
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execution, and questions concerning the fate of the country in those years remain 

open.      

Intervening in public space with politically difficult statements and giving voice 

to unsettled verdicts and moments in history is a key feature of Home Works. 

Palestinian artist Khalil Rabah’s The United States of Palestine Airlines-Estral 

Center, Hamra Street Beirut (2008) prompts people to reflect on the practical 

consequences of Palestine in terms, for instance, of its legal status, mobility and 

independence. The State of Palestine has neither an airline company nor an airport, 

and continues to function under restricted conditions. Swiss Milo Rau’s The Last 

Days of the Ceauşescus (2009) shows how political theatre can work as an occasion 

for reassessing historical events. In the introduction to the latest Home Works, curator 

Tohmé writes: 

 

As long as it’s in effect, as long as it’s living, a verdict, like history, cannot be 

annexed to the past. We remain in this transitional and indefinite trial until we 

agree on the authority which will adjudicate. Until when should we wait for this 

authority to come forth? Perhaps it is in preparation for the arrival of the judge 

that we become individual citizens. Or perhaps it is the judge who, by 

adjudicating, makes us into individuals.365  

 

The oscillation between the individual citizen, authority and history has been at the 

heart of Home Works from the beginning, together with the practice of public 

intervention. Of Lebanese origin, Tohmé started organising exhibitions as early as in 

1995 in Beirut’s urban areas, something that was novel at the time, since the civil war, 

only recently over, had made art production difficult and the public arena a contested 

space.366 There has always been art production in Lebanon, including that of a radical 

character, however, what has been lacking is the production of academic knowledge 
                                                
 
365 Ashkal Alwan, ‘Programme for Home Works 6: A Forum on Cultural Practices’ (2013), 5. 
366 These projects are documented in TV interviews and Ashkal Alwan’s own documentation. See 
Future TV, ‘Group Exhibition in Sanayeh (1995)’ (Sanayeh Park, Beirut, Lebanon, 1995); Future TV 
and Christine Tohmé, ‘Interview: Corniche Project’, Cultural Programme (Beirut, Lebanon, 1999); 
Manshour and Christine Tohmé, ‘Interview on Manshour: Hamra Project’ (Beirut, 2000); Ashkal 
Alwan, ‘Hamra Street Project’ (2000). 
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about it;367 moreover, its intensity and visibility has varied over time due to changes 

in the political situation. Tohmé has been an active, if not leading contributor, later 

joined by the Lebanese curator Sandra Dagher on the curating side and the Beirut 

Gallery Sfeir Seimler on the commercial side, to the task of strengthening and 

sustaining the art scene. Their success is mirrored in the publications of various 

special issues and books on the Lebanese art scene over the past ten years.368 Despite 

the popularity of the art scene, there are to my knowledge no academic studies on 

Home Works, apart from reviews in local and international newspapers, where the art 

critic Kaelen Wilson-Goldie has, especially in the past five years, been an important 

voice locally as well as internationally.369 

Tohmé’s intention in bringing people together around the production and sharing 

of knowledge via a serial forum like Home Works was to make people ‘sit and talk’370 

with one another. Rather than making an exhibition or a biennial, this required 

creating sustained dialogue in a region in which she found things were not being 

rigorously discussed after the Lebanese civil war, which had lasted from 1975-

1990.371 The ethical dimension of facing one another explains why Home Works was 

called a forum and not a festival or exhibition:372  forum emphasises a coming-

                                                
 
367 Rasha Salti, ‘Of the Perfidious Machinations of Neo-Liberal Capital in Beirut: A Vexing Soliloquy’, 
in Peeping Tom’s Digest #3 Beirut: A Publication Exploring Contemporary Art Scenes Around the 
World, ed. by Stephane Blanc and Caroline Niémant, Peeping Tom’s Digest, 3 (Paris, 2013), 17–19. 
368 See for instance Catherine David, Tamáss: Contemporary Arab Representations (Barcelona, 2002); 
Suzanne Cotter, Out of Beirut (Oxford, 2006); Judith F. Rodenbeck, ed., Art Journal: Crossing 
Memory’s Line: Contemporary Art in Beirut (NY, 2007); Stephane Blanc and Caroline Niémant, eds., 
Peeping Tom’s Digest #3 Beirut: A Publication Exploring Contemporary Art Scenes Around the 
World, Peeping Tom’s Digest, 3 (Paris, 2013). 
369 Wilson-Goldie has moreover been a regular cultural critic for the Lebanese newspaper The Daily 
Star since 2002, and regularly writes about art in the Middle East for Artforum International. She was 
co-editor of the book of the second edition of Home Works. Kaelen Wilson-Goldie, ‘Home 
Improvement’, Artforum.com, 2010, http://artforum.com/diary/id=25565; Kaelen Wilson-Goldie, 
‘Home Improvement’, Artforum.com, 2011, 
http://artforum.com/diary/id=29658; Kaelen Wilson-Goldie, ‘Home Makeover’, Artforum.com, 2013 
http://www.artforum.com/diary/id=41652; Kaelen Wilson-Goldie, ‘Ruptures and Dates, Art and 
Political Drama’, The Daily Star Lebanon (25 May 2013), section Art, 12. 
370 Conversation with the author 6 February, 2013. 
371 Conversation with the author 6 February, 2013. Debates still continue as to when the war ended. 
Here I cite the date most widely assumed. 
372 A precedent is the Ayloul Festival for Arts in Beirut, organised annually by the writer Elias Khoury 
and the cultural broker Pascale Feghali, from 1997 to 2001.  
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together in a public space, and a focus on the people ‘living here’,373 that is, in 

Lebanon and the region. Perhaps, therefore, no edition of Home Works is similar to 

another: it changes shape, practices, topics, length and location each time according to 

the possibilities provided by the city and its people and institutions. Something that is 

stable, though, is the core audience that follows the programme and, no less 

importantly, meets in public spaces for informal gatherings facilitated by eating, 

drinking and transportation, which we shall come back to later, because of their 

importance for stimulating dialogue.  

Moreover, the original Roman use of the term forum denotes ‘a public square or 

marketplace used for judicial and other business’.374 Facing one another thus also on a 

linguistic level connotes the juridical, and alludes to a process of reconciliation, which 

Lebanon never went through after the civil war ended.375 The main distinction is that, 

in Home Works, the reconciliation process occurs not in a courtroom, via testimonies, 

but in a cultural setting in which different kinds of interdisciplinary, reflexive and 

affective expressions take place around given topics. The initial impetus, to facilitate 

a possible reconciliation process through cultural practices, has sustained further 

discursive and practical consolidation of the art scene in Lebanon, as we shall see in 

the next section.  

      The open dialogue that Home Works aimed to create is relevant in light of how the 

civil war ended, leaving Lebanon with a sectarian regime ruled by religious and 

                                                
 
373 Conversation with the author, 6 February, 2013. 
374 New Oxford American Dictionary. 
375 Conversation with the author, 6 February, 2013.  
For an account of the relation to memory in Lebanon and the use of culture to defend pluralism and 
resist amnesia and sectarian representation from the 1980s onwards, see Chapter Two entitled ‘Culture, 
Politics, Civil War’ of Sune Haugbolle, War and Memory in Lebanon (New York, 2010), 29–63 and 
Sune Haugbolle, ‘Public and Private Memory of the Lebanese Civil War’, Comparative Studies of 
South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, 25/1 (2005), 191–203. 
Another attempt to extend the scope of the forum in light of these associations is represented by the 
practices of forensic architecture presented in the book Forensis (mentioned in relation to the analysis 
of The Kiss, Abstract and The Pixelated Revolution in the previous chapter). The term ‘forensis’ refers 
linguistically both to ‘pertaining to the forum’ and to forensics: the projects presented in Forensis aim 
to establish forums around evidence and, as the back cover proclaims, to ‘expand our political 
imagination, open up alternative forums for civic dispute and practice, and articulate new claims for 
justice.’ The link to Home Works is further strengthened by the fact that Eyal Weizman and Thomas 
Keenan, two of the key figures behind Forensis, participated in Home Works 5 in 2010. Eyal Weizman, 
‘Introduction: Forensis’, in Forensis: The Architecture of Public Truth (Berlin, 2014), 9–32. 
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political militias.376 Before the civil war, the economy was centred on a few families, 

mainly Christians, which led to struggles among workers and students. Certain parts 

of the political arena wanted to radically renovate the political, confessional system, 

which was based on religious belonging (as it still is) assigning predetermined 

political positions to politicians of specific religions. Further tension around the 

question of the residence of the Palestinian fighters, the Fedayeen, in Lebanon and 

consequential pressure from Israel led to conflicts between parties. This multi–faceted 

period of Lebanese history is further complicated by the combination of various forms 

of religious (Catholic, Maronite, Druze, Sunni and Shi’a) and political belonging, 

paired with foreign alliances, the most influential being with Syria, Israel, Palestine 

and the US, which continues today. Syria made a military intervention in 1976 and 

soon the Green Line divided the capital into East and West Beirut.377 Israel invaded 

Lebanon from 1982-85 and when they left, the different parties and religious 

communities took power through militias that controlled specific areas of the city 

through the extraction of protection money and taxes and their physical presence, and 

through trade, mainly in drugs, and imports through new and illegal ports. Much of 

the production existing before the war (agricultural, for example) had been destroyed, 

and the economy now lacked export opportunities and had to rely on speculation in 

property and money from the Lebanese in exile.  

At the end of the civil war, the Lebanese were faced with a ‘memoricide’, a 

cleansing of the memory of the former coexistence of different sects. The Beirut-

based historian Fawwaz Traboulsi has framed it thus: 

 

When the militias finally ‘cleansed’ their territories and came to control ‘their 

own people’ and run their affairs, pressure on the individual to define 

himself/herself in terms of a unique social and cultural sectarian identity reached 
                                                
 
376 Fawwaz Ṭraboulsi, A History of Modern Lebanon (London, 2007), 156–239; Robert Fisk, Pity the 
Nation: Lebanon at War (London, 1990). 
377 One can still find taxi drivers who do not cross from one part to the other, or will charge you three 
times the usual fare to do so. For an account of the strong sense of the invisible geographical traces of 
the civil war, see the earlier article, Nayla Assaf, ‘Green Line Lives on in Minds of Beirut’s Taxi 
Drivers’, The Daily Star Newspaper - Lebanon (13 October 2003), section Lebanon News, 
http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2003/Oct-13/40396-green-line-lives-on-in-minds-
of-beiruts-taxi-drivers.ashx. 
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its climax. Militia power not only practiced ethnic, sectarian and political 

‘cleansing’ of territories but also committed what Juan Goytisolo has aptly called 

‘memoricide’, the eradication of all memories of coexistence and common 

interests between Lebanese. Instead, they imposed their discourse of ‘protection’ 

on their own ‘people’: the ‘other’ wants to kill you, but we are here to save your 

lives.378  

 

In such a light, the task of stimulating dialogue across whatever segregating limits 

there may be, political or religious, is crucial. On a practical level, it starts with 

choosing a language. With French, Arabic and English being common languages in 

most public and private spheres in Lebanon, the choice of language (in an art event) 

becomes a conscious, if not political act. Home Works solves this conflict by having 

simultaneous translation of all events, most commonly in English and Arabic, and it 

also invites people with different convictions to speak around topics chosen in 

response to the surroundings.379 The first feature of Home Works to highlight is thus 

its attempt to facilitate a forum for dialogue, whatever antagonism it may entail.  

 

Providing Means of Production  
The role played by the forum as a platform for dialogue around topics and questions, 

goes hand in hand with the provision of means of production in a more practical and 

economic sense to nurture the artistic and intellectual practices in Lebanon without 

which there would be no forum. As artist Akram Zaatari explains, Home Works ‘has 

provided my generation of Lebanese artists with an important platform in which to 

think, to meet, and to present artworks. Most importantly, Home Works provides an 

opportunity to sincerely question forms of presentation in relation to where we live, 

what we have been through, and what we have learned about art and our forms of 

                                                
 
378 Ṭraboulsi, A History of Modern Lebanon, 233. 
379 For instance, in the fourth edition in 2008, the influential thinker, writer and video artist Jalal Toufic 
and the then journalist Wissam Saadeh entered into heated discussion during the panel ‘Why Do We 
Kill Ourselves? A Reading of “Suicide Mission”’, which resulted in Toufic leaving the session. 
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production.’380 The importance of Home Works for Zaatari’s generation is visible in 

the recurrence of Lebanese artists in the programme. For example, the actor, director 

and visual artist Rabih Mroué has presented work in all six Home Works. Likewise, 

Zaatari, actor and visual artist Lina Saneh, philosopher and artist Jalal Toufic and 

filmmakers Joana Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige, have participated in five Home 

Works.381 Many of their projects were commissioned, with the forum also operating 

as an economic generator of artistic production.382 This is reflected in the fact that the 

first edition of Home Works was comprised of activities like lectures, performances, 

exhibitions and films, whereas the 2010 version included more and diverse categories 

such as publications, workshops, panels, artists’ talks, music and research projects.383 

Understanding the second step of curating research therefore requires that we take a 

closer look first at the practices and formats of Home Works, and then at the 

importance the role it played in nurturing an intellectual environment.  

                                                
 
380 Akram Zaatari, ‘The Thought of Sex: The Problematic Presentation of Let It Be in Beirut’, in Queer 
Geographies: Beirut, Tijuana, Copenhagen., ed. by Lasse Lau and others (Roskilde, 2014), 29. 
381 Other recurring artists and theorists are Tony Chakar (2005, 2008, 2010, and 2013), Abbas Baydoun 
(2002, 2005, and 2010), Ghassan Salhab (2002, 2003, and 2008), the Otolith Group (2005, 2008, and 
2010), Marwan Rechmaoui (2003, 2008, and 2010), Ayreen Anastas (2005, 2008, and 2010), Walid 
Raad (2005, 2010, and 2013), Stephen Right (2003 and 2008), Emily Jacir (2003 and 2008), Rasha 
Salti (2002 and 2003), Lamia Joreige (2003 and 2008), Elia Suleiman (2002 and 2003), TJ Demos 
(2008 and 2010), Hassan Khan (2002 and 2008), Wael Shawky (2008, 2010, and 2013), Roy Samaha 
(2003, 2008, and 2013), Maher Abi Samra (2005 and 2008) and Wissam Sadeh (2005 and 2008). For a 
full overview of all participants, see Appendix 1. 
382 Conversation with the author, February 6, 2013. Funding for Home Works has largely come from 
Europe (the Prince Claus Fund and different national funding councils), the Middle East (Fondation 
Saradar, the Arab Fund for Arts and Culture and others) and the US (Ford Foundation), which was a 
necessity as there is little public funding in Lebanon for such events. Recent developments in funding 
strategies, especially in Europe, and following the wishes of the curator, have prompted the forum to 
find funding more locally and from private donators. 
383 So far, there have been no open calls for participation, but artists and cultural practitioners are 
welcome to propose projects. The selection process is thus a combination of active commissioning and 
selecting as well as more informal channels for proposals. 
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Practices and Formats 

It is 2002 and the woman on stage interviews herself through her tape-recorded 

questions about theatre, her childhood, acting, the civil war in Lebanon, sex, militias 

and censorship. Towards the end, she multiplies into a third version of herself video–

screened onto a flat glass container containing arak, the Lebanese eau de vie. At the 

end of the play, she dissolves further as she taps the arak onto bottles which bear her 

image and offers it for sale for 20 US dollars. The play is about her, the fictive 

character on stage that shares name with the actor, but as she dissolves into a bottled 

version that the audience can take home, so does the certainty about who she really is 

and what she has been telling us. 

 Jumping forward in time to 2010, the first room to the right in the newly opened 

exhibition space of Ashkal Alwan houses an installation consisting of video, 

animations, drawings, archive material and an architectural model of a building of a 

round, concrete beach resort. Architecturally, it seems inspired by the Brazilian 

 

Figure 19: Donors of Ashkal Alwan listed at the entrance to the organisation. Beirut, 2013. 
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architect Oscar Niemeyer, and the video reveals through the voice of a woman who 

visits it that today the building is being squatted by four poor families, mainly 

women. Conflicting times and realities haunt the house, concrete utopia and 

contemporary poverty; was a woman murdered during its early years, which were also 

its heyday, in the 1960s? The video contrasts the seemingly incompatible thematics of 

the realities of today and the nostalgic recall of a past which looked forward 

optimistically to the future. 

Back then, to 2005: a man sits on stage in a theatre behind a table. Helped by a 

PowerPoint presentation showing photographs, documents, diagrams and maps, the 

lecture-performance narrates the exile of the person on stage, an artist, from Lebanon 

to the United States in 1983. The narration is interspersed with descriptions of an 

interrogation he experienced recently while flying from Rochester to New York City, 

in which his artistic practice was suspected of constituting terrorism. The artist tells 

the story from the perspective of a character who seems trustworthy in style, story and 

appearance, providing photographic documentation and demonstrating attention to 

detail. Through his fragmentary descriptions, though, the artist-narrator exposes the 

fragility of his memory, which prompts us to question whatever he tells us. It also 

prompts us to reflect upon the condition of the accusation: how can artistic practice be 

similar to terrorism?  

These three examples, Biokraphia (2002) by Lina Saneh and Rabih Mroué,384 All 

About Acapulco (2010) by Marwa Arsanios and I Feel a Great Desire to Meet the 

Masses Once Again (2005) by Walid Raad,385 were all produced by Lebanese artists 

and shown in the context of Home Works. Biokraphia meta-theatrically assesses 

Lebanese theatre and acting, leaving us however in doubt about realities. It is not a 

testimony about growing up during the war or being shaped artistically by the 

experience, it does not obey imperatives to tell how ‘it’ really was, rather it is theatre 

that negotiates the current production conditions in Lebanon, in terms of censorship, 

                                                
 
384 In the description I refer to a version seen on 20 May, 2008 at La comedie de Valence, La Fabrique 
in Valence in France. 
385 Raad’s lecture-performance also tells the story of the artist Steve Kurtz from Critical Art Ensemble, 
who was imprisoned for cultivating chemicals. The chemicals were intended for an exhibition, but the 
CIA interpreted them as weapons of terrorism. Steve Kurtz likewise participated in Home Works III.  
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and the theatrical tendencies geared towards attracting a foreign audience. Marwa 

Arsanios’ All About Acapulco goes back to the 1950s-60s, an age in which beach 

resorts were popular; the latter now function as a symbol of the liberal times before 

the civil war. However, the liberal times are investigated both curiously, and with a 

critical eye for feminist issues: how were women treated at that time, and what are the 

conditions under which the women are living there now? Walid Raad’s I Feel a Great 

Desire to Meet the Masses Once Again reflects on border crossings, interrogations 

and suspicions around artistic practice after 11 September, 2001. The ethical issue of 

treating artists as terrorists is rendered surreal. However, the fiction embroils the 

audience in a train of thought that veers close to real events and evokes the blurring of 

memory and perception. In this way, the complex lecture-performance conveys, on 

the one hand, that fiction is a way of understanding past realities and, on the other 

hand, that reality itself may seem unreal.386 

Home Works has, as these three examples show, been a site of commissioning 

and incubation of practices in the areas of performance, video, installation and the 

lecture-performance. In addition to the above, Lina Saneh and Rabih Mroué have 

produced several performances during different editions of Home Works, one of the 

most famous being How Nancy Wished That Everything Was an April’s Fool Joke by 

Mroué and Fadi Toufiq, starring Mroué, Saneh and two other actors, which the 

Censorship Board banned in 2007, only to release the ban that same year. All about 

Acapulco is a development of a video called I’ve Heard Three Stories (2009) 

commissioned by Ashkal Alwan through the competition Videoworks.  

Home Works has not only incubated video and performance practices and 

formats, but has also welcomed a genre like the lecture-performance genre. It 

fundamentally questions positivist and fact-based regimes of academic knowledge 

production,387 an approach that works well with the theme of fiction and truth that has 

been widespread in Lebanese art since the 1990s. Raad’s variant shows that sharing a 

personal account – whether fictional or real – has an impact upon the broader political 
                                                
 
386 Demos concludes in an analysis of Raad’s photographic work we Can Make Rain but Nobody Came 
to Ask (2006) that ‘fiction doesn’t obscure reality; rather, as a hybrid formation of documents and 
imaginary scenarios, it elicits the deepest truths.’ Demos, The Migrant Image, 191. 
387 Milder, ‘Teaching as Art’, 13–27. See also Frank, ‘Afterall’, 5–15. 
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context, by providing a space for the affective.388 Mroué, as the previous chapter 

showed, has also contributed generously to the genre389 and younger artists connected 

to the Lebanese art scene have also taken up the affective space of the performance 

lecture. The latest edition of Home Works presented two such examples. Arsanios’s 

Have You Ever Killed a Bear? Or Becoming Jamila considered the role of the female 

fighter, in this case Jamila Bouhired, in the resistance movements of the 1960s and 

1970s; and Haig Aivazian’s To Neither Confirm nor Deny That the Matter neither 

Reflected nor Absorbed Light was about the geopolitical implications of the then 

Managing Director of the International Monetary Fund, Dominique Strauss-Kahn, 

being charged for sexual assault against hotel maid Nafissatou Diallo in New York in 

2011. The latter two examples show that the format of the lecture-performance, along 

with other formats like video, performance and installation, continue to be developed 

as reflections on pressing topics at the boundary of the personal (be it the artist 

him/herself or/and simultaneously the character portrayed in the lecture, such as 

Jamila) and the political. 

Beirut and Home Works are, despite the practical difficulties,390 productive for art 

production, something which French curator Catherine David unfolded in a lecture in 

the first edition of Home Works. David was curator of Documenta X in 1997, which 

influenced discursive exhibition practices through the 100 Days – 100 Guests 

programme, unprecedented in the history of Documenta, and followed in different 

shapes since. Around the millennium she worked on a project on the representation of 

Arab art, and later published an anthology, Tamáss: Contemporary Arab 

Representations,391 on the Lebanese art scene. Inviting David to take part in the first 

                                                
 
388 When using the term affective, I refer to the work of Kathleen Stewart on ‘ordinary affects’ as being 
at once publicly circulating and personally intimate, and the work of Laurent Berlant on ‘intimacy’ as 
that which makes an impact on us and produces something. These concepts will be developed in the 
section Animating Intimacy in this chapter. See Kathleen Stewart, Ordinary Affects (Durham, 2007); 
Lauren Berlant, ‘Intimacy: A Special Issue’, Critical Inquiry, 24/2 (1998), 281–88.  
389 Bleeker, ‘Performing the Image: Rabih Mroué’s Lecture-Performances’, 178–98. 
390 The most frequently mentioned obstacles to production include a variety of factors such as 
censorship, restrictive laws on for instance the display of sexual content, daily power cuts lasting a 
minimum of three hours, poor Internet connection (making people work in cafés where the connection 
is often good and where there are generators to provide electricity during power cuts), congested 
infrastructure and the lack of job opportunities for artists and cultural producers. 
391 Catherine David, Tamáss. 
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Home Works therefore suggests a desire to solicit a knowledgeable view of Lebanese 

art practices, and her lecture serves as an example of the ways in which the Lebanese 

art scene is being framed, aesthetically and politically, through academic and 

curatorial research undertaken in relation to Home Works.  

David’s lecture was titled – ‘Learning from Beirut: Contemporary Aesthetic 

Practices in Lebanon: Stakes and Conditions for Experimental, Cultural and Aesthetic 

Practices in Lebanon and Elsewhere’ – and presented a reflection on the local cultural 

and political reality. David argued that, despite the civil war causing a vacuum in 

cultural production, Beirut was a ‘privileged’ art scene because, in the absence of 

institutions, practices had not been fully instrumentalised. For her, these conditions 

had given rise to a critical, ‘experimental contemporary aesthetic practice’.392 Taking 

inspiration from Jacques Rancière’s politics of aesthetics,393 David defined aesthetic 

practice as a ‘contemporary project that can articulate the discursive and the visual, at 

times, in a complex manner’.394 Her lecture thereby framed both the Lebanese art 

scene and the forum, providing a vocabulary with which to speak about the scene. 

Since 2002, Ashkal Alwan has itself become an institution that still produces new 

kinds of art project of a discursive and visual character.  

Speaking not of artworks but of discursive and visual projects, as David does, is 

pertinent to Home Works. Not all exhibitors have a visual arts education; some are 

also philosophers and theorists (like Jalal Toufic), filmmakers (like Joana 

Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige), theatre directors (like Lina Saneh) and architects 

(like Tony Chakar) who use aesthetics as a means of commenting on political and 

social matters. This interdisciplinary range is different from that of more traditional 

exhibition models, in which, to put it simply, the distinction between artists and non-

artists is marked by artists participating in the exhibition and non-artists’ participation 

in seminars and publications around the exhibition. In Home Works, artists can be 

                                                
 
392 Catherine David, ‘Learning from Beirut: Contemporary Aesthetic Practices in Lebanon. Stakes and 
Conditions for Experimental, Cultural and Aesthetic Practices in Lebanon and Elsewhere’, in Home 
Works. A Forum on Cultural Practices in the Region. Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Palestine and Syria 
(Beirut, 2003), 32. 
393 Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics. 
394 David, ‘Learning from Beirut: Contemporary Aesthetic Practices in Lebanon. Stakes and Conditions 
for Experimental, Cultural and Aesthetic Practices in Lebanon and Elsewhere’, 36. 
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theorists and theorists can be artists, as long as they contribute significantly to 

discussion of the chosen topic.  

The generation of discourse and nurturing of formats is also followed by an 

instance of using Home Works 5 in 2010 practically and intellectually for the 

preparation of an art school developed by Ashkal Alwan. The impetus to start an 

alternative art school came from the observation of the gap between art education as 

taught at universities and the actual practices of Lebanese artists. As a consequence, 

much continuous artistic education takes place informally at ‘experimental learning 

platforms: the city of Beirut is a sphere in which students, artists and professionals 

meet and exchange ideas in a constant process of everyday education. Individuals 

debate and seek new knowledge in relation to one another and within their 

surroundings.’395 The question (and aim) was how to ‘develop an experiential 

approach to arts education, which not only offers a challenging and creative space 

within society but also responds to the city’s urgent questions and uses its wider 

context as its main curriculum.’396 In line with these concerns, the questions posed 

resonated with the topics of learning and ‘the educational turn’ in contemporary art 

(which we shall look closer at in Chapter Four) which have been widely debated since 

the 1990s. Nevertheless, the focus in Home Works in 2010 was a local situation that 

aimed to support development, but with the help of the experience and knowledge 

from other places and non–local people. Tohmé’s approach to the questions of 

experimental education was to invite artist–driven, alternative schools, such as 

Unitednationsplaza, which took place in Berlin and later in New York, CAMP, which 

took place in Palestine and DIA, in Buenos Aires, to engage in dialogue with curators 

such as Okwui Enwezor and local artists like Walid Sadek, thus maintaining the 

debate around local concerns and realities. 

 The school that came out of these panel debates, Home Works Program, started 

in 2011 and runs as a one-year programme that does not grant degrees. One or two 

artists are chosen to lead the program every year and their envisioning of the school is 

                                                
 
395 Christine Tohmé, ‘HOME WORKS 5 | Themes’, Ashkal Alwan, 2010  
http://ashkalalwan.org/programs/home-works-5/. 
396 Tohmé, ‘HOME WORKS 5 | Themes’, 5. 
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what makes up the programme. The presence of the school in Beirut today inevitably 

qualifies the art scene itself, as it attracts students from afar and presents visiting 

artists and scholars throughout the year. As it shares with Home Works the aim to 

respond to the city’s urgent questions, the school also affects the general debate in 

Beirut via artistic projects, newspaper articles and seminars that are open for the 

public. Home Works was used as a means of preparing a site for continuous 

knowledge production framed both with experience from abroad and in relation to the 

local context. 

 

David’s lecture and Raad’s lecture-performance (and the ways in which it has been 

taken up by younger artists) demonstrate that Home Works allows for a sustained 

development of research-based formats (like the lecture-performance and the school) 

and for continuous discourse-production around not only the topics of each forum but 

also the specificities of Lebanese art production. The lecture-performance and the 

alternative school are formats that fit well with tendencies in the Lebanese art scene, 

which is known for being cerebral while attending to images in a careful way.397 The 

forum, as a coming-together in public space, simultaneously allows for the affective 

(personal-public) and cognitive (through traditional academic lectures) as the art 

scene’s practices are developed and sustained. The provision of means of production 

is here crucial for what takes place in the forum and for producing its voices across 

and within.   

 

Intellectual Nurture of Translocal Kindred Concerns 
The sustained dialogue which Home Works upholds is crucial in the Lebanese 

context. In her book, Contemporary Arab Thought, published in 2010, the Lebanese 

philosopher Elizabeth Suzanne Kassab gives an overview of Arab cultural critique 

from the late nineteenth century until today. She supports the view of many 
                                                
 
397 Wilson-Goldie, ‘Home Makeover’. 
 The practices of Joana Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige, Lamia Joreige, Rabih Mroué, Walid Raad and 
Akram Zaatari all attend, in different ways, to ‘the image’ in relation to topics such as memory, 
politics, the archive and history. For an analysis of some of these practices in relation to ‘the image’, 
see T. J Demos, ‘Out of Beirut: Mobile Histories and the Politics of Fiction’, in The Migrant Image: 
The Art and Politics of Documentary during Global Crisis (Durham, 2013), 177–200. 
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contemporary scholars that cultural critique is a field of study that has received little 

attention in the region, either of a scholarly or a popular nature.398 In the educational 

system, one is taught ‘next to nothing about the modern and contemporary Arab 

intellectual debates, which although ubiquitous in the media and often part of the 

political discourse, are nowhere taught in a serious and systematic manner, not even 

in the quite rare liberal humanities programs.’399 Her book is an attempt to raise 

awareness of and give visibility to the existing Arab intellectual debates in response to 

what she calls the ‘cultural malaise’ of the loss of cultural identity in the Arab world 

since the Ottoman Empire fell in the first part of the twentieth century, and especially 

after 1967, when Israel defeated Egypt, Syria and Jordan, leading to a thorough 

questioning of Arab political and cultural status.  

Home Works grew out of an experience of an intellectual vacuum in the specific 

context of post–civil war Lebanon, and is, like Kassab’s book, a way of bringing 

questions about cultural identity, politics and art production into the public arena by 

presenting intellectual and artistic thinking. But both Kassab and Home Works move 

beyond the region. Kassab compares the cultural critique of the Arab world to other 

‘kindred projects’400 in postcolonial regions, especially Africa and Latin America, to 

show that the ‘cultural malaise’ is not based inherently on a specific Arab cultural 

identity, but rather in a political situation of post- or neo-colonialism.401 Likewise, the 

scope of Home Works quickly grew to allow a ‘concentrat[ion] on kindred artistic and 

intellectual concerns that are operative all over the world’,402 Whereas the twenty-five 

participants of the first Home Works were largely native to the region, the last two 
                                                
 
398 Salti supports this view; see Salti, ‘Of the Perfidious Machinations of Neo-Liberal Capital in Beirut: 
A Vexing Soliloquy’, 17–19. 
399 Elizabeth Suzanne Kassab, Contemporary Arab Thought: Cultural Critique in Comparative 
Perspective (New York, 2010), xxi. 
400 Kassab, Contemporary Arab Thought, 10. 
401 Neo-colonialism refers to the relationship between colonising and colonised countries after 
independence, where the relation is maintained unequally by means of cultural, economic and 
commercial influence. For recent research on the topic in relation to Latin America, see Ed Jackiewicz 
and Fernando J Bosco, Placing Latin America: Contemporary Themes in Human Geography (Lanham, 
2008) and in relation to Latin American art history, see Mari Carmen Ramírez, ‘Brokering Identities: 
Art Curators and the Politics of Cultural Representation’, in Thinking about Exhibitions, ed. by Reesa 
Greenberg, Bruce W Ferguson, and Sandy Nairne (London, 1996), 15–26. For the Asian and Middle 
Eastern context, see Sally N Cummings and Raymond A Hinnebusch, Sovereignty after Empire 
Comparing the Middle East and Central Asia (Edinburgh, 2011).  
402 Tohmé, Wilson-Goldie and H̲ubaiz, Home works II, 11. 
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editions each had a hundred participants from various other parts of the world, 

including Pad.ma from Mumbai in 2010, Judi Werthein from Buenos Aires/New York 

in 2010 and Cao Fei from Beijing in 2013. In addition to this, foreign artists like The 

Otolith Group or Egyptian Hassan Khan, have participated at various times and 

created commissioned artworks for the forum. That both local and foreign cultural 

practitioners participate in reflecting on themes of urgency enhances intellectual 

affinities and bonds across political and cultural specificities and gives new 

perspectives to existing intellectual thinking.  

As Home Works generates intellectual and artistic thought by commissioning 

talks and art works within the frameworks of chosen topics, it goes beyond Kassab’s 

aim of raising awareness of certain intellectual debates, because it also plays an active 

part in choosing what to debate and creating new voices in the debate. These voices, 

in turn, enter into and alter discourses and practices elsewhere. Home Works is a 

format that grew out of a specific context and in response to its urgencies, not only as 

a response to a post- or neo-colonial discourse in the way Kassab mentions. Rather, 

Home Works operates with a clear Lebanese grounding that is nevertheless open to 

views from abroad, in something much like a translocal dynamic.  

Translocality, in the words of historians Ulrike Freitag and Achim von Oppen is 

‘a sum of phenomena which result from a multitude of circulations and transfers. It 

designates the outcome of concrete movements of people, goods, ideas and symbols 

which span spatial distances and cross boundaries, be they geographical, cultural or 

political.’403 Ulrike Freitag and Achim von Oppen stress that when used for research 

purposes, translocality refers to a manifold and nonlinear way in which the global 

world is constituted. Translocality is brought about ‘through the trans-gression of 

boundaries between spaces of very different scale and type as well as through the (re-

)creation of “local” distinctions between those spaces.’404 This conceptual use of the 

word focuses on the interactions between places that cause a recreation of the 

distinctions between transgressed spaces. This use also implies that as a researcher, 

                                                
 
403 Ulrike Freitag and Achim von Oppen, Translocality: The Study of Globalising Processes from a 
Southern Perspective (Leiden, 2010), 5. 
404 Freitag and Oppen, Translocality, 6. 
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one sets up the limits for a place in terms of what movements and transgressions one 

chooses to look at.405 

Freitag and von Oppen developed their thoughts together with other researchers 

in and from the global South, mainly through research projects concerned with liminal 

places, with non-elite and bottom–up movements. Some art projects can be seen in 

this light, but not necessarily a forum like Home Works, which remains somewhat 

elitist and not activist.406 However, the notion of mechanisms of transgression of 

boundaries between spaces of different scale and type under the conditions of 

globalisation is something I see as useful in understanding the dynamics at work 

within Home Works. One of the effects of the circulatory dynamic of Home Works is 

that it has an impact beyond Lebanon. This is due not only to the strategy of speaking 

from Lebanon in response to and along with kindred spirits around the globe, but also 

to the relation it fosters to the establishment of local cultural production, which has 

nurtured diverse aesthetic formats and influenced exhibition strategies locally and 

elsewhere. 

The model of curating research that focuses on the circulation of people and 

discourses (and with them also concepts) developed in Home Works can be identified 

for instance in the 98weeks research project founded in Beirut in 2007 by the cousins 

Marwa Arsanios, an artist, and Mirene Arsanios, a writer. It is representative of the 

efforts of a younger generation than Tohmé and those who regularly participate in 

Home Works. It consists of research projects running for 98 weeks and, like Home 

Works, their approach is topic–driven, but with a reflexive, material and playful 

                                                
 
405 The mapping of Pelin Tan introduced in the introduction corresponds to this concept of 
translocality. She defines translocal knowledge in the text that follows the map as ’a kind of movement 
and a journey. It is personal but collective.’ The mapping presents the movements of her ’trans-local 
production of knowledge’, which she can produce by being in Istanbul, where ‘[r]ealities, objects, 
ideas, fly in the air that you can catch and reproduce. With people.’ This mapping, and the text itself, 
emphasise the networked character of translocal knowledge, as something that moves with people, 
things and ideas. Translocality, then, is the condition Pelin Tan lives under, and which enables her to 
know certain things. She stays in the same spot, but she and the spot change because of what passes by. 
Pelin Tan, ‘Boundless Diffusion of Trans-Local Knowledge Production Map’, Tanpelin.blogspot.dk, 
2009, http://tanpelin.blogspot.dk/2009/02/boundless-diffusion-of-trans-local.html. 
406 Zaatari describes himself and his fellow colleagues as not wanting to belong to activist groupings 
and ‘neither to a Nation, nor a Cause, nor a People, nor an Art School, but rather to the pressing 
questions affecting one’s daily life and home.’ Zaatari, ‘The Thought of Sex’, 29. 
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approach.407 The first selected topic was Beirut’s urban space, followed by Arab 

cultural and art historical magazines from the 1930s to the present, and the current 

topic is feminism. Based in Mar Mikhael, their project space is inclusive. Workshops 

are open to the public for a relatively small fee and attract people other than artists. 

The project space serves as a base for the current research project, a small-scale 

publishing house and a venue for talks, events and screenings by artists and theorists 

passing through Beirut. Many artists from this generation also participate in and 

attend Home Works, but it is telling that 98weeks insists on a less institutional 

framework and is considered more a part of the artistic practice of the founders. 

98weeks could be said to be a vessel for research in which curating research is less 

controlled and more spontaneous. 

 

 

       In London, the work of Tohmé has inspired another ongoing research project, 

The Edgware Road Project, which is part of the Centre for Possible Studies hosted by 

the Serpentine Gallery since 2009 and curated by Janna Graham. A series of artists 

                                                
 
407 I am also academically indebted to 98weeks, which I have followed since its inception in 2007 and 
collaborated with since 2010. For Home Works 6, they invited me to participate in the radio project 
Our Lines Are Now Open on the poetics and politics of speech and feminism. This collaboration is still 
ongoing and continues through 2015. 

 

Figure 20: 98 weeks research project. Beirut 2010. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

176 

have been invited to work with the area and the people around Edgware Road in 

London, which has been home to a concentration of Arabic immigrants since the late 

nineteenth century. Tohmé has been a consulting curator on the project, and the 

approach of the Centre for Possible Studies is greatly inspired by both Ashkal Alwan 

(the organisation behind Home Works) and Townhouse Gallery in Cairo, in their use 

of the encounter as one of their primary formats. According to the statement of the 

Edgware Road Project, ‘in each of these projects [Ashkal Alwan and Townhouse 

Gallery], the opening up of political dynamics in the local is contextualised by a series 

of global comings and goings, producing active cartographies, subversive diplomacies 

and imaginative modes of exchange’.408 This statement shows how the activities of 

Ashkal Alwan and Home Works are thought in terms of the circulatory dynamics 

among epistemic partners and research collaborators, in a manner like that suggested 

by the concept of translocality.409 

 

                                                
 
408 ‘About’, Centre for Possible Studies, http://centreforpossiblestudies.wordpress.com/about/. 
409 For an analysis of Edgware Road Project from the perspective of curating, see Paul O’Neill and 
Susan Hefuna’s contributions to Paul O’Neill and Claire Doherty, eds., Locating the Producers: 
Durational Approaches to Public Art (Amsterdam, 2011), 187–240. 

 

Figure 21: Gathering in a bar. Home Work IV, Beirut. 
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Animating Intimacy 
It is a Saturday afternoon in May 2013, in the Metropolis Empire Sofil cinema in 

Ashrafieh, on the Eastern side of downtown, the city centre. The artist on stage, Kader 

Attia, presents a ‘reparative’ art project, which consists of repaired everyday objects 

from Rwanda and Algeria. The objects embody Attia’s idea that ‘repair is a ground 

for a new aesthetics’ – not a return to something, but a reworking of something.410 He 

relates the reworking and repairing of objects to the history of Algeria and Rwanda 

and their attempts politically and legally to come to terms with – or repair – past civil 

wars and genocide. In a Q&A session after his artist’s talk, an attendee of Algerian 

background raises her hand. She opposes the use of the term ‘civil war’ in relation to 

Algeria: she argues that in her environment, people talk, rather, about the ‘black 

decade’411 implying a contestation of its being enunciated as a war. The dialogue goes 

back and forth for a while, with Attia responding that starting to call it ‘civil war’, or 

at least starting to talk about what to call it, is a necessary part of the reparative 

practice.  

Earlier that day, around lunchtime in the same cinema, Catarina Simão, a visual 

artist and independent researcher showed footage from ‘compromise meetings’ that 

took place in Maputo, Mozambique, after the country’s independence from Portugal 

in 1982. The then president, Samora Machel, is convening a meeting with around a 

thousand Mozambican employees from the former Portuguese government. One by 

one, they step forward to answer questions from the president about their engagement 

with the former colony. The footage is rare, and the artist is showing us only a 

selection from the four-day meeting. In the Q&A, Simão is asked about her position 

in relation to the footage, as she is Portuguese and from the former colony. Her 

answer is opaque: she does not position herself on one side or the other, but as being 

in the midst of her research, in the process of finding out. The woman in the audience 

does not give up, and poses the question again, prompting Simão to ask back: ‘Are 

you judging me?’ This explicit interpretation and articulation of the situation seems to 

surprise the woman in the audience. It reverses the direction of interrogation, and this 
                                                
 
410 Unpublished lecture by K. Attia, entitled ‘Rwanda, Algeria – from tradition to modernity of 
forgiveness’, held at Home Works 6 in Beirut, 2013.   
411 This term is also commonly used in the media. 
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inversion recalls questions of the righteousness of particular positions, resonating with 

the dynamics of the compromise meeting.  

While looking for lunch that same day, I am discussing the Q&A with a fellow 

participant, philosopher Nikita Dhawan, quite unsettled by what happened. The 

questioning between the two opposing sides complicated the trial situation, which was 

not geared simply to making judgments between right and wrong, but rather to 

negotiating the grey area in between. A couple of days later, we are out again in-

between events, looking for a quick dinner. While crossing a gas station, Dhawan 

mentions that in Greek philosophy, conversation has an erotic side to it. Conversation 

is formed by the combination of the Latin ‘con’ and ‘vertere’, which means ‘with’ and 

‘to turn’. The physical and verbal ‘turning together’ made up the erotic element, as I 

understood it – Dhawan’s exact meaning was lost in the traffic and the natural 

conversational drift to other topics.  The erotic dimension of Home Works came up in 

various informal discussions the following week as a quite apt addition to the judicial 

aspect of the forum. 

Now let us jump back to a scene in 2008: around two hundred people were 

gathered in an architecture office for a screening of excerpts of explicit gay sex 

lasting around two hours. The programme called Let it Be was put together by Akram 

Zaatari after a year of study of sex in film. The screening was transferred to the office, 

situated in an industrial area far from the main venue, because of the illegal status of 

the content.412 The expressive and sometimes aggressive sex shown was of an 

experimental character, focusing on the poetics of the sexually active body rather than 

the power structures that govern the sex film industry or the politics of sexuality. The 

                                                
 
412 Homosexuality is illegal by law in Lebanon and individuals associated with it may experience 
intimidating humiliation, criminalisation and prosecution. See, for instance, the following local and 
international newspaper articles and TV reports about the condition of LGBT persons living in 
Lebanon and also a reflection made by Zaatari around Let It Be together with a transcription of the 
panel debate after the screening; Dalila Mahdawi, ‘Local Gay Rights Organization to Receive Award 
in US’, The Daily Star Newspaper - Lebanon, 2009, http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-
News/2009/Mar-30/51945-local-gay-rights-organization-to-receive-award-in-us.ashx; Meris Lutz, 
‘Gay Marriage Abroad Opens Doors for Lebanese’, The Daily Star Newspaper - Lebanon, 2013, 
http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2013/Aug-23/228328-gay-marriage-abroad-opens-
doors-for-lebanese.ashx; Sima Kotecha, ‘Lebanese Gay Rights “under Threat”’, BBC, 26 November 
2013, section Middle East, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-25099130; Zaatari, ‘The 
Thought of Sex’, 28–43. 
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audience was quiet. Afterwards, a little before midnight, a bus took members of the 

audience back to the main venue, where the next day there was a late night panel 

debate with artist and filmmaker William E. Jones, art historian Hannah Feldman, 

curator Stuart Comer and Zaatari, discussing the screening, porn and sex. It became 

clear that this event was as much about the artist sharing this kind of imagery semi–

publically as it was about the images themselves. What would it mean to share sex on 

film publicly? What would it mean in Lebanon, where law and public opinion 

prohibit such explicit viewing of copulation? After the panel, the discussion continued 

in the bar in Sanayeh House nearby, the night–time meeting–place for that edition of 

Home Works. Alcohol, dance and music accompanied the discussions, as they had on 

many nights before. Probably one of the more exceptional nights took place during 

another edition years later, when a large group refused to go home after a party 

finished, and found the only open bar in town: an almost empty brothel with a pole, 

around which the conversation continued into the morning. 

 

 

Figure 22: In the shuttle bus after the screening of Let it Be by Akram Zaatari. Home Works IV, Beirut. 
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The different instances attended to here suggest that Home Works is put together 

in such a way that it allows for audiences and participants to face one another in 

ethical discussions about historical events – in screening situations, in talks whose 

 
Figure 23: Panel debate about Let it Be by Akram Zaatari. Home Works IV, Beirut. 
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content is often not shared, and under more informal social conditions, and that the 

mix of the formal, informal and informative feed into one another well. The public 

spaces into which Home Works leaks are thus many–layered and also contradictory. 

This is exemplified in an extreme way by the above juxtaposition between attending a 

screening about the sexually active body also of sex workers, and partying at another 

time in precisely the place where such work takes place. The dialogues and 

conversations for which Home Works allows are not always righteous or 

straightforward: the developing argument here is that the forum successfully 

facilitates intimacy in and around the programming, which influences the way in 

which discussion can be held. Most participants stay for days or weeks and come back 

to attend other editions, so that the intimacy develops over several years, on different 

levels. It is therefore of course also bound up with the mechanisms of exclusion and 

inclusion that such a milieu, for better or worse, necessarily entails.  

These examples of sharing research and developing thoughts within and outside 

programmed events suggest that Home Works succeeds in working around the politics 

of affective intimacy. On a practical level, the programming and the city facilitate this 

in many ways. All Home Works events are free of cost and often start in the 

afternoon, which allows people to join in after work, and for participants and 

attendees to meet. Being a forum, and not just an exhibition, it creates an environment 

in which people take part in social and intellectual activities before, during and after 

timetabled events. Historically, Beirut has not had an obvious location, a museum or 

art institution, which could host the whole event. This changed, to a certain extent, 

with the opening of Beirut Art Center in 2009 and Ashkal Alwan’s own space in 

2010, as a result of the further institutionalisation and consolidation of the 

infrastructure of the Lebanese art scene. The lack of locales, however, has meant that 

activities took place (and still do) in theatres, cinemas, galleries and other locations 

throughout the city. This causes movements and involvement across the sectarian 

division of the city. While Home Works increasingly provides shuttle buses between 

venues, this dispersal of events in a city with a limited and not particularly well–

connected communicated public transport system prompts audience members to 
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organise themselves, bargaining with one of the many ‘service’413 chauffeurs or 

getting a lift with other attendees. The importance of sharing transport, for example in 

and around timetabled events is difficult to theorise, but crucial to Home Works.  

 

Conceptualising Intimacy: Affect and Memory 

For want of a better word to encompass the informal and non-discursive, I use 

intimacy, as it spans the seriousness and playfulness of close and shared experiences 

of significance between private and public spheres. Theorists like Laurent Berlant, 

Jennifer Doyle and Kathleen Stewart in particular have developed the concept of 

intimacy within studies of affect. The latter’s book Ordinary Affects414 is an 

accumulation of stories from everyday life in the Midwest of the United States, 

covering everything from drinking a cup of coffee in a diner to hearing about a car 

accident, in an attempt to spell out ‘ordinary affects’ as simultaneously publicly 

circulating and personally intimate. It is in this way that I understand the informal 

aspects of Home Works and it is thus different from the affective workings of tone 

developed in relation to Nervus Rerum, which sought to reveal formally the general 

sentiment of a group of people.  

But the concept of intimacy can be stretched further, to the way we regard the 

event itself and its more emotionally difficult artworks. In her book The Queen of 

America goes to Washington City: Essays on Sex and Citizenship,415 Berlant describes 

the dynamics of the intimate public sphere. One chapter takes up three specific cases 

of the rape of Afro-American women, who made their testimonies public and thereby 

provoked responses that laid bare the nation’s idea of particular bodies.416 Moving 

between the intimate and the public, Berlant likewise defines intimacy as that which 

makes an impact on us and produces something. This something is what Doyle’s book 

                                                
 
413 Shared taxis with a price fixed according to distance.  
414 Stewart, Ordinary Affects. 
415 Lauren Berlant, The Queen of America Goes to Washington City: Essays on Sex and Citizenship 
(Durham, 1997). 
416 This topic is also described in the article Lauren Berlant, ‘The Queen of America Goes to 
Washington City: Harriet Jacobs, Frances Harper, Anita Hill’, American Literature, 65/3 (1993), 549–
74. 
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Hold it against me: difficulty and emotion in contemporary art,417 treats under the 

heading of emotionally difficult art, venturing primarily into art dealing with racial, 

gendered or queer issues and identities, specifically in a North American context. 

These artworks are difficult because they are about ‘the things that, in fact, make life 

hard. They are productive and important kinds of difficulty – not because they expand 

our idea about what constitutes Art but because they speak to quite fundamental 

aspects of being a social subject.’418 The things that make life hard resonate with 

Zaatari’s articulation of Home Works as a place in which pressing questions affecting 

one’s daily life can be presented and shared, hence his urge to make a screening 

programme showing sexual activity that would otherwise be illegal in Lebanon. In 

addition, Attia and Simao’s Q&A show how difficulty can be present in an art 

practice when aspects are raised that are difficult to share, but nevertheless have to be 

shared. And in each case, the artist is engaged personally through the practice, and 

this practice is evolving in response to societal problematics.  

Intimacy is the link between the ordinariness and the difficulty of life 

experiences, and when transposed to the context of Home Works the life experiences 

that dominate are those relating to for instance war, censorship, everyday feelings of 

safety and amnesia. Scholar Sune Haugbølle, who has worked extensively on culture, 

war and memory in Lebanon, divides memory work into ‘inclusive public’ and 

‘intimate private memory’. Haugbølle explains, along with Tohmé, how the civil war 

was not talked about in public for many years. He mentions several reasons, one 

being that people were deeply traumatised or wanted to move on, and displaced the 

guilt of the war onto external interests seen as having created conflict in Lebanon. A 

second reason was that the political conflict caused by the confessional system based 

on religious belonging from before the war (explained earlier) was still present. A 

third reason was that a law of general amnesty from 1991 allowed warlords to avoid 

being convicted and continue pursuing their affairs, including operating within the 

political arena and rebuilding the country. A fourth reason was that a broadcasting 

law from 1994 had created a self-censoring mechanism in that it prohibited incitement 

                                                
 
417 Jennifer Doyle, Hold It Against Me: Difficulty and Emotion in Contemporary Art (Durham, 2013). 
418 Doyle, Hold It Against Me, 20. 
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to sectarianism and religious chauvinism.419 What Haugbølle calls ‘state-sponsored 

amnesia’420 led to the absence of public war monuments; at the time of his article’s 

publication in 2005, there had been very little public memory work. Most of what had 

been done came from a small group of leftist writers and intellectuals who had been 

publishing about the war and its repressed memory only in a few newspapers just 

after the civil war ended, 421 and had slowly started organising colloquiums about the 

same in theatres. From 1996, films, novels and plays dealing with the topic began to 

appear, and after Israel pulled out their armed forces and the then Syrian president 

Hafez al-Asad died in 2000, a conference was held in 2001, to which representatives 

were invited from countries with war–tormented pasts, such as Rwanda. Most work 

on public memory had thus been left to public intellectuals and cultural producers, a 

tradition which Home Works builds on. These events Haugbølle assigns to the nature 

of public memory as being somewhat elitist, yet inclusive in that it takes place in 

public spheres. Private memory, meanwhile, takes place in people’s homes and in the 

streets, as Haugbølle exemplifies by reference to the many slogans, posters, graffiti 

and other signs in public spaces remembering the war in the respective sectarian 

areas.422  

For Haugbølle, collective memory is a process of interaction between public and 

private memory, which he contends have to be understood dialogically. My 

contention is that Home Works contributes to and facilitates, albeit in a humble way, a 

process that can nurture the sharing of private memory through intimacy in relation to 

political and difficult pasts in public. The very name of Home Works points to the 

mixture of the domestic and the public, but it also points to the repetitive activity that 

a student must undertake in order to continue learning.  The affective intimacy is thus 

worked on, acted upon and revisited. The name also refers to the domesticity of the 

event, of taking the homely out into the public in what is simultaneously a 

                                                
 
419 Haugbolle, ‘Public and Private Memory of the Lebanese Civil War’, 192–193. 
420 Haugbolle, ‘Public and Private Memory of the Lebanese Civil War’, 197–199. 
421 One prominent figure among the leftist intellectuals active from the early 1990s is the novelist Elias 
Khoury (who also collaborated with Rabih Mroué on the performance Three Posters (2000), presented 
at the Ayloul Festival for Arts that Khoury co-organised and which was a precedent for Home Works). 
Haugbolle, ‘Public and Private Memory of the Lebanese Civil War’, 195–196. 
422 Haugbolle, ‘Public and Private Memory of the Lebanese Civil War’, 199–202. 
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performative confirmation that this actually works, even though many aspects of 

everyday life would seem to question it. 

One of the topics of Home Works 6, in which Attia and Simao’s artist talk took 

place, was ‘trial’, especially in relation to the breakdown and reformation of political 

regimes throughout the twentieth century (in, for example, Algeria, Indonesia, 

Kosovo, Mozambique, Romania and Rwanda). Given the initiating impulse of Home 

Works to create dialogue and establish face–to–face relations, the notion of trial has 

been tangible throughout the six forums. As the Attia Q&A showed, although 

arguments are put forward, Home Works rarely provides a judgment. The curatorial 

style of Tohmé and her team of curators is to stay in the background, listening while 

concentrating on the organisational aspect of the programming. This avoidance of an 

explicit, centralised directing of the discussion allows for a collective reflexion, in 

which different voices feature and each attendee or participant is left to grapple with 

the issues they raise. Collectivity exists around an engagement with topics and is an 

example of how emotion ‘is not so much communicated as it is circulated, transferred, 

modulated, and amplified,’423 as Doyle puts it. This collectivity becomes comparable 

to an organism in which research, knowledge and positions are shared and reshaped 

vis-à-vis affective situations. The programme fulfils, and sometimes exhausts, the 

audience, yet their commitment to it lasts days, weeks or years. 

 

                                                
 
423 Doyle, Hold It Against Me, 109. The idea of circulating emotions is contrary to other notions of 
artistic emotion that are based on depth, where emotion is situated inside the artist and surfaces via the 
artwork. The quoted phrase continues: ‘An expression does not represent an already existing feeling; it 
is the very thing that makes emotion happen, or, more nearly, it is the thing that sets emotion into 
motion. Tears migrate. Emotions are profoundly intersubjective. They do not happen inside the 
individual but in relation to others. As Sarah Ahmed explains, most of our models for thinking about 
emotion treat it as something we have, as something that rises up from inside (the expressive model 
cited by [philosopher Rei] Terada), or as something that “sinks in” from the outside-as the outside 
world makes us “feel bad.” “Emotion,” she argues, however, “is not simply something ‘I’ or ‘we’ have. 
Rather it is through emotions, or how we respond to objects and others, that surfaces and boundaries 
are made.” For Ahmed, it is important to understand that “emotions are not ‘in’ either the individual or 
the social, but produce the very surfaces and boundaries that allow the individual and the social to be 
delineated as if they were objects.” Emotion actually does more than mark the boundary between the 
self and other. Emotion brings those boundaries into being, and artists frequently explore the poetics of 
this fact in their work.’ 
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Affect, Memory or Knowledge? 
One question the reader might be left with is where, how and what is the knowledge? 

Is the affective experience of the Q&A of Attia and Simão or the screening of Zaatari, 

let alone participating in a party, producing knowledge? Even though the field of 

knowledge production is fluid in the sense that it is difficult to pinpoint where 

knowledge takes place, it might be useful at this point to operate with a distinction for 

the purpose of analysis – between scale and intensity. With regard to the first 

category, Home Works incorporates knowledge across a range of different scales. 

Using human geographer Neil Smith’s ordering of scales, from that of the body, via 

home, community, urban, region, nation to the global, one can say that Home Works 

allows for knowledge to travel across these different scales through the various 

contributions and the interactions between them and audiences.424 There is the 

knowledge inherent in each person participating, each part of the programmed artistic 

and intellectual research, and each larger national, regional or global discourse – 

dealing, for example, with memory, postcolonialism, various political issues etc. – all 

of which go beyond the level of artistic and intellectual research. Home Works 

becomes an axis around which larger discourses are folded into individual practices, 

research projects and lives, and that process in return allows for these discourses to be 

reconsidered and ultimately worked on at different levels from the micro to the 

macro. 

Distinguishing knowledge according to the second category of intensity, is not 

meant to signify that knowledge is a stable entity that one possesses and gives to 

someone else.425 However, in the Q&A of Attia, for example, the presenter’s 

knowledge is necessarily more intensive than that of the woman answering him, as he 

has put his research together himself. If he participated in the screening of Zaatari, he 

might be less knowledge–intensive on that topic than other attendees. However, 

                                                
 
424 Neil Smith, ‘Contours of a Spatialized Politics: Homeless Vehicles and the Production of 
Geographical Scale’, Social Text, 33, 1992, 55–81. 
425 The assumption that knowledge is something one can possess and bring on is present in for instance 
the discourse on ‘knowledge sharing’, however, that same assumption seems to be of hindrance to co-
construction of knowledge, because it constructs the situation around which knowledge supposedly is 
shared in a way that impedes multidirectional sharing. See Bregje de Vries and Jules Pieters, 
‘Knowledge Sharing at Conferences’, Educational Research and Evaluation, 13/3 (2007), 237–47. 
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neither of these examples were presentations of results packaged for an audience, 

rather they involved laying out material gathered from archives before an audience 

that was then given the opportunity to work on it. This distinction is simple, possibly 

banal, nevertheless it allows us to imagine the trajectories of dissemination and the 

sharing of knowledge, between presenters and audience, to be constantly reversible 

throughout the forum. Ultimately, at the end of the forum, each participant and 

attendee will be more knowledge intensive and capable of reworking discourses and 

topics in his or her own practice. 

One last and integral aspect is the collective drive, which is facilitated to a great 

extent by Tohmé’s way of operating as a somewhat withdrawn curator, who thereby 

facilitates an open collective event rather than directing it in a predetermined 

direction. The possibility of intimacy of both the ordinary variety (e.g. through 

exchanges over informal coffees between sessions, or while sharing transport) and the 

difficult (engagements with urgent topics of both a political and a personal nature) not 

only cause affect to circulate and collective memory to cohere, but also allow for 

moments in which research is shared and reshaped. The fact that both academic and 

artistic researchers present in various formats and platforms adds to the collective 

experience, and is a clever aspect of the curating research. Studies have shown that in 

academic conferences for both practitioners and academics it is often the academics 

who disseminate knowledge to passively absorbing practitioners. This produces a 

disintegrated field and eventually prevents important research agendas from being put 

forward.426 That artists are taken seriously as knowledge producers and disseminators 

in ways that are coherent with their profession, i.e. not by being submitted to 

academic standards, is probably one of the most important parts of what makes Home 

Works a challenging and powerful example of an act of curating research. 

 

Considering the project of Home Works as a whole, the different layers of choosing 

urgent topics, gathering and commissioning artworks concerned with the topic and 

composing them in the forum so as to provide audience intimacy are now easier to 

                                                
 
426 de Vries and Pieters, ‘Knowledge Sharing at Conferences’, 237–47. 
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articulate. The urgency of the chosen topics is the main motivator of organisers and 

participants, who create encounters and partake of these encounters respectively. The 

curatorial practice of responsiveness allows for discourse production, the 

development of formats and voices in sustained artistic production. A carefully 

planned programme with theoretical and practical affinities developed between 

participants and audiences over several years allows for a sharing of intimate events 

on the verge of the personal and the public. Curating research in this context arises 

from urgency and the movement between curatorial response and organisation, the 

public and personal, affect and discourse. 

 

       One of the challenges of conducting research in contemporary art is that of how 

to provide the space around which alternative knowledge can be produced. How 

Home Works will continue to pursue the task of curating research is not easy to 

predict. Many parameters have changed since Ashkal Alwan opened a new and 

spacious Home Workspace (named after Home Works), which now also hosts the art 

 

Figure 24: Ashkal Alwan and Home Workspace. Beirut 2013. 
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study programme, Home Workspace Program, a café and a research hub with a 

library and multipurpose auditorium for talks and events. Ashkal Alwan is expanding 

and the spatial context and intellectual production environment of Home Works is 

therefore changing. The fact that the curating of the exhibition part of Home Works 6 

was delegated to the Egyptian curator, Tarek Abou El Fetouh, and that the Turkish 

curator, Zeynep Oz, and 98weeks research project participated with sizeable research 

projects, suggests a desire to organise differently and include the voices and research 

strategies of the younger generation in the regional art scene. However, with a 

responsive curatorial style, the future ways of curating research, and the editions of 

Home Works associated with them, will inevitably take shape together with political, 

practical and intellectual developments yet to come. 

 

Curating Research  
 
But we do know that modernism has many streams that do not all empty into 
the same basin.427 

 

Curating research as it takes shape in Home Works is responsive to the political 

landscape, in relation to which the curators define topics, gather artworks and 

discourses, which produce knowledge through their intimate coming together with 

and among audiences; this in turn folds back into different discourses and the political 

landscape. Home Works is historically influenced in that it takes political questions 

seriously within the artistic and cultural sphere and works in a specific context of 

post–civil–war Lebanon to facilitate the expression and processing of both public and 

private memory together in the forum. There are historical precedents and 

contemporary sister events to Home Works that also take up pressing questions and 

topics in the hybrid format that is somewhere between exhibition, conference and 

forum, and it is to those which we shall now turn.  

The exhibition of Tarek Abou El Fetouh at the latest edition of Home Works 

provides a good starting point for providing an exhibition history relating to the forum 

                                                
 
427 Okwui Enwezor, ‘The Postcolonial Constellation: Contemporary Art in a State of Permanent 
Transition’, Research in African Literatures, 34/4 (2003), 68. 
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that can develop its historical resonance. El Fetouh’s exhibition consisted of 

‘reenactments’ of  ‘three key exhibitions that took place at transitional moments in 

history’,428 namely, the first Alexandria Biennial (1955), the first Arab Art Biennial in 

Baghdad (1974) and China/Avant-Garde (1989) in Beijing. To evoke for instance the 

year 1955 in exhibition history ‘immediately prompts us to think about the failure to 

constitute a different space for the contemporary’429 according to Enwezor, who was 

invited to respond to El Fetouh’s exhibition. The year 1955 marked the beginning of 

not only the Alexandria Biennial (which was the third biennial after the two in Venice 

and Sao Paolo430), but also Documenta in Kassel and the Biennial of Graphic Arts in 

Ljubljana. Of these, only Documenta was not international from the outset, but the 

internationalism of Alexandria Biennial and Biennial of Graphic Arts has been, 

according to Enwezor, overlooked in contemporary art history, in what he refers to as 

a ‘failure of memory’.431  

 

                                                
 
428 Alwan, ‘Programme for Home Works 6: A Forum on Cultural Practices’, 69. 
429 Tarek El Fetouh and others, ‘Coffee With...’ (presented at the Home Works 6 Exhibition, Beirut, 
Lebanon, 2013). 
430 G. Grandal Montero, ‘Biennalization? What Biennalization?: The Documentation of Biennials and 
Other Recurrent Exhibitions’, Art Libraries Journal, 37/1, 13–23. 
431 The year 1955 also relates to the history of the non-alignment movement that was constituted after 
the historical conference in Bandung in 1955 among Afro-Asian countries. Robert J. C. Young, 
‘Postcolonialism: From Bandung to the Tricontinental’, HISTOREIN, 5/0 (2005), 11–21. 

 

Figure 25: After Coffee with... with Okwui Enwezor, Joana Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige. 
Home Works 6, Beirut. 
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Discussing 1974, El Fetouh refers to the attempts to foster pan-arabism after the 

spread of cultural malaise that began in 1967, as described by Kassab. The Arab Art 

Biennial was initiated by the Arab Artist Union. Despite its (almost essentialist) Arab 

focus, the latter also displayed sympathies with struggles elsewhere, as shown in the 

poster by participating artist Jowdet Hasseeb called Portrait of Chile, presenting an 

infiltrated, sculptural body unable to move or free itself, probably referring to the then 

recently–established dictatorship in the country. The year 1989 is obviously a 

landmark year in China (and elsewhere), marked in visual memory by the TV reels of 

student protests in Tinanmen Square in Beijing. The China/Avant-Garde exhibition 

only stayed open for a very few days (it was closed by officials on the first day and 

reopened only twice afterwards), but remained an important moment for the 

development of contemporary art in China.432  

For El Fetouh’s exhibition, the three historical exhibitions were re-enacted in a 

fairly loose sense, in that the artworks compiled did not necessarily respond directly 

to the exhibit in whose reenactment they were participating. Divided in three 

according to the three historical biennials, El Fetouh’s exhibition reflected the 

contemporary time through the exhibited artworks, for which the historical exhibition 

served as an illuminating backdrop. For instance, videos of the Beijing based artist 

Cao Fei, commenting on production conditions and class in contemporary China, 

appeared in two divisions. The contemporary was also apparent in that none of the 

Lebanese artworks refered to the civil war, giving a clear sense of an interest in 

establishing a new aesthetic sentiment, yet while retaining a historical awareness. The 

referenced years of particular historical significance resonate with how Home Works 

has been shaped by exterior events like the second intifada in 2000, the war in Iraq in 

2003, the assasination of the former Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri in 2005, the Israel 

bombings in 2006 and interior unrest in Lebanon in spring 2008.433  

What the exhibition of Home Works 6 makes clear is the importance of the 

exhibition as a model in which a specific format is the framework of an international 
                                                
 
432 In the entrance hall, three iPads provided historical information about the three biennials through 
access to their catalogues or other sources. The information given about the biennials here is retrieved 
from these.  
433 Wilson-Goldie, ‘Ruptures and Dates, Art and Political Drama’, 12. 
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encounter. Home Works’ capacity for creating critical discourse can be seen in 

relation to a history of temporary, intellectual meetings that enable thinking across 

and within continents. For instance, the search for an Arab identity in the Arab 

Biennial in Baghdad in 1974, is mirrored in a series of conferences held in Arab 

countries organised by different leagues and scholarly research institutions. These 

focused on the contemporary cultural malaise after 1967, and saw the past as a source 

which could lend authenticity, via tradition and (especially religious, Islamic) 

heritage, to a renewed cultural identity.434 Home Works is not to be understood in 

such an intellectual lineage, because the main focus is not pan-Arabism, and it is 

secular, but the format of the meeting, oriented to discussing cultural issues around 

especially contemporary situations, is a characteristic of both.  

An interest in conducting research into models other than the European biennial, 

as a historical source for exhibitions and meetings outside of the West, is shared by 

curators and scholars elsewhere. The Mexican curator Cuauhtémoc Medina organised 

the 2009 SITAC conference (Simposio Internacional de Teoría de Arte 

Contemporáneo).435 Medina chose the topic of South, South, South, focusing on the 

geopolitical implications of art production, history and circulation in the South-

Equatorial regions: South America, Africa and Oceania. Invited scholars and curators 

included Okwui Enwezor, Jean Fisher, Nikos Papastergiadis and Nelly Richard.436 

Medina states that ‘without denying the enormous inequalities of power that 

define the operation of cultural production in the beginning of this century, it is true 

that the South has acquired a new critical and productive importance in the fabric of 

[the] global imagination.’437 In light of Appadurai’s approach, this therefore links it to 

the concept of research as interfering in global dynamics, as presented in the 

introduction to this study in its conceptualisation of acts of research. The audience, 

Medina further claims, which moves through globalised networks, is automatically 
                                                
 
434 Elizabeth Suzanne Kassab, ‘Marxist, Epistemological and Psychological Readings of Major 
Conferences on Cultural Decline, Renewal and Authenticity’, in Contemporary Arab Thought: 
Cultural Critique in Comparative Perspective (New York, 2010). 
435 SITAC has been held annually since 2002 and thus contemporaneous with Home Works. ‘SITAC’, 
sitacXI  -  Estar-Los-Unos-Con-Los-Otros, http://sitac.org/. 
436 The first event held by 98weeks research project back in 2007 was with Medina and focused on the 
work of the artist Francis Alÿs, in relation to cultural strategies of the global South. 
437 Cuauthémoc Medina, ‘South, South, South’ (2009), 25. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

193 

presented with discourses from the South. It is important for cultural producers not to 

be classified according to ethnic identities, but rather through ‘syncretism, transaction 

and contamination as excessive means in the production of difference.’438 Such 

changes require new ways of thinking existing disciplines, as museum studies scholar 

Saloni Marthur has argued. She points out that museum studies need to adopt a 

critical approach to emergent museum practices ‘grounded in the dynamics of a 

broader emergent culture of exhibiting, and situated within a historical frame.’439 The 

historical frame is for Marthur a postcolonial one, which can challenge universalising 

museum practices, for example, the franchised Guggenheim museums around the 

globe.  

Critical thinkers are also wary of, and grapple with, the economic aspect of global 

museum practices and international biennials. As the sociologist Pascal Gielen has 

noted, the global biennial is a perfect format for the ‘neoliberal city marketing 

strategy of so-called creative cities’440 in that it provides branding for a city and 

therefore is of interest both to politicians and private sponsors. However, most 

scholars insist on the critical potential of international exhibitions and biennials, as 

superseding their economic value and contributions to private markets.441 One who 

does not believe in the critical potential of international exhibitions is the independent 

scholar and recognized curator of Latin American art, Mari Carmen Ramírez. In 

examining the role of the curator in bringing together artists of different cultural 

backgrounds, she finds that it is impossible to give exposure to artists from countries 

outside the regions most attractive to the art worlds without evoking difference and 

cultural aesthetics, because this is what the market wants. She concludes her argument 
                                                
 
438 Medina, ‘South, South, South’, 26. Here Medina is paraphrasing Jean Fisher, in Jean Fisher and 
Institute of International Visual Arts, Vampire in the Text: Narratives of Contemporary Art (London, 
2003). 
439 Saloni Mathur, ‘Museums and Globalization’, Anthropological Quarterly, 78/3 (2005), 697. 
440 Pascal Gielen, ‘A Post-Institution for Immaterial Labour’, in The Art Biennial as a Global 
Phenomenon: Strategies in Neo-Political Times, ed. by Lisbeth Melis and Jorinde Seijdel (Netherlands, 
2009), 9. 
441 Maria Hlavajova and others, The Art Biennial as a Global Phenomenon: Strategies in Neo-Political 
Times, ed. by Lisbeth Melis, Jorinde Seijdel, and Pascal Gielen (Netherlands, 2009). In this book, 
critical and anti-neoliberal scholars like Michael Hardt, Simon Sheikh, Irit Rogoff, Chantal Mouffe and 
Brian Holmes all find reasons to approve of the global biennial, often because of the new meanings that 
can be created (either in a local/global context or in the context of the commons or the development of 
subjectivities) that have more than a capital value. 
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simply by opining that ‘any attempt to envision the future of a critical curatorial 

practice in the present conditions inevitably leads into a blind alley.’442 

 The positions sketched out above are all convincing, from the critical potential 

for the transformation of larger political situations through cultural meetings, to the 

biennials being embedded in utilitarian and economic control of art market strategies. 

They probably also pertain to different moments in time, the latter relating primarily 

to a globalised world in which neoliberal, economic strategies have taken over much 

creative and cultural production, as unfolded in Chapter One. Instead of discarding 

some perspectives and choosing others, I believe that a forum like Home Works 

inevitably moves within the spectrum of the potentiality of cultivating other and new 

narratives and the submission to or inclusion in market strategies and financial 

interests. However, the drive to tell these other narratives through the forum and 

exhibition model is also a way of writing history and producing new knowledge, in 

terms of asking how history is written, what is being intellectually formulated, and 

why. All are considerations with the potential of folding back into larger discourses. 

This is an act of curating research that is responsive to political issues, to artworks 

and to the medium of the forum itself. To elaborate historically the specific kind of 

knowledge production that is taking place in Home Works, we shall now consider two 

examples that relate to different perspectives. One is characterised by its being policy 

driven within a third world politics, while the other attends to the aesthetic research 

sensibility of each art work while addressing issues of global concern.  

 

III Bienal de La Habana 1989 
Bienal de La Habana started in 1984 as a consequence of Cuba’s aim to honour the 

great Cuban artist Wifredo Lam, who died in 1982, by creating a centre in his name 

that would organize a biennial. It was a key initiative ‘in a new political strategy for 

the Ministry of Culture, more broadly, it would reposition the country in the 

                                                
 
442 Ramírez, ‘Brokering Identities: Art Curators and the Politics of Cultural Representation’, 24. 
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international arena.’443 The early 1980s were coloured by international embarrassment 

for the Cuban regime, which had shown repressive conduct in the 1970s resulting in a 

big exodus in 1980. Being a ‘third world’ project, the biennial resonated with the 

political project behind the non-aligned movement from the 1950s,444 which by the 

1980s had become problematic in terms of homogenizing the nations it involved and 

placing their socioeconomic standards at a lower rank than those of the so-called First 

World.445  

 

                                                
 
443 Rachel Weiss, ‘A Certain Place and a Certain Time: The Third Bienal de La Habana and the Origins 
of the Global Exhibition’, in Making Art Global (Part 1): The Third Havana Biennial 1989 (London, 
2011), 17. 
444 For a historical description of the development of the non-aligned movement as a third alternative to 
USSR and the USA/Europe in the Cold War, see Young, ‘Postcolonialism’, 11–21. 
445 Weiss, ‘A Certain Place and a Certain Time’, 17–18. Havana had historically hosted large cultural 
events, such the Congreso Cultural de La Habana, called Tercer Mundo or Third World, in 1968. The 
congress is the point of departure for an artistic research project undertaken by María Berríos and 
Jakob Jakobsen for the Sao Paolo Biennial in 2014. See María Berríos and Jakob Jakobsen, The 
Revolution Must Be a School of Unfettered Thought (Sao Paulo, 2014).  

 

Figure 26: Catalogue from I Bienal de La Habana. 
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The first and second biennials in 1984 and 1986 had as their goals to gather artworks 

from Latin America and the Caribbean and, in 1986, from other third world countries. 

With 700-800 artists and twenty-one (1984), then fifty-seven (1986) participating 

countries, such a gathering of artists created a hitherto non-existent forum. The show 

was organized according to formal criteria and media in a fairly traditional way. The 

curatorial strategy was to contact Cuba’s diplomatic contacts in countries of interest 

and ask them to send catalogues and names of artists, from which the selection was 

made. The project thus consisted of a long research phase and an extensive process of 

mapping and archiving, and it is telling that the curators were from the beginning 

referred to as ‘investigadores’, or researchers.446 

By the time of the third biennial in 1989, however, the sentiment was that the 

two first biennials were characterised by ‘oldfashioned identity politics mixed with 

the strident cadences of early revolutionary rhetoric.’447 The third biennial thus 

changed, partly due to the influence of curator Gerardo Mosquera, who had worked 

on earlier biennials and who insisted on a thematic organization, according to 

                                                
 
446 Weiss, ‘A Certain Place and a Certain Time’, 19, 21 and 24. 
447 Weiss, ‘A Certain Place and a Certain Time’, 19. 

            

Figure 27: Catalogues from II-III Bienal de La Habana. 
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tradition and contemporaneity, without national representation and prize competition. 

‘Westernized art’ was also included, and this gradual reorganization and development 

away from postcolonial identity politics toward cosmopolitanism shows the ad hoc 

character of the curatorial strategy of the biennial project. The research team therefore 

had to develop connections that went beyond the diplomatic approach for this 

edition;448 however, Cuba’s central administration continued to control the biennial 

and the head of the Cuban Communist Party previewed all the shows.449 

Since the 1980s, the biennial has changed dramatically in tandem with changes in the 

art scene generally, in terms of the inclusion of participatory projects, new media, 

interaction in public space and adjacent conferences. In 1989, the curators organized a 

conference on the topic of the biennial, which lasted eleven days, leaving, somewhat 

radically, the last three days open for further debate of topics that the participants 

found urgent.450 This transformation in curatorial strategy shows a responsiveness to 

the eagerness of participating artists and theorists to engage in discussion, and the 

theoretical events continue to be a dimension today, with debates often centered on 

                                                
 
448 Weiss, ‘A Certain Place and a Certain Time’, 31–36. 
449 Weiss, ‘A Certain Place and a Certain Time’, 55. 
450 Weiss, ‘A Certain Place and a Certain Time’, 61. 

 

Figure 28: The combination of research and curating is still present at the Centro de Arte 
Contemporáneo Wifredo Lam. Havana 2014. 
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the existence of art in the global context, viewed through a socio-political prism.451 

Art theorist Rafal Niemojewski has argued that because of its discursive character, the 

Bienal de La Habana, and not the Venice Biennial (which was the first art biennial), 

is in fact the origin of today’s biennial culture. This polemical argument is 

strategically important in that the inclusion of discursive events alongside the biennial 

exhibition in 1989 precedes for instance David’s 100 Days – 100 Guests at the 

Documenta X in 1997, although it is also relevant to maintain an awareness of the 

different streams of biennials and cultural meetings which preceded Bienal de La 

Habana. 

The year 1989 is significant to various different authors for the global art that 

emerged in the following decades.452 The three exhibitions of the third Bienal de La 

Habana, Magicien de la Terre in Paris453 and The Other Story in London,454 in 

hindsight anticipate the expansion of exhibitions and biennials that was to come, 

which favoured ‘curatorially authored exhibitions and thematised themselves around 

general sociopolitical questions’455 and brought in artists from less exhibited countries 

and regions. Bienal de La Habana is specifically characterized by its emergence 

within a specific political context as a political and cultural tool for the regime, 

against which it has had to fight diplomatically to gain curatorial independence and 

political room over the years. However, it comprises and has been part of the 

development of major tendencies within the global art scene, while staying close to a 

locally grounded community. This is a strategy in which curating and research are 

conflated to a certain extent, in that finding the artworks and granting them visibility 

                                                
 
451 See, for instance, the following publications of the theoretical events: Unknown, ed., Bienal de La 
Habana 2000: Uno Más Cerca Del Otro: Encuentro de Teoría Y Crítica (La Habana, 2000); Danny 
Montes de Oca and Dayamick Cisneros, eds., Octava Bienal de La Habana 2003: Evento Teórico: 
Forum Arte-Vida (La Habana, 2003); Jorge Fernández Era, Integración Y Resistencia En La Era 
Global: Evento Teórico Décima Bienal de La Habana (La Habana, 2009). 
452 Charles Esche, ‘Introduction: Making Art Global’, in Making Art Global (Part 1): The Third 
Havana Biennial 1989 (London, 2011), 8. 
453 Lucy Steeds and Pablo Lafuente, eds., Making Art Global (Part 2): ‘Magiciens de La Terre’ 1989 
(London, 2013). 
454 The Other Story was the first retrospective exhibition of British African, Caribbean and Asian 
modernism in England, and was curated by Rasheed Ayreen at the Hayward Gallery. See Jean Fisher, 
‘The Other Story and the Past Imperfect’, Tate Papers, 12, 2009 
http://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/other-story-and-past-imperfect. 
455 Esche, ‘Introduction: Making Art Global’, 9. 
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in that specific constellation was a matter of extensive research. With recurrent 

theoretical events, the curatorial also caters for discussion alongside the exhibition. 

However, in this case, curating research is found more in the evolution, through ad 

hoc methodologies and contingencies, from a process of gathering material within a 

political framework, to an exhibition. Here, the viewer necessarily navigates the 

grander political and discourse–producing narratives when encountering the artworks. 

 

dOCUMENTA (13) 2012  
I have already discussed the second example to be referenced here, dOCUMENTA 

(13), in Chapter Two. For the purpose of this comparison, the focus is on its curatorial 

strategy and sociopolitical areas of interest. dOCUMENTA (13) was primarily an 

exhibition, but for the hundred days it was open, it also hosted a series of conferences, 

poetry readings, performances, publications and other events, much like Home Works, 

but on a grander and longer–term scale. 

One of its influential co-curators, Chus Martinez, claims in an article about 

artistic research written for the catalogue The Book of Books, that knowledge as such 

is not possible. What dOCUMENTA (13) aimed to do was to ‘ask not how knowledge 

is produced, but what supports the myth of a language capable of expressing this.’456 

She thereby playfully contests the authority of the academic and philosophical 

tradition and instead places art language at the centre of how we understand the 

world. To Martinez, the ‘maybe’ is artistic research, it exists in the unfinished, in the 

notebook and in the artwork. The curator can be led by guiding intuitions, which she 

aligns with artistic research, and which do not necessitate evidence in the same way as 

a hypothesis.457 This position resonates with that developed by a former Documenta 

curator, Harald Szeemann, in working with the ‘ahistorical’ exhibition. As described 

by art historian Debora J. Meijers, the ‘ahistorical’ exhibition has no chronological 

arrangement and shows art works from different moments in time, of different 

                                                
 
456 Chus Martínez, ‘How a Tadpole Becomes a Frog’, in The Book of Books: Catalog 1/3, ed. by 
Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev (Ostfildern, 2012), 46. 
457 Martínez, ‘How a Tadpole Becomes a Frog’, 49–50. 
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materials, cultures and genres only united by the affinities the curator empathetically 

feels they have internally.458  

Focusing on intuition and empathy, the ‘ahistorical’ exhibition works well with 

the idea of an object-oriented curatorial strategy, as developed in Chapter Two, and 

allows for quite sensory experiences where the art object speaks for itself. Each 

artwork is a research in itself459 and the act of curating research thereby becomes 

mostly the gathering of the artworks and their spatial coordination in the exhibition 

room. There is less space for the audience to actively reshape the discourse 

production at stake in the exhibition, and the spectator is more of a passive viewer, 

perceiving the ruminations and artistic research that artworks communicate. With the 

participatory events running alongside dOCUMENTA (13), there is an integration of 

active and passive participation. Such an exhibition might come close to the idea of a 

research exhibition as a gathering of visualisations of research around suggestive 

themes chosen by the artist, despite the exclusion of an overarching theme, hypothesis 

and evidence in the exhibition.460 The suggestive themes also ground it in 

contemporary time, in that intuition, for them, ‘appears when certain conditions, the 

reception of certain artworks, readings, ideas, views, etc., have already occupied our 

minds.’461 

Some of the contemporaneously embedded and intuitively chosen themes of 

dOCUMENTA (13) were the notions of environmentalism and ecology, with which a 

number of the artworks were concerned, and which formed the focus of a two-day 

                                                
 
458 Debora J. Meijers, ‘The Museum and the “Ahistorical” Exhibition: The Latest Gimmick by the 
Arbiters of Taste, or an Important Cultural Phenomenon?’, in Thinking about Exhibitions, ed. by Reesa 
Greenberg, Bruce W Ferguson, and Sandy Nairne (London, 1996), 6–14. 
459 Falkenhausen, ‘Rules of Research’, 117–20. 
460 Remember that the theme of dOCUMENTA (13) was artistic research and that topics taken up thus 
pertain to each artwork and the research they undertake. For a critique of the theme-less exhibition, see 
Martin Conrads, ‘Of Dogs and Humans: Documenta 13 in Kassel’, Goethe Institut, 2012 
http://www.goethe.de/ins/ae/en/abu/kul/mag/bku/9556034.html; T. J. Demos, ‘Gardens Beyond Eden: 
Bio-Aesthetics, Eco-Futurism, and Dystopia at dOCUMENTA (13)’, The Brooklyn Rail: Critical 
Perspectives on Arts, Politics, and Culture, 2012. 
 http://www.brooklynrail.org/2012/10/art/gardens-beyond-eden-bio-aesthetics-eco-futurism-and-
dystopia-at-documenta-13. 
461 Martínez, ‘How a Tadpole Becomes a Frog’, 49. 
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conference.462 These notions have in common the fact that they are global concerns 

that no country can sidestep, and that the tackling of these complex issues calls for 

interdisciplinary research with a strong emphasis on global awareness such that many 

theorists around the issue of climate change have addressed it in this way, among 

others Latour.463 I mention this here, because together with the object-oriented 

curating there seems to be a wave of interdisciplinary, scientific research projects 

using the exhibition and forum as a platform – for instance The Anthropocene Project 

run by curator Anselm Franke at Haus der Kulturen der Welt in 2013-14.464 Here the 

thematic control and focus on concrete outcome, such as a curriculum of scientific 

work that can help approach and solve the challenges of the Anthropocene, are much 

more tangible than with dOCUMENTA (13), yet what they share is the object-oriented 

approach in which artistic research often conducted in an interdisciplinary mode 

grapples with topics particular to our global awareness of, for instance, climate 

change and the Anthropocene. These larger research projects taking place between art 

and science and using both the exhibition and the conference to delve deeper into 

matters of global concern, seems to represent a growing tendency that has only just 

begun. 

 

                                                
 
462 Artworks under the broad heading of ecology and environmentalism included The Otolith Group's 
The Radiant, And And And's garden and participatory series of events around issues of ecology, Maria 
Thereza Alves' The Return of the Lake, Amar Kanwar's The Sovereign Forest, Mark Dion's Hexagonal 
Oak Wood Display Case, Kristina Buch's The Lover, Christian Philip-Müller's Swiss Chard Ferry, 
Song Dong's Doing Nothing Garden, Claire Pentecost's Soil.erg, Tue Greenfort's The Worldly House, 
Moon Kyungwoon and Jeon Joonho's News From Nowhere, and others. For the conference, see Asif 
Zaidi and others, ‘On Seeds and Multispecies Intra-Action: Disowning Life’ (presented at the 
dOCUMENTA (13) Conference On Seeds and Multispecies Intra-Action: Disowning Life, Kassel, 
2012). 
463 In the fourth of his Gifford Lectures, titled “Anthropocene and Destruction,” Latour describes how 
our awareness of the earth as Gaia should change. This awareness is characterised by the urgency to 
understand the globe in terms of a feedback mechanism that is unforeseeable: what we do today in 
terms of pollution will come back to us in a transformed way that we cannot govern. Humans can no 
longer control the effects of their acts, but the consequences will always come back to them, albeit in a 
shape that they will not necessarily recognise. This is the consequence of the Anthropocene age. An 
example would be throwing out a plastic bottle that returns after a series of translations in the form of 
poisoned fish meat. Bruno Latour, ‘Facing Gaia. A New Enquiry into Natural Religion’ (presented at 
the Gifford Lectures, The University of Edinburgh, 2013). 
464 Katrin Klingan and others, eds., Textures of the Anthropocene: Grain Vapor Ray (Berlin, 2014) ; 
Anselm Franke, ‘The Forensic Scenography’, in Forensis: The Architecture of Public Truth, ed. by 
Forensic Architecture and Eyal Weizman (Berlin, 2014), 491–493. 
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Home Works, however, takes up a third position between the geographically situated 

cultural policy flavour of Bienal de La Habana and the open-ended, object-oriented, 

yet globally concerned position of dOCUMENTA (13). Home Works grew from the 

art scene itself, out of a sense of urgency, and despite censorship, it responds directly 

to the contemporary times and practices of the local milieu, not to those of politicians 

(apart from issues of (self-)censourship), as with the constant negotiations 

conditioning Bienal de La Habana.465 There is also a certain element of intuition and 

chance to Home Works, however the orchestration of the event and the attention to 

topics make the investigation taking place in the forum more focused and better 

articulated than in dOCUMENTA (13). There is a set research agenda that audiences 

can participate in, rather than responding to a collection of research in the manner of 

the visualising science exhibition. What is furthermore specific to Home Works is the 

responsive and generative approach, which feeds back into other discourses and 

practices to change them, as illustrated by its influence on the research formats of 

Edgware Road and the 98weeks research project show, as well as in its own 

facilitation of the merging of public and private memory work. The genealogy of 

international meetings suggested by El Fatouh’s exhibition in the latest edition of 

Home Works points to a tendency to think the contemporary anew on a political and 

global scale, through a model that allows for the sharing of research perspectives. 

Bienal de La Habana can be seen as part of such a genealogy, however, Home Works 

seems to find itself in between the overtly political demands of Bienal de La Habana 

and dOCUMENTA (13)’s object-oriented focus on the ‘maybe’ of artistic practice and 

their intuitive guidance geared towards the unfolding of contemporary global 

concerns. 

At this point I would like to suggest that these three formats of curating research 

resonate with particular historical moments: Bienal de La Habana, as a tool of 

cultural policy, addresses issues around the political awareness of postcolonial 

identity; Home Works engages with and through the dynamics of globalisation with 

an emphasis on the translocal; and dOCUMENTA (13) uses the format of an 

                                                
 
465 It is also important to remember that Documenta grew out of a cultural policy of postwar Germany. 
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interdisciplinary and scientifically inflected exhibition to grapple with, for instance, 

global issues of ecology and environment, in ways that go beyond geography. From 

the above analysis we can thus recognise that curating (artistic) research can be topic– 

and site-specific specific (Home Works and Bienal de La Habana), or constituted by 

art objects that speak for themselves in conducting/presenting research 

(dOCUMENTA (13)). Home Works can, by being topic–specific and context–

sensitive, gather together artistic and intellectual research of varying intensities, 

which form the forum itself and have reciprocal effects within the discursive realm.  

 

The Responsive Curatorial Method 
Coming back to the initial question of ‘how can curating be an act of research?’ I 

wish to suggest the possibilities of a responsive curatorial method in which the curator 

is attentive to both context and artworks by emphasising two points that have come up 

in this chapter.  

The first is that curating research is a method that, with its focus on art in an 

expanded sense and the institution or exhibition as a critical space, bridges the 

spectrum of academic and affective knowledge; these different forms of knowledge 

merge in the exhibition as a site, which holds and allows for discussions of both the 

affective and the systematic, and the personal and political. This necessitates a 

responsive attitude toward the material the curator is working with (in the sense of 

Deleuze’s understanding of the creative act as described in the introduction): 

artworks, discourses, people, politics, practical solutions, historical events, institutions 

and so on. The resistance it represents is, in the case of Home Works, to legal and 

political authorities that control that the spheres of cultural production and for 

instance sexuality and its place in society. The second point is that curating research is 

integral to the process of changing the dynamics of power inherent in the production 

of knowledge: in this regard, the exhibition functions as an axis around which larger 

discourses are folded into intellectual and aesthetic practices, allowing these practices 

to work back on the larger discourses in turn (much in the manner of Appadurai’s 

description of grassroots research described in these terms in the introduction). This 

can, eventually, transform discourses and set research agendas within the seemingly 
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distant realities. These changes may be humble, rather than overarching, folded into 

the everyday intimacy of life, practices and ways of talking. Curating research is a 

reflexive methodology that, as El Fetouh’s exhibition at the latest edition of Home 

Works shows, contributes to thinking exhibition genealogies and thereby also to 

writing art history (potentially differently). To state it briefly, curating research, it is 

suggested, is thus a means of facilitating meetings between research, intimacy and 

discourse by bringing together people, objects and concepts. In the case of Home 

Works, the responsive attitude is the act of research, in that it is what creates the 

forum through continuous acts, leading to the constellation of the forum as an event of 

difficult and unfolding knowledges.  
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4. ACTS OF RESEARCH III 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This project is a dialogue, a centre of energy, a space for discussion about art, life and 
society, as well as the possible means by which to combine these elements in an artistic way. 
[…] I am not teaching art, but I would like, instead, to create an intellectual activity as an art 
activity.466 
 
The Copenhagen Free University was an attempt to reinvigorate the emancipatory aspect of 
research and learning, in the midst of an ongoing economization of all knowledge production 
in society. Seeing how education and research were being subsumed into an industry 
structured by a corporate way of thinking, we intended to bring the idea of the university back 
to life. By life, we mean the messy life people live within the contradictions of capitalism. We 
wanted to reconnect knowledge production, learning and skill sharing to the everyday within 
a self-organized institutional framework of a free university.467 
 
Your CV is not simply a mirror image of your ambitions, pretensions, and claims, in short of 
your life, but rather the mirror image of a commodified educational mind that has imposed on 
us its normativity, functionality, and instrumentality to which we all have to submit if we want 
to survive.468 

 

 
How do educational art projects produce knowledge? How is learning performed in 

educational processes? How is learning constituted as an act of research? This chapter 

looks at three educational projects, seeking to understand how their reactions to socio-

economic realities manifest in their pedagogical arrangement and how they 

experiment with subject-formation through learning. The projects are artist Tania 

Bruguera’s Cátedra de Arte de Condúcta (Cátedra), which took place in Havana, 

                                                
 
466 Tania Bruguera discussing Cátedra de Arte de Conducta. Tania Bruguera, ‘When Behaviour 
Becomes Form’, Parachute Contemporary Art La Habana, 125/January (2007), 70. 
467 Henriette Heise and Jakob Jakobsen, ‘All Power to the Copenhagen Free University’, in 
Copenhagen Free University #1 (Copenhagen, 2001). 
468 Boris Buden discussing Learning Place. Boris Buden, ‘Learning Place 18-24 March 2013’ (2013), 
2. 
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Cuba from 2002-2009, artists Henriette Heise and Jakob Jakobsen’s Copenhagen 

Free University (CFU), which took place in Copenhagen, Denmark from 2001-2007 

and cultural critic Boris Buden’s Learning Place, which took place in Berlin, 

Germany in 2013. With their focus on learning and economic and social changes in 

education they can be said to be part of ‘the educational turn,’469 which designates the 

increasing interest, beginning in the 1990s, in art’s potential to challenge, undo and 

recreate existing educational structures through an engagement with knowledge, 

education, learning and the structures and means through which they are enacted. The 

three case studies share key features, all arising from reactions against the influence 

of the economy on art production, and all seeking, through the development of new 

educational processes for constituting learning within experimental frames, to create 

new possible spaces, relations, institutions and subjectivities.  

Of the possible foci for an investigation of educational projects this chapter 

focuses on the interrelations among art, education and economy. This is on the one 

hand because many educational projects belonging to the educational turn relate to 

economic changes in education; and on the other hand, because it provides an 

opportunity to return to some of the economic ideas unfolded in Chapter One under 

the very broad heading of knowledge economy. This chapter consists of four parts. 

The first part gives a contextual vocabulary and history for the recent developments in 

education and elaborates upon the concrete ways in which knowledge economy has 

changed educational structures, for instance in the way in which an increased focus on 

developing skills to operate successfully in the job market seems to run counter to the 

development of critical thinking. The second part examines two historical projects 

appearing in very different economic contexts, Cátedra in a transition economy in 

Havana, and CFU in a flexicurity economy in Copenhagen: despite these different 

contexts, they share the aims and hopes of instituting learning differently, placing an 

emphasis on creating new structures instead of merely criticising existing ones. The 

third part examines an educational performance, Learning Place, which problematizes 

the value of instituting practices and the current focus on the individual entrepreneur-

                                                
 
469 O’Neill and Wilson, Curating and the Educational Turn. 
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artist’s career in relation to the overwhelming subject-creating structures fostered by 

the demands of neoliberal labour. The fourth part traces theoretical positions of the 

educational turn with a focus on economy, taking up various lines of thought on the 

sites of education and acts of research: in so doing, it seeks to show how learning 

research lies in the processual creation of experimental learning situations, at once 

problematising education in current society and creating other formats for considering 

how to proceed. 

Before moving on to an introduction to the contextual background of art, 

education and knowledge economy, it is worth commenting briefly on methodology. 

Claire Bishop notes in her book Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of 

Spectatorship that of all the different kinds of participatory project, pedagogical 

projects are the most difficult to write about.470 They come close to resembling 

academic procedures, lack an immediate aesthetic appearance, reconfigure the 

relation between artist-teacher-facilitator and spectator-student and demand 

participation on behalf of the scholar. The challenge with analysing a pedagogical, 

participatory project is thus that it is a different object of analysis than that of the 

finished artwork made in a more or less recognisable aesthetic medium, while 

simultaneously sabotaging the usual analytical procedures that an art scholar has, 

which are generally based more on distance than participation. 

The initial intention for this chapter was to focus on projects in which I as a 

researcher could participate. However, after having researched and participated in one 

such project, Learning Place, I started seeing the potential shortcomings of focusing 

solely on a singular and particular experience in attempting to draw larger 

conclusions. I also came to recognise how much already finished projects might offer 

through archival research, as models and thought processes that have been tried out 

and processed over time, providing potential insights in terms of aims, successes, 

failures, formats, material, timespan, etc. Furthermore, the inclusion of case studies 

from the early 2000s offered an opportunity for historical contextualisation in terms 
                                                
 
470 For methodological, analytical and historical insights, this chapter is indebted to Artificial Hells and 
in particular the last chapter on pedagogical, participatory projects. See, Claire Bishop, ‘Pedagogic 
Projects: “How Do You Bring a Classroom to Life as If It Were a Work of Art?”’, in Artificial Hells: 
Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (London, 2012), 219–74. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

208 

of the differences between projects that commenced in the early 2000s (Cátedra and 

CFU), before the financial crisis that began in 2008, and those that took place after it 

(Learning Place). My sense is that the focus on labour, and with it the precarious 

production conditions, have increased and that following the crisis there is less 

economic freedom with which to experiment and imagine alternatives to neoliberal 

paradigms of institutional education. The three case studies in this present chapter 

clearly display differences in mood and approach, which will be clear in the 

following.  

In terms of methodology, the research into learning projects came about on the 

one hand through access to archival material and reflections made in hindsight 

(Cátedra and CFU) and on the other hand through direct participation in the learning 

processes as an embedded mode of research (Learning Place). Despite the affinities 

with the participatory approach that Bishop presents, it is crucial to note that this 

chapter is more oriented towards the structures of learning within art and their relation 

to the economy, than with discerning the aesthetics of pedagogical projects. A focus 

on an aesthetic of pedagogy limits the scope to including as case studies only projects 

initiated by artists, and thus excluding the many non-artistic projects of the 

educational turn, including Learning Place that is conceptualised by a cultural critic.  

 

Learning and Economy: Job Training or Critical Thinking? 
One of the essential questions raised within circles of educational art is: what is the 

aim of learning? To help people achieve qualifications for a job market, or to create 

‘good people’471? The schism between entrepreneurial skills and critical awareness 

resonates with a general dichotomy raised in critiques of pedagogy in the twentieth 

century. A leading voice is that of Brazilian educator Paolo Freire who, from the 

1960s till his death in 1997, created models for empowerment through education in 

third world contexts. The schism represents the difference between, on the one hand 

skills-based learning, associated with the ‘banking model’, where knowledge and 

facts are deposited in the student by the knowledgeable teacher, and on the other 

                                                
 
471 Tom Finkelpearl, ‘Education Art. Cátedra Arte de Conducta’, in What We Made: Conversations on 
Art and Social Cooperation (Durham, 2013), 184. 
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hand, the dialogical and problem-solving education of men and women such that, 

through learning, they are able to understand critically their own position and agency 

for transformation of a reality always already in transition.472 Today, knowledge 

economy exemplifies the banking model473 and metaphors of depositing and 

economic exchange have become an increasingly literal reality, in that the 

relationship created through the flow of money from student to university is 

strengthened by the raising of higher fees. An example of taking the language of the 

banking model to the extreme is the initial governmental research done in England, 

which proposed that universities should be in charge of student loans, making the 

relationship between university and student into that of collector and debtor, a point I 

will take up at the end of this chapter.  

In a European context the ideology of knowledge economy has transformed the 

educational system through the Bologna Declaration, signed by 31 countries:  

 

A Europe of Knowledge is now widely recognised as an irreplaceable factor 

for social and human growth and as an indispensable component to 

consolidate and enrich the European citizenship, capable of giving its citizens 

the necessary competences to face the challenges of the new millennium, 

together with an awareness of shared values and belonging to a common 

social and cultural space.474 

 

The Anglo-American model which the Bologna Declaration implemented in Europe, 

based on a standardised structure of BA, MA and PhD, and a credit system to make 

educations transferable from country to country, has also spread to other countries 

                                                
 
472 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York, 2005), 71–124; Ira Shor, ‘Education Is 
Politics: Paolo Freire’s Critical Pedagogy’, in Paolo Freire: A Critical Encounter (London, 1993), 26–
28; Stanley Aronowitz, ‘Paolo Freire’s Radical Democratic Humanism’, in Paolo Freire: A Critical 
Encounter (London, 1993), 11; Paulo Freire, Mentoring the Mentor: A Critical Dialogue with Paulo 
Freire (New York, 1997). 
473 Donaldo Macedo, ‘An Anti-Method Pedagogy: A Freirian Perspective’, in Mentoring the Mentor: A 
Critical Dialogue with Paulo Freire (New York, 1997), 1–9. 
474 The Bologna Declaration, 1. 
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like Russia.475 The focus on competencies is apparent in the context of the US, as 

already exemplified by the studies of Machlup and Becker presented in Chapter One. 

In a contemporary setting, The Bill and Linda Gates Foundation dedicated 472 

million US dollars to education in the USA during the period from 2006 to 2013. One 

of their political goals has been to introduce competency-based learning, especially in 

terms of giving low-income workers the opportunity to go through college and gain 

competencies apt for a knowledge worker in the new millennium by distance and 

online learning. Despite the philanthropic character of the Gates Foundation, 

criticisms have highlighted that the ‘low-cost, self-paced education lacks courses and 

traditional professors. Instead, students progress by showing mastery of 120 

"competencies," such as "can use logic, reasoning, and analysis to address a business 

problem"’.476 This is a radical change in higher education, entailing a movement 

towards measurable, competency-based education without the possibility of personal 

exchanges with professors or the time to develop thinking that college and university 

allows for.  

While Europe operates according to a model in which education is structured 

by political declarations, reforms and policies, and education in the US is dominated 

by private funding, it seems that newly neoliberalised countries have their education 

shaped by a free market ideology, where good education is measured in terms of good 

performance, i.e. the ranking of the university and its ability to get students to pay for 

it.477 What unites all these attempts is the recognition of education and knowledge 

production as a crucial dimension of countries’ and their citizens’ investment in the 
                                                
 
475 Non-EU countries can join the Bologna process as well. Artemy Magun, ‘Higher Education in Post-
Soviet Russia and the Global Crisis of the University’, Universities in Crisis, 
http://isacna.wordpress.com/2010/06/04/higher-education-in-post-soviet-russia-and-the-global-crisis-
of-the-university/. 
476 Marc Parry, Kelly Field and Beckie Supiano, ‘The Gates Effect’, The Chronicle of Higher 
Education, 14 July 2013, http://chronicle.com/article/The-Gates-Effect/140323. 
477 Juan Andrés Guzmán and Gregorio Riquelme, ‘CAE: Cómo Se Creó Y Opera El Crédito Que Le 
Deja a Los Bancos Ganancias Por $150 Mil Millones’, CIPER Chile - Centro de Investigación E 
Información Periodística, 2011, http://ciperchile.cl/2011/12/20/cae-como-se-creo-y-opera-el-credito-
que-le-deja-a-los-bancos-ganancias-por-150-mil-millones/; José Ossandón, ‘Soluciones Privadas..: 
Problemas Públicos’, Estudios de La Economía, 2012 
 http://estudiosdelaeconomia.wordpress.com/2012/05/03/soluciones-privadas-problemas-publicos/; 
José Ossandón, ‘¿El CAE Está Volviendo Más Pobres a Los Pobres?’, CIPER Chile - Centro de 
Investigación E Información Periodística, 2012 
 http://ciperchile.cl/2012/04/23/%C2%BFel-cae-esta-volviendo-mas-pobres-a-los-pobres/. 
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future. Although the way in which the implementation of ‘good’ knowledge 

production is carried out varies from place to place, all these countries focus on the 

output of learning, rather than the actual learning situation – the intimate 

circumstances in which learning and knowledge production comes about. Where there 

is a focus on the individual in the skill-based learning model, it is on the way in which 

s/he can better his/her human capital by investing time and money in knowledge and 

education with the promise of obtaining a higher income throughout their subsequent 

life.478 

Especially since the 2000s and in the context of culture, cultural workers and 

theorists have questioned the promise of income and wealth through education, and 

have exposed the precarity of the everyday lives of cultural workers in terms of low 

pay, multiple freelance jobs, working for free and enjoying little security.479 There is a 

discrepancy between the working conditions of cultural workers and the appraisal of 

the creative class by management theorists, politicians and urban planners.480 This is 

the background against which Italian theorist Andris Brinkmanis says that ‘[c]ultural 

production can no longer be separated from economic factors, and the economy 

cannot do without culture.’481 The then provocative claim of philosophers Theodor 

                                                
 
478 Becker, Human Capital; Becker, Human Capital and the Personal Distribution of Income. 
479 See, for instance, the theoretical discussions on the topic in the special issue on Precarity and 
Cultural Work in Theory, Culture and Society in 2008; Rosalind Gill and Andy Pratt, ‘In the Social 
Factory? Immaterial Labour, Precariousness and Cultural Work’, Theory, Culture & Society, 25/7-8 
(2008), 1–30; Andrew Ross, ‘The New Geography of Work Power to the Precarious?’, Theory, Culture 
& Society, 25/7-8 (2008), 31–49 and Brett Neilson and Ned Rossiter, ‘Precarity as a Political Concept, 
Or, Fordism as Exception’, Theory, Culture & Society, 25/7-8 (2008), 51–72. 
For a report on the topic in a Danish context, see Maria Diekman, Eva Lacour and Sidsel Nelund, UKK 
Survey 2012 (Copenhagen, 15 June 2012), 22, https://ukk.dk/indhold/fagudvalg/fokus-arbejdsvilkaar. 
For a selection of self-organised cultural workers in London and New York, see ‘PRECARIOUS 
WORKERS BRIGADE’, PRECARIOUS WORKERS BRIGADE, 
http://precariousworkersbrigade.tumblr.com/; ‘Carrotworkers’ Collective’, Carrotworkers’ Collective 
http://carrotworkers.wordpress.com/about/ and NYC Genera nul Assempbly / Occupy Wall St., Arts 
and Labor, 2011, http://artsandlabor.org/#sthash.aQDxKlEG.dpbs. 
480 See influential research that either show appraisal of the creative class or show the implementation 
of creativity in business language and management, Richard Florida, The Rise of the Creative Class: 
And How It’s Transforming Work, Leisure, Community and Everyday Life (New York, 2002); 
Boltanski and Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism; Michael Peters, Simon Marginson and Peter 
Murphy, Creativity and the Global Knowledge Economy (New York, 2009); Peter Murphy, Simon 
Marginson and Michael A Peters, Imagination: Three Models of Imagination in the Age of the 
Knowledge Economy (New York, 2010). 
481 Andris Brinkmanis, ‘Education: Introduction’, in No Order: Art in a Post-Fordist Society, No Order 
(Napoli, 2010), I, 66. 
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Adorno and Max Horkheimer in the early 1940s, that culture was becoming an 

industry, is thus no longer a provocation bringing two seemingly opposing forces 

together, but a reality.482 Of course, economy and culture have always been 

intertwined, but the crux of the situation here, and what makes it a contemporary 

problematic, is that economy’s dependency on culture does not result in a reciprocal 

relationship where cultural producers, outside of the bestselling artists, benefit from 

economy; rather, artistic production and conditions change according to the economy. 

The aim of this chapter is not to evaluate this situation, but rather to see how 

education, learning and critical thinking respond to it in different economic contexts 

through specific learning projects. 

 

Instituting Learning in Tania Bruguera’s Cátedra de Arte de Conducta and 
Henriette Heise and Jakob Jakobsen’s Copenhagen Free University  
Cátedra de Arte de Conducta and Copenhagen Free University started with a year of 

one another, in 2002 and 2001 respectively. Both responded to art’s relation to 

economy in different ways: Cátedra by instituting an alternative art school aiming to 

raise awareness, among its local students and art practitioners, of the international art 

market’s influx into the Cuban context; and CFU by calling upon the kinds of 

knowledge possible within an institution other than those valued by the burgeoning 

knowledge economy. These are thus both cases responding to strong tendencies of the 

1990s and 2000s, though they take place in very different socioeconomic contexts: the 

Cuban context of a Communist Republic relatively isolated from large parts of the 

world and in transition towards a market-driven economy; and the Danish context of a 

welfare state in the process of being dismantled through neoliberal privatisation. Both 

case studies used their respective homes as a place for their incipient practices, and 

both ceased their activities toward the end of the 2000s. Based on these similarities 

and differences, this comparative section looks more closely at these two historical, 

pedagogical projects as examples of ‘instituent’ practices. The concept ‘instituent’ 

refers, as will be explained in further detail below, to practices that create their own 

                                                
 
482 Theodor W Adorno and Horkheimer, ‘The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception’, in 
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institutional frame for how to be governed; I argue that Cátedra and CFU are 

examples of instituent practices that seek to establish learning relations capable of 

pointing to and altering the perception of the subject-creation that takes place through 

existing learning situations marked by socio-economic changes. How do pedagogical, 

instituent practices respond to economic influences, and what role do learning 

relations play in these responses? 

 

Cátedra Arte de Conducta 2002-2009 
Of Cuban origin, Tania Bruguera was educated at Instituto Superior de Arte in 

Havana and soon came to be an important artist in developing the performance genre 

during the 1990s in Cuba. Inspired by Latin American art, she used the term ‘Arte de 

conducta’ in Spanish and ‘The Art of Conduct’ in English.483 Revolving around social 

behaviour and addressing the question of how to usefully intervene as an artist in 

social structures, Cátedra also falls within this category, in an acknowledgment that 

education is one of the most powerful and ideological means of shaping people’s 

behaviour and constructing citizenry.484 Responding to the lack of performance 

education in Cuban art education, Bruguera went to The School of the Art Institute of 

Chicago in 1999-2001 to complete an MFA in Performance.485 Bruguera’s strong 

commitment to the imbrication of art and the political is reflected in the fact that she 

sees art projects as successful only when they can work upon and be applied directly 

                                                
 
483 Bruguera, ‘When Behaviour Becomes Form’, 64. 
484 Finkelpearl, ‘Education Art. Cátedra Arte de Conducta’, 199. 
485 Some of Bruguera’s early work (1985-1996) took the form of tributes to Ana Mendieta, the Cuban 
American performance artist famous for her powerful feminist, bodily performances until her death at 
the age of 36 in 1985. Other Cuban inspirations are her former professor Juan Francisco Elso and the 
group ‘Arte Calle’ (‘Street Art’) of the late 1980s, who worked with happenings and murals in public 
space. Among the publicly, politically and socially oriented artists outside Cuba, her influences include 
Marina Abramovic, Francis Alÿs, Flavio Garciandía, David Hammons, Suzanne Lacy, Group Material, 
Artur Mijewski and Adrian Piper. Also significant for Bruguera in relation to education and the 
political, are artists such as Joseph Beuys, with his 7000 Oaks project (1982-87), his experimental 
relation to education and his statement that everyone can be an artist. Brecht’s breaking-down of the 
participant-audience divide, which we will discuss in the section on Learning Place, is of importance, 
together with Brecht’s ideas about the collapse of the realm of the symbolic and reality. Latin 
American cultural, educational and political figures of inspiration are Paulo Freire, Augusto Boal and 
Antanas Mockus. See Héctor Antón Castillo, ‘El “arte útil” de Tania Bruguera’, ArteCubano, Otros 
Espacios, 08/2 (2008), 5; Claire Bishop, ‘Diario de La Habana’, Ramona, 93, 2009, 25; Bishop, 
‘Pedagogic Projects’, 243–245; Finkelpearl, ‘Education Art. Cátedra Arte de Conducta’, 187; Tania 
Bruguera and Kathy Noble, ‘Useful Art’, Frieze, 144, 2012, 7–8. 
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to the realm of reality, and regards their success as even greater if they become 

political tools for transforming ‘affection into effectiveness’.486   

Cátedra was founded by Bruguera in 2002 after her participation in 

Documenta 11, which left her with the desire to ‘incorporate a process of thinking 

into the visitor’s experience of her work’,487 by expanding the time frame of the 

artwork. Also reacting to the way Cuba had become a new location on the art 

collector’s map, she started the school to educate and encourage artists not to obey the 

dictates of the art market, but to become politically aware artists. It began as a course 

that was at once critical of and hosted by the Instituto Superior de Arte (ISA), the 

main art school in Cuba,488 which provided the legal support for granting visas to 

guests coming from outside of Cuba.489 Working with a long-term perspective of 

several years, the main objective of the school was to work with behaviour as an art 

material.490 Her contention was that ISA had given in to commercialisation and the 

international ‘Cuban fever’ around the millennium, when international art buyers 

would come to Cuba and scan artists’ studios and ISA for cheap artworks, without 

revitalising the once avant-garde educational institution. Because of the intense 

commercial attention, the art scene was restructured economically and socially to care 

for commerce, in terms of art managers, dealers, assistants, shipping etc. Bruguera 

also saw how some artists started producing the kind of art that was expected from 

                                                
 
486 Tania Bruguera, ‘Reflexiones Sobre El Arte Útil’, in Arte Actual: Lecturas Para Un Espectador 
Inquieto, ed. by Yayo Aznar and Pablo Martinez (Madrid, 2012), 195; Tania Bruguera and Pablo 
Helguera, ‘On Transpedagogy’ (unpublished panel discussion presented at the Transpedagogy: 
Contemporary Art and the Vehicles of Education, MoMA New York, 2009). 
487 Finkelpearl, ‘Education Art. Cátedra Arte de Conducta’, 179. 
488 ISA has a remarkable history in that it was founded by Fidel Castro and Che Guevara in 1961 on the 
site of a former country club for the rich classes of pre-revolution Havana. Its function was to provide a 
school to fulfil Cuban revolutionary ideas and become a centre for the arts in Latin America. The 
architecture is extraordinary, with curves and circles in terracotta and Cuban tiles unfolding over the 
large lane. Its history involved many conflicts: first the international crisis in 1962 led to the 
questioning of the grandeur of the project in comparison to the new and less economically strong 
position of Cuba; in 1965, construction stopped even though not all buildings were complete, and the 
school is today still in a poor state and subject to criticisms by Bruguera, among others, for its lack of 
vision and submissiveness to the international art market. During my visit to Cuba, I attended a major 
exhibition of the work of one of the architects, Vittorio Garatti, which paid special attention to the 
architecture of ISA and it is from this that the above information is derived. Exhibition at Centro de 
Arte Contemporáneo Wifredo Lam, Habana, 07.03-04.04.2014, Vittorio Garatti. Obras y Proyectos; 
Finkelpearl, ‘Education Art. Cátedra Arte de Conducta’, 181. 
489 Finkelpearl, ‘Education Art. Cátedra Arte de Conducta’, 187. 
490 Finkelpearl, ‘Education Art. Cátedra Arte de Conducta’, 184. 
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foreign buyers, and in contrast to this, she started imagining how to reinvigorate the 

‘social use of art’. 491 

With Bruguera’s home in the old centre of Havana as its headquarters, 

Cátedra spread out to different locations around the city. Invited guest teachers, 

including Dora Garcia, Claire Bishop, Christoph Büchel and many others, defined the 

context and content of the week–long workshops.492 There were approximately forty 

workshops a year. Officially, the programme took on eight artists and one art historian 

as students every year for a two-year period, whereby they would commit to attending 

three to four hours of classes every afternoon. However, any person who would like 

to attend was welcome. The average age was twenty, with ages ranging from sixteen 

to thirty-nine. Students were called members, participants, or simply artists, and 

workshop conveners guests. Bruguera provided the finances for inviting the guests, 

and for books and laptops for the library through her teaching at The School of the 

Art Institute of Chicago. Her home contains an office, the library, a study room for 

workshops, a guest room for workshop conveners and a garden in which dinners and 

parties were held. At the end of each term, the members presented an exhibition, 

although these exhibitions only lasted for a very short time, maybe three or four hours 

– because the exhibition was perceived more as a moment, than in a long-term, static 

format. In general, the programme focused on showing ‘an ongoing process’, rather 

than creating a ‘super-piece’.493 Examples of the students’ projects include Susana 

Delahante’s project of getting inseminated with semen from a dead man to open a 

discussion of how parts of the body remain alive post mortem; and Jesús Hernández’ 

production of fictitious news for TV, using reappropriated material to tell stories of 

urban myths.494 Both projects deal with the interaction with institutions and beliefs, 

challenging established or conventional boundaries.   

                                                
 
491 Finkelpearl, ‘Education Art. Cátedra Arte de Conducta’, 181–183. 
492 The datascape of Appendix 1 provides a full overview of both guest teachers and members of the 
school. 
493 Bishop, ‘Diario de La Habana’, 22; Finkelpearl, ‘Education Art. Cátedra Arte de Conducta’, 181–
182, 186–187 and 192. 
494 It should be noted that the government controls both newspapers and television to an extreme 
degree, and that access to foreign channels is restricted to output from countries that are ideologically 
similar to Cuba, like China and Venezuela. 
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Bruguera had a clear agenda for shaping members of the programme: 

‘Behaviour is not only a material for the artworks, it is also part of life, and as such it 

has to be functional. It’s a project about art, but it’s also important to make them good 

people, good citizens.’495 Bruguera thus echoes Paolo Freire, similarly setting it as her 

goal to make art useful in a directly social way. To construct a programme and create 

discussion in a society where such acts either belong to the government or are disliked 

is in itself a strong comment on the state of affairs – simply by showing that it is 

possible for the people both to construct institutional forms and engage in public 

discussion while raising the question: who has the right and power to create 

institutions? The school had the side effect, on which few have commented, of 

transforming not only the Cuban context, but also the workshop conveners. According 

to Bishop’s diary from her stay in Havana, her boundaries and the categories by 

which she understood art and utopia were clearly tested, and she was inspired by the 

intensity, intellectual rigour and level of activity she found.  

  

Art Production and Market Economy 
The reaction to the Cuban fever and the increased intervention of the international art 

market in the Cuban social fabric was, as mentioned, one of the three reasons why 

Bruguera decided to make the art programme. Since the downfall of the Soviet Union 

in 1989, Cuba has suffered economically, due to the reduction in the number of 

hidden subsidies from trade between the two economies. Simultaneously, the 

government has introduced a neoliberal, market–friendly economy.496 This means that 

when Bruguera reacted to the international art market as being driven by collectors, in 

2002, it was also a reaction to an economy in transition from a socialist to a market-

based, capitalist ideology.  

According to scholars Andrea Philips and Suhail Malik, the art market 

incapacitates the art industry and threatens public institutions through ‘the sabotage of 
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(ideologies of) access and equality.’497 Hidden behind a discourse of love and passion, 

private collectors direct the art market, which, Philips and Malik contend, ‘will 

concentrate power with even greater degrees of monopoly to those who are most able 

to love art subjectively – that is, without care for what that love means, how it is 

constituted, and what it more generally reorganizes.’498 One consequence of the 

increased involvement of the art market is that art itself is relocated to private 

collections and the determination of what art may be viewed by a broader public via 

museums comes to reflect the interests of the collector.499 This is related to 

knowledge economy, following art historian Karen van den Berg, in that many artists 

saw the promise in dematerialised and conceptual art forms that did not submit to the 

art market’s desire for objects. I quote at length:  

 

It is therefore not by accident that this turning 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 market. 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) suspected 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.”500 
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499 Malik and Philips, ‘Tainted Love’, 233–234. 
500 Karen van den Berg, ‘Fragile Productivity: Artistic Activities beyond the Exhibition System’, in Art 
Production beyond the Art Market? (Berlin, 2013), 46. 
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Bruguera’s turn away from object-oriented and market friendly art production clearly 

tallies with van den Berg’s description. Although Bruguera does not describe herself 

as a knowledge worker, she does aim to use ‘creative knowledge with practical 

knowledge to generate political knowledge’501 and her choice to turn away from a 

market economy is tangible in the structure of Cátedra, in the way in which it 

manages different economies both to make Cátedra possible through teaching at a 

university in the US and to create civic reciprocity among the participants and society: 

art should work positively back on society. The evasion of exchange relationships of 

giving, taking and profit–making creates relations that differently shape social 

conduct, and perhaps also parts of civic society.502 

 

Radical Pedagogy of Conduct  
The question of how Cátedra responds to economic influences and what roles 

learning relations play in this response is answered quite simply. Cátedra responds by 

creating an educational structure that does not follow the logics of marketization, and 

instead focuses on a kind of art production and intellectual thinking that intervenes in 

society through technologies apt for the problems the artist aims to tackle. An 

example would be Jesús Hernández’ interventions in TV production as mentioned 

above, while the school itself constitutes such an intervention into the social fabric on 

the part of Bruguera. There is an echo here of Benjamin’s idea of the author as 

producer. Following artist Marcelo Expósito, ‘to put the tools and the knowledge that 

are inherent to a specialised social task such as art at the service of a social 

movement, the apparatus of production must be adapted […] Basically, it becomes 

necessary to consider what types of mediation and devices, what technical inventions 

and changes to the apparatus, allow the expert to articulate his or her own work with 

the work of a movement.’503 The role learning relations play here is crucial. Through 

the structure of the school and its internal interactions, learning relations are not only 

                                                
 
501 Tania Bruguera, ‘Art as an Agent for Social Change: Tania Bruguera at TEDGlobal 2013’, TED 
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about receiving information and fulfilling tasks set by workshop conveners, but also 

about thinking about and with the struggles taking place in society and creating other 

kinds of conduct through the relations between members and guests. These internal 

relations also implicitly comment on how economic issues interfere in social 

relations; and by providing a space for civic reciprocity, the school becomes a 

symbolic example of how society could be otherwise resonating with Brecht’s idea of 

the breakdown between symbolic space and reality.  

Bruguera decided to close the school when it had become predictable and 

thereby lost its experimental character. She aimed to change behaviour through the 

space and frame of the school, which was created in such a way that it could be a 

model for a sustainable and critical school (in contradiction to CFU, which did not 

intend to make an applicable model for an art school, but rather raise awareness of 

how one can educate oneself through the model one finds relevant to the given 

context). One of Bruguera’s principles was that she did not teach about her own 

practice, nor was she necessarily present throughout the year. This distance between 

her practice and the learning process of the members was important for her, in order 

not to produce a master-student relationship. At the same time, the school started out 

as a long-term commitment, requiring a lot of intense investment to open a space for 

another kind of imagination and to show that things can be different, work differently. 

The act of research lies in this long-term experiment directed towards the shaping of 

civic reciprocity through the art form of arte de conducta.  

 

Copenhagen Free University 2001-2007 
Of Danish origin, Henriette Heise and Jakob Jakobsen moved to London in the late 

1990s, where they ran the one-year project Info Centre, as an exhibition space, 

reading room and meeting place for events.504 In the late 1990s, England’s cultural 

policy shifted towards encouraging greater collaboration between public institutions 

and private companies. Such collaboration would take the shape of outreach projects 

with exhibitions taking place in specific neighbourhoods, as interventions engaging 
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audiences outside of museums with the aim of increasing audience numbers and 

private financing in return for branding related to creative activities.505 With the 

marketing of the Young British Artists boosted by the gallery owner and collector 

Saatchi, parts of the art scene and also Info Centre investigated and criticised this 

tendency.506 This political and historical context was influential for CFU, together 

with a series of historical movements, most notably the civil rights movements in the 

US, the anti-psychiatry movement in the United Kingdom associated with the 

counter-cultural movements of the 1960s, and the Danish folk high schools which 

appeared in the late nineteenth century for the provision of education to peasants.507 

CFU in its turn informed the people responsible for forming the Manoa Free 

University in 2003 in Vienna, at a moment when few alternative art schools were 

appearing.508 

Inspired by these movements, the more immediate motivating impetus behind 

CFU was a discontent with the knowledge economy.509 As a university set up in the 

home of two artists, it initially expressed the potential of alternative knowledge 

production as a form of action against knowledge economy: 

 

By reclaiming one of society’s central means of knowledge production, the 

machinery of the university, it was actually possible to create spaces that were 

not based on capitalist valorisation. For us ‘free’ means gratis and liberated. 

Everybody can open their own university, it is a simple action. By self-

organising universities people can, in a very practical way, counter the free 
                                                
 
505 Bishop, Artificial Hells, 13–18. 
506 Anthony Davies, ‘The Surge to Merge Culture with the Economy’ (Research presentation, 
Copenhagen, 2001), http://www.copenhagenfreeuniversity.dk/AD01.html. 
507 Other influences that should be mentioned are the Situationist International and the Danish artist and 
member Asger Jorn, the radical feminist movements of the 1970s, the free universities and alternative 
pedagogies presented throughout the late twentieth century, especially in the 1960-70s, such as the 
London Anti-university and its sister projects in the 2000s. Agata Pyzik and Jakob Jakobsen, ‘Victory! 
The Beginning, the Life and the End of the Free University of Copenhagen. Agata Pyzik Talks to 
Jakob Jakobsen’, Culture, Not Profit: Readings for Artworkers. The Journal of Free / Slow University 
of Warsaw, 1/2009, 1. 
508 Jakob Jakobsen, interview with the author, 22 September, 2014; Marion von Osten and Eva 
Egerman, ‘Twist and Shout: On Free Universities, Educational Reforms and Twists and Turns inside 
and Outside the Art World’, in Curating and the Educational Turn, ed. by Paul O’Neill and Mick 
Wilson (London, 2010), 272. 
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market restructuring of the official universities by re-appropriating the concept 

of the university as a place for the sharing of knowledge among students (as 

the first universities were defined).510 

  

The intimacy of the home was intended to be used to experiment with the institution 

of knowledge production and to incorporate it within everyday life: ‘And instead of 

just seeing knowledge as some abstracted generalised entity or objectified thing, 

knowledge is, of course, related to the context and to the social relations in and 

around it. We are trying to make this university now, here where we live, in our flat, 

and we are trying to discuss [and experiment with] the relationship between 

knowledge and life.’511 Situating the university in the home conditioned the social 

relations among the guests: there was a barrier to cross in order to enter someone 

else’s home, but the hope was that by doing so and entering a homely setting, the 

group would feel more secure and that people feel more comfortable speaking and 

sharing than they would for instance in the formal context of a discussion in a 

Kunsthalle.512  

The university’s programme was, in contrast to Info Centre, not planned and 

supported economically  in advance, but evolved over time together with the interest 

of Heise and Jakobsen and co-researchers such as researcher Anthony Davies, artist 

Emma Hedditch and researcher Howard Slater. On the understanding that they did not 

want to teach, but ‘to learn as a collective process’,513 the university became research 

driven.514 Topics bridged feminism, knowledge production, do-it-yourself (DIY) TV 

production, the Situationist International, practices of escape and culture and 

economy. Functioning with an open structure, open calls, people who had something 

to share within these topics could present a paper, an exhibition, an archive, a 
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screening, etc., and guests would discuss the presentation collectively afterwards. On 

the basis that ‘knowledge is a social relation rather than something someone 

possesses’,515 the pedagogical structure was embedded in the collective, which was 

seen more as a collection of equals in dialogue than as a teacher/student relationship. 

To experiment with social hierarchies, they discussed the spatial logistics of, for 

example, how to organise chairs, and allowed people take chairs from stacks to 

organise their own social and spatial distributions.  

The guests were composed of a heterogeneous group of young people mostly 

between twenty and forty, passers-by or locals in Copenhagen, interested in sharing a 

different space for dialoguing on the issues presented at CFU or engaging in tv-tv.516 

tv-tv was a long-term DIY TV-project embedded in a local TV-station in 

Copenhagen, where independent TV-producers could go on air with their 

productions.517 Many Danish artists and students engaged in the project. CFU 

produced a series of programmes about ‘unlearning’ where they followed their child 

Solvej in her explorations with a camera into everyday life, through a mode of playing 

as TV-production. Such activities produced an atmosphere not dissimilar to that of the 

early days of video in the US, where artists engaged in TV production.518 

                                                
 
515 Jakobsen, ‘Long Live the Copenhagen Free University!’. 
516 Henriette Heise, interview with the author, 12 August, 2014; Jacob Lillemose, ‘Trauma 1-11’, 
Frieze, 142, 2011. 
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The flat where most of the activities took place had a room with access both to 

the hallway and to the rest of the flat. This room served first as residency and 

exhibition room and soon activities floated from there into the living room, kitchen 

and other parts of the house. The homelike setting was in clear opposition to the 

institutional character of conventional universities, and there was a playing with 

 

Figure 29: From the publication Posters and Proganda from the Copenhagen Free University 2001-
2007. 
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power in the speech act of simply calling it a university: ‘We decided to set up an 

institution and, in that way, to take power of the means of knowledge production.’519 

This situation gave them power for instance on a practical level: the name meant 

access to archives and libraries and associated researchers could use the name if they 

needed an institutional affiliation.520 Working through mimicry, as Gregory Sholette’s 

concept of ‘mockstitution’ implies, entails a ‘performative relationship to power’,521 

which today is often power of a neoliberal character. However, as opposed to other 

kinds of mockstitutions, a good example being the Yes Men, CFU never sought to 

perform the institution outside of the home. They refused to represent the activities 

taking place at home in the everyday and when invited to exhibit the project, they 

instead participated with an aesthetics of propaganda manifest in posters, pamphlets 

and manifestos that communicated overall statements or long research texts, rather 

than the intimate events taking place in the home. In part this was to avoid the then 

popular dynamics of relational aesthetics,522 in that the statements were monologue 

enunciations in opposition to the dialogical spirit of relational art projects that sought 

to make participators talk with one another.523  But they also aimed to investigate the 

limits between art, representation and everyday life. Heise mentions a particular 

moment in which these three were put to the test as the most difficult and eye-

opening.524 For twelve hours, they screened live from their apartment to an audience 

in Whitechapel Gallery in London, and the only planned activity was that every 

second hour they had to gather and talk about what to do next. A lot of the time they 

were engaged in everyday activities, which made the scenario challenging for both 

themselves and the audience, but they pursued it on the basis of the insistence that 

everyday activities also have value in relation to knowledge production. The 

resistance to reproduction also meant that the knowledge produced was rarely 

gathered in reports or articles, but would circulate and live on collectively through the 
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networks and further work of the people participating.525 Kinds of representation that 

did work alongside their artistic interventions were diapositives of dust.526 For days, 

glass diapositives would be left lying around in the flat to gather the dust that settles 

over time. The dust would create an image that when shown through a projector, 

created an aesthetic of that which lies between order and chaos: self-organisation and 

creation of dust over time represented through the glass diapositive with only slight 

intervention; a kind registration of the university that did not interfere directly in 

social relations and instead protected space for learning.  

 

 

In 2007 CFU closed, with the statement, ‘We have won’. They wanted to 

avoid the fixed identity that was somehow growing out of being named as an 

institution, and thereby causing them to become more and more like an actual 

institution. They were beginning to find that some people wanted to become part of 

                                                
 
525 Jakobsen, ‘Long Live the Copenhagen Free University!’; Pyzik and Jakobsen, ‘Victory!’, 1–2. 
526 Karen Mette Fog Pedersen, ‘Interview: Det Fri Universitet’, Kunstkritikk, 2011. 
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Figure 30: Pamphlets published by the Copenhagen Free University, here showing the programme for 
the Utopia Live screening at Whitechapel Gallery, 18 June 2005. 
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the university as a career move. The speech act had become its utterance: the 

mimicking gesture had worked so effectively that its result had to cease to live on. 

 

From Manual to Immaterial Labour 
CFU started based on discussions about immaterial production, which theoretically 

opposes the development described and encouraged by Machlup as elaborated in 

Chapter One.527 The thinking behind immaterial production was developed in the 

1980s528 and became widespread with the influential article ‘Immaterial Labor’ 

published in 1996 by Italian Autonomism philosopher Maurizio Lazzarato.529 The 

main idea is that the predominant mode of production of goods has shifted from that 

of manual work carried out in factories to, since the 1970s, an interrelational and 

communication–based mode. In this context, work is ‘defined as the capacity to 

activate and manage productive cooperation’ in which ‘a collective learning process 

becomes the heart of productivity, because it is no longer a matter of finding different 

ways of composing or organizing already existing job functions, but of looking for 

new ones.’530 Having knowledge, information, communication and affect at the heart 

of economic production creates subjectivity by virtue of their transmission between 

humans, which changes the mode of production and human interaction. Jobs are more 

flexible, mobile and temporary, and have to respond immediately to consumers’ 

demands. Goods thus take an immaterial form, in the shape of service, knowledge or 

communication, in whose creation the consumer also participates, through their 

communicative interaction with the knowledge worker.531 Lazzarato notes that art and 

cultural work is immaterial labour in that immaterial labour is the act of ‘defining and 

                                                
 
527 Pyzik and Jakobsen, ‘Victory!’, 1. 
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fixing cultural and artistic standards, fashions, tastes, consumer norms, and more 

strategically, public opinion.’532 

Even though immaterial labour consequently produces precarious working 

conditions, in terms of a lack of security, the necessity of changing jobs frequently, 

and the absence of unionised forms of belonging and protection,533 Lazzarato believed 

in the potential for collective resistance inherent in immaterial labour. Lazzarato 

makes a distinction between the production process of immaterial labour and the 

content it produces, arguing that capitalism can capitalise on the process, on 

managing, but not on the content and form. The content and form can be ideological 

in their direct relation to the values of forms of life, and potentially change the 

relation between consumer and producer, in a sense that echoes Benjamin’s point in 

‘The Author as Producer’.  

As with the first generation of writers on artistic research in the late 1990s, the 

optimism with respect to immaterial labour was subjected to critique in the 2000s. 

The criticisms focused on the way writers on immaterial labour often fail to provide 

specific details regarding how the collective and affective potential they perceive is to 

be provoked; on the fact that this potential can only be actualised in practice (and not 

according to a theorised master plan); and on the tendency to favour certain kinds of 

work over others.534 This shows that these political theories are tied to their political 

reality, which in the late 1990s was characterised by intensified struggle, and in the 

2000s became a more hostile environment with regard to resistance.535 Immaterial 

labour therefore had to be rephrased in the light of the economic crisis in 2008, the 

uprisings in 2011 and the general ecological pessimism that the concept of the 

Anthropocene has brought, in highlighting how production also leads to the 

destruction of the planet. Lazzarato has since articulated that he renounced the use of 

the concept of immaterial labour shortly after publishing the articles in the 1990s. The 
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#20/11 (2010). 
534 Dowling, Nunes and Trott, ‘Immaterial and Affective Labour: Explored’, 1–7. This is the 
introduction to a special issue of the same name with contributions by George Caffentzis, Kathi Weeks 
and Steve Wright among others. See also, for an elaboration of artistic authorship, the Avant Garde and 
labour in the twentieth century, Roberts, The Intangibilities of Form. 
535 Dowling, Nunes and Trott, ‘Immaterial and Affective Labour: Explored’, 5. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

228 

way the concept was interpreted made a stark separation between the notions of 

material and immaterial labour, characterising them as opposites, and taking the 

discussion in the direction of categorising kinds of work – whereas Lazzarato was 

much more interested in the production of subjectivity, how changes in production 

were affecting subjectification.536  

 

 

         CFU was influenced by the optimistic, yet very critical attitude proliferating at 

the beginning of the 2000s, while also experiencing an increasing discomfort with the 

intimidating process of neoliberalisation; in this sense they were to an extent moving 

in the same direction as Lazzarato. In 2010, after having ceased their activities for 

three years, they received a letter from the then Danish Ministry for Science, 

Technology and Development that illegalised the use of the word ‘university’ for 

institutions other than those institutions and private businesses that provide education 
                                                
 
536 Cvejic and Lazzarato, ‘Conversation with Maurizio Lazzarato - Public Editing Session #3’, 12. 
Boltanski and Chiapello describes the effect on subjectification as how ‘the qualities of the person and 
the properties of their labourpower’ are ‘inseparably combined in the notion of skill.’ Boltanski and 
Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, 155. 

 

Figure 31: Detail from the publication Posters and Propaganda from the Copenhagen Free University 
2001-2007. 
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culminating in degree-giving qualifications.537 In 2011, ten years after first opening 

the university and provoked by the illegalisation of the use of the word, Heise and 

Jakobsen opened an exhibition in collaboration with Emma Hedditch, Howard Slater 

and Anthony Davies at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Roskilde in Denmark, 

that looked back at the previous decade. The title is suggestive of the tone of the 

exhibition: Trauma 1-11: Stories about the Copenhagen Free University and the 

Surrounding Society in the Last Ten Years. The collectively written manuscript, 

which was read aloud through the eleven stations in the exhibition, reveals the 

personal discomfort experienced during the decade with regard to the processes of 

subjectification, nevertheless emphasising that the aim is to move on. The exhibition 

pamphlet suggests that people should open new universities all over the town and not 

let politics limit the spaces and actions of knowledge. At the same time, the 

illegalisation of the title ‘university’ is a tangible sign that such limitations do take 

place.  

 

Vulnerability, Social Relations and Exodus Pedagogy 
The response of CFU to economic influences was directed against the knowledge 

economy’s quantification and unification, the aim being to set up a space through 

which to show that knowledge can be produced and shared otherwise. The aim was to 

create a space where vulnerability could exist alongside a desire to learn and share, 

and not to let formal institutional sites shape and control behaviour around knowledge 

production. Learning relations emerged among the guests, and presenters maintained 

a position of openness to how and what knowledge could be shared. There was not a 

pedagogical strategy as such; rather, the social relations enabled the research that 

would drive the events. The home was a protected space where actions could unfold, 

without subsequently being represented or recreated in a museum site elsewhere. 

Instead, a language of propaganda was distributed to please the demands of 

exhibitions without compromising the secure space for the vulnerable sharing of 
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knowledge they had managed to create in their home. The propaganda simultaneously 

worked as a set of speech act statements disseminating the possibility of creating 

other kinds of universities. Thereby, the propaganda circulating outside of the home 

and the events taking place in the home contrasted with one another in terms of modes 

and styles of communication.  

          The propaganda used a strong and decisive rhetoric, whereas the events had to 

maintain an openness to a way of sharing knowledge that was processual, everyday 

and allowed for insecurities. To nurture such sharing of knowledge, their response 

was to create a site for learning that was at once coloured by the notions of possibility 

and vulnerability, and the learning relations were played out within this spectrum. For 

vulnerability to play a part, the possibility of escaping had to be present, as when, for 

instance, they decided not to have any activities for months or when they developed 

the propaganda strategy as a means to preserve the protected space at home. Such a 

strategy of escape echoes Virno’s notion of innovative action as exodus, where a 

collective neither submits to, nor rebels against a ruler, but identifies another 

possibility through fleeing.538 It equals the act of changing topic or of being ‘able to 

change the very context within which a conflict takes place, rather than remaining 

within that conflict and acting in accordance with one or the other of the behaviours 

intrinsic to that conflict.’539 The exodus pedagogy as an act of research involves the 

retrieval or recovery of a moment and a space for, in this case, learning relations 

guided by the participating parts and not dominated by the demands of an economic 

ideology.  

  

Instituent Pedagogic Practices 
What does it mean to create an institution or to describe yourself as one? These have 

been the implicit questions of Cátedra and CFU, two projects that demonstrate the 

power of action in the case of Cátedra and the power of the word to create protected 

action in the case of CFU. Even though Cátedra and CFU are very different, they also 

share similarities. The differences pertain to the reach of their aims, the forms of 
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pedagogy and teaching they entail. With its ideas about conduct and functional art, 

Cátedra has a clear goal of provoking concrete change in civic society and also of 

creating an institutional model for others to draw upon. CFU upholds a more 

spontaneous and playful approach, whose goal was not to implement and sustain itself 

as an institution, but rather to show other artists and people that creating a university 

on your own is a real possibility. Even though Bruguera’s teachings paid respect to 

the processual character of the learning experience, which CFU also did, she had a 

clear goal of creating an alternative with an organised routine and a concrete teaching 

program that included workshops. CFU’s organisation was more ad hoc, following 

their desire – reflected in the way they would take the decision to leave the university 

closed for months if that was how they felt at a certain time. The teaching taking place 

had an art school character in the case of Cátedra, whereas in the case of CFU the 

teaching was rather collectively research driven. The similarities between Cátedra 

and CFU pertain to their resistance to representation and documentation, giving both 

a character of ‘existing in the moment’, and meaning that knowledge of their 

activities came about through the dispersal of rumours and the work of its members 

and participants. Both also worked with text, and created a language around the 

project through manifestos and glossaries. Bruguera supplements her long-term 

projects with a glossary, which for Cátedra included words like Arte de Conducta, 

Arte Útil (Useful Art), Long-Term Project and Political Timing Specific. CFU created 

an ABZ,540 constituting a glossary describing terms like ‘research’ and ‘everyday life’ 

in playful ways. The desire to redescribe concepts and practices reflects a discontent 

with the current state of affairs not only at the level of institutions, economy and 

education, but also on a linguistic level. 

 

 

                                                
 
540 ‘BZ’ in Danish refers to the squatting movement that was very strong in the 1980s. ’BZ’ is the 
phonetic sound of ’besæt’, which in Danish means ’squat’.  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

232 

 
         Swiss philosopher and art theorist, Gerald Raunig, describes the tendency of 

finding new ways of creating institutions as the practice of instituting. He takes his 

lead from Foucault’s characterisation of critique as now meaning ‘not wanting to be 

governed like that’,541 rather than designating the engagement in a fundamental 

critique of and disagreement with being governed. This act of defiance aims at 

transforming arts of governing: ‘in terms of their [now Deleuze and Virno’s] new 

concept of resistance, the aim is to thwart a dialectical idea of power and resistance: a 

positive form of dropping out, a flight that is simultaneously an instituent practice.’542 

The instituent practice is thus the practice that arises when not following the norms of 

governing, which might also lead to the production of new institutions. It is thus not 

about negating institutions, but creating them otherwise, transforming them. The idea 
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542 Raunig, ‘Instituent Practices: Fleeing, Instituting, Transforming’, 3. 

 
Figure 32: Detail from the publication Posters and Propaganda from the Copenhagen Free University 
2001-2007. 
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that an institution has an inside and an outside is no longer tenable. This is an 

instituent practice of continuous acts of defiance in the process of which new 

practices are instituted. There is, again, no definite end result, which is a reason many 

of the instituent educational practices, like Cátedra and CFU, closed down when they 

became too normative or too close to the forms of governing they were trying to 

escape. Their act of research was in simple terms, to test the limits of institutions, art 

and knowledge through an approach that defied representation and experimented with 

pedagogical relations, placing a great emphasis on the people gathered and their broad 

potential for their mutual subjectification. 

 

The Dialectics of Learning in Boris Buden’s Learning Place 
We will now move on to a slightly different take on education, represented by 

Learning Place. Is there a Life Beyond CV?, which is the focus of this section. 

Learning Place was conceptualised by the Croatian scholar Boris Buden as part of the 

4th Congress of the Former West project organized by BAK – basic voor actuele kunst 

in Utrecht. Former West is a research project within the field of contemporary art and 

theory which ran from 2008-2014, investigating the changes that took place in Europe 

after 1989 as well as global histories of the same period in relation to post-colonial 

and post-communist theory. The Learning Place had a clear global intent, as the press 

material states: ‘A week-long educational performance engages some 150 students 

from institutions around the world in Learning Place, conceived by writer and 

cultural critic Boris Buden, which engages in collective research on topics such as the 

commodification of knowledge, critique of creativity, and functioning of edu-

industries in today’s cognitive capitalism.’543 As CFU, Learning Place is highly 

critical of the knowledge economy, but it does not aim at self-instituting, rather at 

enacting the horrors of commodified education in an accentuated version. The 

question here is therefore: how do pedagogical, dialectical practices respond to 

economic influences and what role do learning relations play in this response? 

                                                
 
543 ‘FORMER WEST: Documents, Constellations, Prospects’, 2 November 2013, http://www.e-
flux.com/announcements/former-west-documents-constellations-prospects/. 
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The participants of Learning Place were art, curating or art theory students 

coming from educational institutions in Asia, the Middle East, Europe and Latin 

America. The following is an analysis of the week of the 4th Former West Congress 

held from Monday 18th to Sunday 24th March, 2013, during which Learning Place 

existed. The analysis is based on participation, interviews, field notes, conversations 

and observation, and focuses on the different places for learning in the performance 

and the interactions they facilitated in order to unfold the learning process and a 

critique of knowledge production.  

Responding to the economic and political changes of education taking place 

especially since the 1990s, Buden chose to focus on one area where the educational, 

economic and personal meet, namely, the CV. The CV is, he contends, ‘the master 

text of knowledge and art production that regulates its operation, standardizes its 

selection procedures, unifies its field, guards its boundaries, maintains its hierarchies, 

and disciplines its workers.’544 Consisting of an abstraction of one’s life, according to 

Buden, the CV highlights points in a career that translate into a modernist idea of 

progression. Educational and professional titles build upon one another together with 

the recognition, skills and competencies provided by the institutions awarding them. 

Arguing that today, students, artists and cultural producers allow their lives be led by 

the CV instead of letting their lives lead the CV, Buden is thus critical of both the 

attention individuals dedicate to the CV and the importance it has in obtaining jobs.545 

To internalise this development, he set as a task for those attending Learning Place to 

‘draft a CV of an imagined academic applying for a job at the (fictional) “Academy of 

the Cultures of the World.”’546 Divided into twelve groups, members of the group that 

created the best CV would win one hundred Euros each, which corresponded to the 

price most participants had paid for participating. The competition mimicked the 

situation of applying for a job, where there is only one winner, quite possibly the one 

who can create the best CV. To install competition as part of the learning process can 

be seen as a comment on neoliberal ways of organising, following economic 

                                                
 
544 Boris Buden, ‘Learning Place 18-24 March 2013’, 1. 
545 Interview with the author, 17 September, 2014. 
546 Boris Buden, ‘Learning Place 18-24 March 2013’, 1. 
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sociologist William Davies: ‘The neoliberal state acquires authority from generating 

and overseeing competitive activity, and this competitive activity then facilitates 

certain varieties of political authority.’547 The curious thing about competition as an 

organising principle is that ‘actors are formally equal at the outset, and contingently 

unequal at the conclusion.’548 The situation of going from being equal to contingently 

unequal was what Buden pushed the students to reflect upon. 

Learning Place critically challenges the educational and economic 

developments of human capital, the marketization of education, professionalization, 

investment, debt and career management. It does not attempt to reach back to an idea 

of Bildung in the German sense of an ‘utterly purposeless’ research that ‘in the human 

sciences is not focused on single abilities or competences, but it is rather meant to 

seize the personality as a holistic unit.’549 Instead, it asks how to move forward 

differently and ironically aims to do so through a competitive, neoliberal scenario. 

The set-up was a Brechtian learning play in which usefulness and reflection are part 

of the methodology. By introducing a Brechtian tactic of learning plays and a 

dialectics of performing what one is criticising in order to overcome it, the case study 

ultimately asks whether saying no to education is in fact a starting point for new 

knowledge production. Before moving on to a more detailed discussion of Learning 

                                                
 
547 William Davies, The Limits of Neoliberalism. Authority, Sovereignty and the Logic of Competition 
(London, 2014), 33. 
548 Davies, The Limits of Neoliberalism, 33. 
549 This characteristic pertains, according to sociologist of science Julian Hamann, to the first phase in 
the discursive history of the term Bildung. The genealogy of the term can be divided into three phases: 
the first runs from 1810-1860, the second from 1860 to 1960 and the third from 1960-1999. The latter 
is characterised by the fact that Bildung becomes a measure of the degree to which students are 
oriented to the labour market after the end of university education. From 1960-1980, increasing the 
number of students participating in education is seen as the solution to the task of orienting people to 
the labour market; and from 1980 onwards, Bildung is defined competitively as “an allocation of 
human capital, reintroducing an elitist understanding […] The dominant notion now represents a 
preparation for social practice, and in the end this is achieved by the disciplines’ programmatic 
‘openness for the labour market’ […] The main emphasis has now moved from broad participation in 
higher education to increased competitiveness by means of higher education” [emphasis added]. This 
development, I would add, thereby supports Buden’s, Freire’s and others’ claim that education 
nowadays is more about obtaining skills for the labour market than being in learning situations that 
teach people to critically asses their own position in society and seek to transform it. Julian Hamann, 
‘“Bildung” in German Human Sciences: The Discursive Transformation of a Concept’, History of the 
Human Sciences, 24/5 (2011), 53 and 60–61. 
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Place, it will be helpful to pause and consider the context of the Learning Play, its 

theatrical shape and learning mechanisms.  

The years in which Brecht wrote the learning plays, 1926-1933,550 were 

shaped by the growth of fascism and the belief in the possibility of a transformation 

into a socialist society.551 Understanding Brecht’s work as a methodology rather than 

a vehicle for (Marxist) didactics, literary scholar Frederic Jameson suggests that 

Brecht was interested in ‘the representation of capitalism itself: how to express the 

economic – or, even better, the peculiar realities and dynamics of money as such – in 

and through literary narrative.’552 Today, the learning play has been taken up by for 

instance the self-organized platform Chto Delat? in St. Petersburg. They use it as one 

methodology among a variety of cultural activities ‘intent on politicizing “knowledge 

production” through redefinitions of an engaged autonomy for cultural practice 

today.’553 One of the workshops that took place within Learning Place was a forty-

eight hour learning play by Chto Delat? titled ‘Where Has Communism Gone?’ which 

resulted in a play lasting nearly two hours on day two.554 

The learning play is about how and what one should learn. It has four 

important components: ‘1) action and observation are to be combined; 2) production 

must be emphasized; 3) social interaction and cooperation must replace self-

actualization and competition; and 4) the lesson should not be primary, but 

secondary.’555 Alongside the epic theatre of Brecht, for which he is more well–known, 

especially in relation to the concept of estrangement, the learning play is ‘to be 

understood not as recipes for political action, but as the teaching of dialectics as a 
                                                
 
550 Numerous authors mention Reiner Steinweg’s careful reading and gathering of the learning play 
theory from 1972 as representing a major shift in the reception of Brecht’s learning plays. See Reiner 
Steinweg, Das Lehrstück; Brechts Theorie einer politisch-ästhetischen Erziehung. (Stuttgart, 1976). 
Roswitha Mueller, ‘Learning for a New Society: The Lehrstück’, in The Cambridge Companion to 
Brecht, ed. by Peter Thomson and Glendyr Sacks (2006), 101. Other scholars locate the Lehrstück 
years between 1929 and 1932; see Mladen Dolar, ‘Brecht’s Gesture’, in Theater of Accomplices, ed. by 
Chto Delat?, 8 (St. Petersburg, 2011), XXXII, 5–6. 
551 Here we see parallels Benjamin’s impetus for writing ‘The Author as Producer.’ Benjamin, ‘The 
Author as Producer’, 83–96. 
552 Fredric Jameson, Brecht and Method (London, 1998), 13 and 149–160. 
553 ‘Chto Delat | Chtodelat.org’, http://chtodelat.org/category/b5-announcements/a-7/. 
554 For documentation, see Chto Delat?, ‘Where Has Communism Gone?’, Chtodelat.org, 2013, 
http://chtodelat.org/category/b9-theater-and-performances/where-has-communism-gone/.  
555 Murray, “Brecht’s ‘Lehrstücke’ in Undergraduate Literature Courses,” 76. Murray is referencing 
Jan Knopf in this division. 
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method of thinking [italics added]’; and it is ‘an attempt to furnish a model for 

dialectical simultaneity, the mutual dependence, and the reciprocal positing and 

counterpositing of theory and practice of theoretical thought and practical 

behaviour.’556 The method of thinking was practiced on a formal level in the learning 

play by having no fixed text (the text would develop from play to play and was 

sometimes informed by questionnaires completed by actors at the end of one iteration 

of the play) and no separation between actors and audience (the audience were the 

actors). Actors had to read and repeat the text mechanically and change roles to try 

out all the attitudes presented in the play.557  

The methodological tools of the learning play were meant to avoid 

identification, empathy and impersonation, and instead reinforce de-individualisation. 

The de-individualisation of the actor was mirrored in the content of the plays, which 

had to do with sacrifice, renouncement and consent, the idea being that only by giving 

oneself up can one be transformed, and likewise transform ideology. The lesson was 

thus that only by going through the double, dialectical movement of first assuming 

‘one’s own interest, giv[ing] up on all moral illusions and evasions, on embellishment 

and rhetorical prevarications, any diverting manoeuvres and masks’ and then, in a 

negation of negation, giving ‘up the selfish interest as the ultimate and most inveterate 

illusion and prevarication, the illusive anchorage of all other delusions; to realize that 

the biggest illusion of all is that one is supposedly free of illusion behind the mask.’558 

The double dialectical act in negation of negation means on the level of content that 

what is being criticised, ideology, is repeated excessively in the play only in order to 

undo it, change it and make transformation possible. However, the learning plays did 

not provide answers, but followed the idea that only by acting out certain attitudes 

could one learn them and change them. Answers were thus given only through acting 

and by the actors themselves, not by the play or the director.559 This openness and the 

concern with self-sacrifice, link the learning play of Brecht to the Learning Place of 

                                                
 
556 Mueller, ‘Learning for a New Society: The Lehrstück’, 107. Mueller is referencing Steinweg. 
557 Dolar, ‘Brecht’s Gesture’, XXXII, 5; García, Luis Ignacio, ‘Bertolt Brecht, Ignorant Master’, in 
Theater of Accomplices, ed. by Chto Delat?, 8 (St. Petersburg, 2011), XXXII, 7. 
558 Dolar, ‘Brecht’s Gesture’, XXXII, 6. 
559 García, Luis Ignacio, ‘Bertolt Brecht, Ignorant Master’, XXXII, 8. 
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Buden. Much like Brecht, Buden sought to represent capitalism, now in its neoliberal 

shape, and especially its workings on the lives of cultural practitioners in relation to 

career and education. He mimicked a neoliberal working situation by programming 

the weeklong performance as a competitive scenario with a focus on productivity and 

efficiency, underpinned by time pressure.  

To understand how learning relations come about in such a context, I have 

made a methodological decision to allow the analysis to be guided by the question of 

the place in and around which learning happened during the performance. This move 

takes Buden’s change of title from learning play to Learning Place literally, and it 

allows us to see how both the programming and the event structure learning relations 

and also how learning relations of production are organised. A sub–question 

regarding how learning relations respond to the economic situation of the knowledge 

economy is the following: what kinds of production, hierarchy and activity does the 

learning place enable?  

 

Learning Table: Between Critical Theory and Neoliberal Management  
The places for learning were roughly divided into three: lectures and discussions, 

workshops and group work. The lectures and discussions mostly took place in the big 

auditorium or the smaller conference rooms in Haus der Kulturen der Welt and were 

centred on critical approaches to the notion of translation and neoliberal mechanisms 

of ranking, self-optimisation and the CV. One, for instance, featured Mauricio 

Lazzarato reading aloud from one of his later books, sitting in one of the booths for 

simultaneous translators in the back of the auditorium while a translator sat among the 

audience translating him. Audience members were placed on stage and with these 

dynamics the performative lecture resonated with Brecht’s ideas about eliminating, or 

at least playing with, the difference between audience and actors, stage and audience 

seats. It also displayed the invisibility of translation as a form of labour in the 

globalised knowledge economy.560 Other lectures and discussions repeated the normal 

lecture/discussion situation, with a speaker/s and a listening audience. On top of these 

                                                
 
560 Boris Buden, interview with the author, 17 September, 2014. 
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lectures, there were also the talks, screenings and events in the afternoon, running 

until midnight, of the four other ‘currents’ that made up the third Former West 

Congress, namely the currents of art production, infrastructure, insurgent 

cosmopolitanism and dissident knowledges, which participants were asked to join. 

There were about fourteen lectures and discussions spread out during the first 

six days of the performance and around six or seven workshops took place each day. 

Topics included queer histories, precaritisation of cultural workers, financialisation, 

the CV, labour, institutions, the modulation of time, mapping of financial and 

knowledge elites, sleep and occupation as resistance. The format of the workshop 

would depend on the convener: some were similar to a seminar class, others took the 

form of a presentation and some involved participation and work on the part of the 

audience. Workshops generally lasted between two and five hours and were exclusive 

to the general audience of the congress, running during the day from ten am to six pm. 

Given the abundance of workshops, one could not participate in all of them, and 

organisers had limited the access to two persons from each group for each workshop. 

In between lectures, discussions and workshops, participants were supposed to work 

in groups of twelve, to which each participant had been assigned on their arrival. The 

workspace was situated in the basement of Haus der Kulturen der Welt, with one table 

assigned to each group. Participants were roughly comprised of two–thirds women; 

the age range was twenty-five to thirty-five.  
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To better understand these three places and how they allow for learning, I turn 

to scholar Sara Ahmed’s queer phenomenology, which locates ‘the table’ at the heart 

of thinking and writing, as that which conditions their formation. The ‘table’ is a 

metaphor for the place of learning and the activities it enables. Ahmed asks us to 

become aware of who (in terms of class, gender, race and sexuality) is at the writing 

table and under what conditions: do the surroundings provide the attention, time and 

space needed for a given person to be writing there?561 I have extracted four 

                                                
 
561 For instance, the father of phenomenology, Edmund Husserl, describes his table as being in the 
foreground, in front of him, with the rest of the house and his family in the background, behind him. 
Husserl was in a situation where writing and thinking was made possible for him by having a peaceful 
home ready for work, in which children were taken care of, food prepared, the house cleaned, clothes 
washed, and with other necessary conditions fulfilled, such as access to ink and paper, books and other 
writings. Comparing these circumstances to those of, for instance, the American fiction writer 
Adrienne Rich, who describes how for almost two decades when her children were young she was 
never allowed to sit down in front of her typewriter, Ahmed points to the different conditions different 
people have for being able to work, write and think. Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: 
Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham, 2006), 1–63. 

 

Figure 33: Table assigned to one group of Learning Place by Boris Buden, 2013. 
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dimensions of Ahmed’s queer phenomenology to consider in relation to what 

constitutes a place of learning. An actual table tells us something about who arrives at 

the table, the activities that take place around and on it, the attention or lack thereof it 

is given and the kind of work and knowledge production it allows for.  

We may use these four dimensions to consider the three sites of learning in 

Learning Place. In terms of the first, people had arrived from various universities and 

academies around the world. Buden had selected professors from universities with a 

critical or experimental profile, and they had selected and invited their students.562 

Each student participant or their university had paid one hundred Euros, which 

covered accommodation in one of three hostels where all non-Berlin residents stayed, 

and food for seven days and eight nights. Lecturers, discussants and workshop 

conveners were comprised of a mixture of artists and educators. In short, this was a 

privileged group, in that it had been through processes of selection and was flown in 

to participate, in this sense representing a part of the current and coming critical, 

global elite.  

The activities that took place in the three sites have already been described in 

terms of the lectures/discussions and workshops. The group work mostly took place 

around the assigned table and involved verbal communication and the consumption of 

food and drinks. The artefacts used at the table to support or ignite the activity of 

writing the CV for the competition were mainly laptops, coffee cups and the welcome 

kit provided by Former West. However, as there was rarely time to gather around the 

tables, meetings were quickly moved to the canteen or café, where participants would 

engage in group work while having lunch and coffee, paid for by the food stamps they 

had been assigned on arrival.  

Ahmed’s third dimension is attention. The level of attention to each of the 

three learning sites was high in the beginning of the week, with many participants 

                                                
 
562 My path of entry was by writing to BAK- basic voor actuele kunst (organisers of Former West 
Research Project), and asking if I could participate. The webpage and press material about Learning 
Place did not mention who could participate or how. I was given a seat in the workshop only two 
weeks before it began. At the back of the programme, each inviting professor and institution is listed, 
along with the names of the students invited. This suggests that all participants had to appear as having 
been invited by someone and that the structure of selection and invitation was important to the 
conceptualiser.  
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attending in lectures and workshops and engaging in group work. Discussions took 

place on how to solve the task of writing the CV, but as there was little time to do 

group work, most conversations became about when to meet and how to allocate 

workshop attendance. As the week went on and exhaustion from the abundance of 

activities started to show, some people withdrew from the group work, some fell sick, 

others went to see exhibitions and some simply stayed in the hostel sleeping. One 

participant in the group wrote an email stating that ‘I'm on my very personal strike 

today, leaving the conference and academic stress-abstraction and instead I'll go 

search for some visual art.’ This email was sent on day five, and expresses how the 

simulation of a competitive educational environment had started to work on the 

participants. At the end of the week, most groups had dissolved. Student testimonies 

made with members of the group show that most students reacted affectively to the 

structure of Learning Place. With the set-up of a lecture and workshop with 

discussion, there were few possibilities for students to express themselves in ways 

that did not fit into the discursive power structure. One student voiced discontent with 

the hierarchies created through that structure, which encouraged people to 

performatively demonstrate the knowledge they already possessed, in order to stay 

secure within the power game, rather than taking up more receptive positions that 

would make them vulnerable in such a context, but give them a chance to really learn 

something. Another student described lectures as starting points for discussions 

among students, who again, mostly disliked the hierarchical, verbal form and the 

sense of exclusivity around the ways lectures were articulated. If we take these 

statements and the email at face value, the more interesting moments were found 

outside of the three learning sites, where spontaneous discussions could take place 

through a desire to engage and perhaps fuelled by an urgent need to express 

disagreements and doubts.  
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On day six of the performance, a letter was send to Boris Buden, in which students 

resigned from the task of writing the CV.563 The letter showed that the participants 

                                                
 
563 The full letter reads as follows (the letter is presented as it was distributed, i.e. without further 
proofreading/editing): 
‘Dear participants of the Former West learning place, 
We are here to communicate with each other, to think about the conditions we live in and try to create a 
platform to change things. 
To put it short, for us the subtext of the Former West Congress is that this neoliberal system is against 
us as human beings, as subjects. Therefore in order to move away from capitalist structure we need less 
competition. 
We know that this competition is fake – you ask us to make a fake cv, to apply for a fake job, at a fake 
institution. Nevertheless we want to address the real and actual situation that this competition creates. 
It is general standard, that if one can stands out from the mass and solve a problem in a creative and 
imaginative way, you get noticed. This applies in your cv competition as well as in the real world. 
Instead of making this a competition with a reward for the winning team one could have chosen to 
make a proposal for the groups to discuss other strategies - like how to make systems within the 
artworld that uses other ways of acknowledgement than the cv and how to escape the hunt for the 
perfect cv. In the introduction we were told that the all parts of Former West work at the same level of 
hierarchy, Therefore we would have expected time in the plan for the groups to actually meet and work 
on a shared language for us to discuss the matter of the cv. Maybe even have scheduled time for a big 
discussion between all the groups in the end of the week and in this way also change the roles of who 
speaks and who is the audience at Former West.   
When presenting with a program with the comment "we know that it will be stressful for you but we 

 

Figure 34: X Characters: The Construction of I, a Workshop Without End by Füsun Türetken and 
Burak Arikan. Part of Learning Place, 23 March 2012. 
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felt that the task of delivering a solution to the problem of neoliberal demands on 

education and career management, was not adequately served by the conditions 

established – of competition, hierarchy, demands for creativity, human resource 

management and a lack of time set aside for the groups to talk together. There was 

also a clear sense that, despite the Brechtian attempts to break down the division 

between audience and actors, Learning Place did not cease to reproduce value 

judgments regarding who was worth listening to, given the time and space assigned to 

the more experienced people to give lectures and run workshops. One of the figures 

who took a leading role in formulating the resignation recounted that people reacted 

with relief when they discovered that someone had taken on the responsibility of 

reacting and had ‘done something’. Few were eager to do the task of writing a CV, 

but fewer cared to or could figure out what action to take instead. Exhaustion was 

reported not only by students, but also among workshop conveners, who in informal 

situations expressed their difficulties with the situation, and the realisation that 

pressure to produce a solution to the invasive character of commodified education 

was giving rise to impotence rather than radical action. 

With exhausted participants and decreasing levels of attention given, the work 

allowed for (the fourth dimension extracted from Ahmed’s table–focused reading) 

was generally passive in the lecture and workshops, and of an organising character at 

the group work table. In fact, the table, with its public position and office kit, was 

conducive to production meetings, but not production itself. Effectively, it was not a 

table for collective learning, but rather a working table for organisational work, 

which placed it in a relation of dialectical discordance with the critical content of the 

lectures and workshops, yet nonetheless informed and shaped by them. Collective 

learning work instead took place in between and outside of the three learning sites of 

                                                                                                                                      
 
expect you to find the time" (quote from Boris Buden on the opening session) one is reminded about 
human resource management strategies of squeezing even more commitment out of employees who are 
already living to work rather than the other way around.. 
We realized that initiating this competition is meant to be provocative, never the less it is a very 
authoritarian way of motivating us, to communicate with each other. 
Please join us all in striking against this competition, and urge Former West to distribute the money of 
the prize to the underpaid, precariously employed, who made this platform of meeting possible. 
Cheers! 
Your co-participants.’ 
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the performance. Participants said ‘no’ to activity for the sake of activity, and took a 

stance with regard to what kinds of learning they wanted to be part of, and under what 

conditions: rejecting the skill-based learning geared towards the production of CVs. 

This was a process in which students were to reflect on their limits within 

subjectifying, pedagogical power structures. The management strategy implemented 

in the performance carried out on behalf of Buden, was quite effective in the end, in 

that the students – and the workshop conveners – did not like it. One student said in 

hindsight that their memory of Learning Place was closely related to memories of 

past discouragements, suggesting that the experience for some was more traumatic 

than the source of a revelatory energy pushing them forward.  

 

 

 

Living to Work or Working to Live? 
In the description of Learning Place, Buden writes ‘[i]n the CV, life becomes a race 

to catch up with time, and life can never be fast enough.’ This feeling of uneasiness 

about never being able to catch up characterised Learning Place, as people were 

 

Figure 35: Press material by BAK - basis voor actuele kunst of group work taking place during 
Learning Place, 18 March 2012. 
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pressured to work hard without being given the chance to do so at a fair pace. These 

characteristics of work can be identified increasingly in the conditions of production 

as they have developed over the past fifty years. The shift from manual to immaterial 

labour as described above in the section on CFU is still highly relevant here, 

especially in terms of Lazzarato’s focus on the production of subjectivity; a further 

important theme is that of the acceleration of time.  

Art theorist Jonathan Crary’s book 24/7 describes how the acceleration of time 

is related to how the cycle of sleep and waking has been broken with industrialisation 

and the possibility of constant production resulting from electric lighting, for example 

through enabling the use of night shifts in factories. The two consequences of this 

development are, firstly that it becomes possible to work night and day, so that 

periods of rest are less protected, and secondly that the production of goods continues 

ceaselessly and with increasing speed. With reference to philosopher Teresa Brennan, 

Crary shows how in the twentieth century, rest and regeneration became too 

expensive for the economic growth of deregulated markets.564 ‘Bioderegulation’ 

describes 'the brutal discrepancies between the temporal operation of deregulated 

markets and the intrinsic limitations of the humans required to conform to these 

demands.'565 Humans cannot follow the speed of the market and are always behind. 

Following sociologists Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, whose influential book The 

New Spirit of Capitalism was discussed in Chapter One, Crary also notes how the 

separation of ‘private and professional time, between work and consumption’566 has 

ceased as activity is praised for its own sake. To be ‘engaged, interfacing, interacting, 

communicating, responding, or processing within some telematics milieu’567 is valued 

over stability and concomitant periods of inactivity.568  

                                                
 
564 Deregulated markets refer to markets with little or no state intervention. 
565 Jonathan Crary, 24/7: Late Capitalism and the Ends of Sleep (London, 2013), 15. 
566 Crary, 24/7, 15. 
567 Crary, 24/7, 15. 
568 Boltanski and Chiapello write with reference to the different spirits of capitalism in the twentieth 
century: ‘Associated in the first state of capitalism with rational asceticism and then, in the mid-
twentieth century, with responsibility and knowledge, it tends to make way for a premium on activity, 
without any clear distinction between personal or even leisure activity and professional activity. To be 
doing something, to move, to change – this is what enjoys prestige, as against stability, which is often 
regarded as synonymous with inaction,’ Boltanski and Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, 155.  
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If, following Crary and others, we have entered a mode of existence 

dominated by the need for constant accumulation within work, technological 

production and image production, it is clear that this also automatically influences the 

artist’s work life, art production and perception of art. Centred around the CV, which 

combines all these features, Buden’s strategy was to get the participants to ask 

questions about how to deal with these changes by forcing them to understand and 

react to the fact that education in a competitive, economically driven context requires 

an alternative. 

One of the questions of Learning Place was how artists’ and cultural 

producers’ work is organised, and how that influences life itself. Take for instance the 

celebration of the artist as entrepreneur, which stands in scarce contrast to the amount 

of money an artist generally earns,569 as well as to the ideals of the avant-garde 

political producer. Meanwhile, although collective practices have been praised for 

focusing on relations and negating modes celebrating entrepreneurial authorship, 

collectivity and relationality in themselves are no longer perceived as being 

enough.570 Buden also explained that he did not believe in alternative and micro-

utopia-seeking learning projects, and he did not attempt to create one.571 Such a 

utopia-seeking project could be exemplified by the protoacademy run from 1998 to 

2002 by curator and educator Charles Esche, which was one of the early and 

subsequently canonised projects of the educational turn. It emphasised simplicity with 

regard to the learning process, its organisation, collectivity and hierarchy: ‘It was 

simply a table with chairs around it, and one of its principles was that anyone who 

came to sit there was part of it. There was no kind of membership. What you brought 

to the table was how you determined the hierarchy […] That was a principle that I 

still think is worthwhile – that you can construct a kind of picture, or even a sculptural 

reality, to the education moment, which is the table and chairs and the sitting there, 

                                                
 
569 Sholette, ‘Speaking Clown to Power’, 31. 
570 Ultrared, ‘Art, Collectivity, and Pedagogy: Changing the World in which we Live’, in Theater of 
Accomplices, ed. by Chto Delat?, 8 (St. Petersburg, 2011), XXXII, 19. 
571 Interview with the author, 17 September, 2014. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

248 

and that begins to give you some sort of ethics.’572 Protoacademy took place with an 

open invitation at an art school, Edinburgh College of Art, and came out of a 

necessity for and an interest in theory, which the college did not provide at the 

time.573 It later travelled to other art academies and also the Gwangju Biennial in 

2002, where the table played a role as a sculptural element around which activities 

took place. It is thus situated in a specific moment in which gathering around 

knowledge production and learning had an impact and resonated widely. 

Yet if we are now living in the age of information, which has meant dramatic 

changes for art, education and life itself, it makes sense to question not only art 

works, but also the production of art and the institutions that teach it and their 

relations to economic structures. It was therefore provocative of Buden to make a 

learning experience that performed neoliberal mechanisms in order to reveal to the 

participants the senselessness of it all, thereby reviving Brecht’s tactic of learning by 

acting. However, the participants reacted by resigning, rather than creating a second 

alternative, a model for transformation of the educational system, or creating a real 

rupture; they were tangibly tired out from the demands of imagining the new and 

providing utopian or revolutionary solutions to a difficult situation.574 This suggests 

that the act of saying ‘no’ through the different reactions of escape, indifference or 

writing a letter was at that moment in time the only action possible – Buden 

demonstratively made the participants feel that the ethics of meeting around a table 

does not suffice.  

 

Negation and Forceful Pedagogy 
What kind of learning relations did the performance Learning Place allow for? 

Compared to the model of the Learning Play, Learning Place deviated from the 

theatrical tools developed by Brecht, yet still fulfilled the four components of the 
                                                
 
572 Charles Esche and de Appel CP, ‘Stand I Don’t’, in Curating and the Educational Turn, ed. by Paul 
O’Neill and Mick Wilson (London, 2010), 306–7. See also Charles Esche, ‘Start with a Table...’, in 
Curating and the Educational Turn, ed. by Paul O’Neill and Mick Wilson (London, 2010), 310–19. 
573 Here we see a similarity with Ute Meta Bauer’s argument regarding how art students need a 
theoretical foundation to work with contemporary problems and complexities; see Chapter 1, Part 3. 
574 With ironic cynicism, Buden greeted one of the main agents behind the resignation letter with a 
‘Thank you for the revolution.’ This suggests that some kind of revolt had been expected to happen 
through the forceful structure of the Learning Place.  
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learning play. It deviated in that participants did not have a script to rehearse 

repetitively and ritualistically. Related to the first element of the Learning Play, action 

and observation, the two levels were activated when participants both participated in 

the programme and, through observation of it, rejected the task of making a CV. 

Production was emphasised in that production conditions were put under pressure, 

which made us aware of how participants would like to produce and under what 

circumstances. Social interaction and cooperation replaced self-actualisation and 

competition to a certain extent. Participants said no to competition through social 

interaction, yet engagement in processes of self-actualisation cannot be said to have 

been discarded, due to the fact that simply being there was already a way of 

optimising one’s network, knowledge, human capital and CV. Lessons were not 

primary, but secondary in the sense that the individual classes and workshops taught a 

lot about the CV, precarious labour, financialisation, strategies of resistance, networks 

of power and knowledge etc., but that the lesson the participants learnt was really 

about learning conditions. What was taught in the workshops was separate from the 

embodied experience of living for a week in an optimised, efficient, overworked 

learning performance, but it nevertheless fed back into the reflections about learning 

conditions. Exhaustion, the development of dislike and even some aggression toward 

Buden, who, as a seemingly ironic puppeteer, forced the participants to either go 

through this week or to renounce the activity, eventually made them question whether 

this is really the way the profession should be organised. Thus, identification, 

empathy and impersonation were made difficult, as exemplified by the group work 

table, which was a prop given to the participants, but whose effective use was 

indirectly prohibited by the programming. In the end, the table became a reminder of 

an illusion – the illusion of the perfect learning situation organising perfect learning 

relations – the recognition of which also constitutes a painful lesson. 

Learning Place was at once a situation for knowledge delivery (through the 

workshops), the embodied or enacted experience of economy’s direct influence on 

our lives and bodies (through the Learning Place performance), and a reflection on 

some of the contemporary problems that society as a whole  and the participants as 

cultural producers face. Today, however, the belief in art’s capacity to provoke 
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change seems to have been lost in the repetition of avant-garde methods from a 

radically different moment in history, and which addressed a wholly other political 

situation (that of fascism and the possible advent of socialism). Furthermore, 

capitalism has metamorphosed and capitalised on art’s mode of production without 

artists gaining from it. By not having the answer determined beforehand, this 

‘experimental device for collective learning and research,’ where the ‘learning play 

instructs by being acted, not by being witnessed’575 surely taught participants about 

the crossovers between everyday life and performance, acting and observing, thinking 

and practicing, participation and self-learning and also gave them the insight of 

discerning the productive learning moments in between the three programmed 

learning places. To return to the key question posed in relation to this case study – 

how do pedagogical, dialectical practices respond to economic influences and what 

role do learning relations play as part of this response? – we may say that Buden 

produced interrelations between arts education, artistic practice and economic 

knowledge production not only by making participants cognitively aware of the 

problems, but by getting them to perform them. This is potentially the significance of 

Learning Place compared to other learning projects that seek change through 

performing the alternative (the active and attentive relations around the table in a 

designed learning place), rather than the co-existent reality it seeks to challenge (the 

dispersed, managerial and competitive relations using the table for their own means).  

Learning Place as a research laboratory for learning practices was thus a 

testing site for learning relations: the research is identifiable in the collective process 

the participants went through, consisting of an oscillation between findings and 

decisions that did not lead toward a physical, concrete outcome, and thus kept them in 

between the state of acting for the sake of action and that of engaging in resistance in 

order to produce an targeted outcome in the form of a solution to the problem posed. 

In this process, learning relations resonated with broader societal elements of 

economy, education and living and working conditions. The ‘outcome’ of the 

Learning Place was rather to make participants take a stance toward those societal 

                                                
 
575 García, Luis Ignacio, ‘Bertolt Brecht, Ignorant Master’, XXXII, 7–8. 
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elements. Learning research in this context thus entails facilitating a learning situation 

in which reflections on learning conditions emerge among and between the 

participants. Neither organisers nor participants provided an easy answer, but perhaps 

ended up with a mental tabula rasa that could potentially work as a starting point for 

new practices via the negation of existing ones. The response to the economic 

influences of neoliberal education was thus played out through neoliberal learning 

relations consisting of competition, management and overwork, in a forceful 

pedagogy leading to the negation of these same modes. This negation came about as a 

result of the performing and revealing of such modes’ limiting characteristics.  

 

Learning Research  
The literature on learning and art is vast and has significantly increased since the 

1990s, especially in the 2000s in the context of the educational turn mentioned in the 

introduction to this chapter. Some of the common traits of the literature are a focus on 

institutional critique, self-instituting, experimental learning structures and context–

specific analyses. In this section we will look in particular at the literature concerned 

directly with economic developments, and which situate the discussion within the 

triangle of art, education and economy. Economy here mostly relates to the critique of 

neoliberalisation, which Neil Brenner, Jamie Peck and Nik Theodore define  

 

as one among several tendencies of regulatory change that have been 

unleashed across the global capitalist system since the 1970s: it prioritizes 

market-based, market-oriented, or market-disciplinary responses to regulatory 

problems; it strives to intensify commodification in all realms of social life; 

and it often mobilizes speculative financial instruments to open up new arenas 

for capitalist profitmaking.576  

 

The critique of the following authors is directed against how the marketization of art 

changes art education, while fomenting the commodification of knowledge and the 

                                                
 
576 Neil Brenner, Jamie Peck and Nik Theodore, ‘After Neoliberalization?’, Globalizations, 7/3 (2010), 
329–330. 
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focus on the outcomes of educational, research–oriented projects geared towards 

making profit.  

 

Marketisation and the Discussion of Outcome 
The authors presented here, and many more besides, agree that educational structures 

and demands are changing due to economic pressures. There are two strands in this 

discussion, concerned respectively with the demand to please and produce art for the 

art market, and the pressure to shape art as research according to the demands of 

university research standards, which in return leads to the securing of research 

funding. Each asks us to consider what kind of learning situation, what kind of art and 

what kind of process education should produce. It seems that the site for learning and 

the acts of learning are deeply interrelated, and for this reason I will go through 

different such sites – the academy, the museum, self-organised initiatives – before 

coming back to the university in a politicised way: in the process, I will unfold the 

arguments regarding what kind of actions are possible in these spaces, and come 

closer to an idea of learning research as an act of research. 

 The relation between art education and economy is often described in 

negative terms, but the first two authors presented here see art schools and academies 

as refuges from the growing demands of the market. Art historian and writer Jan 

Verwoert argues on behalf of art students, saying that the affinity between the art 

academy and artistic practices of a discursive and experimental character that is not 

easy to sell on the art market is so strong that the academy becomes not only the site 

of education, but also of the production, presentation, circulation and collection of 

these practices. The seminar room might be equally as important to an artist as the 

gallery space.577 An example of this close relation can be taken from this study, as 

both Rabih Mroué and Hito Steyerl respectively performed and presented the case 

studies analysed in Chapter Two at the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts in 

Copenhagen. Verwoert welcomes this multiplicity of functions as offering the 

                                                
 
577 Jan Verwoert, ‘Lessons in Modesty: The Open Academy as a Model’, Metropolis M, 2006/4 
(August-September), http://metropolism.com/magazine/2006-no4/lessen-in-bescheidenheid/. 
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possibility of an ‘un-regimented multiplicity of different practices.’578 From the 

perspective of the curator and educator, meanwhile, Ute Meta Bauer argues that the 

art school is a refuge ‘for those who desire to sustain a more critical and discursive 

practice’579 as opposed to the ‘strong feeling of unease about the economic and 

political pressures that those who run museums increasingly have to face today.’580 

She mentions as an example the fact that Documenta 11 launched the first of five 

platforms at the Academy of Fine Arts Vienna because the curatorial team behind it 

shared the ‘view that Documenta is a knowledge production machine. In other words, 

we considered Documenta as an educational tool’581 that was appropriate to host in an 

academy. Bauer contends that the curatorial obligation of conducting serious 

historical research is increasingly difficult for museums to fulfil, as they have to take 

part more and more in the tourist industry, whereas the art school lets curators as 

educators do research.  

The two points of view of Verwoert and Bauer acknowledge the pressure that 

the economic demands of the market place on art schools in terms of what to teach 

and how to educate the students, but they find that research and non-commercial, 

critical art can take place in a way that is a little more undisturbed in the art academy 

than it can elsewhere. A series of authors criticise the art school, urging it to seek 

other sites or engage in internal revolt. One aspect that at times makes the discussion 

of art education diffuse is the naturalisation of the educational institution, which leads 

to the forgetting of the fact that art education takes place in an array of differentiated 

art academies and universities. However, much critique of the Bologna Declaration 

focused on the fact that it would make academies conform with degree–issuing 

universities. Many universities in Europe and elsewhere (the Bologna Declaration can 

also be signed by non-European Union countries) have now gone a long way towards 

fulfilling the terms of the declaration, and when authors are critical about universities, 

most often the target is the outcome–oriented, business–driven university.  

                                                
 
578 Verwoert, ‘Lessons in Modesty: The Open Academy as a Model’. 
579 Ute Meta Bauer, ‘Under Pressure’, MAHKUzine, 5 (2008), 9. 
580 Bauer, ‘Under Pressure’, 9. 
581 Bauer, ‘Under Pressure’, 12. 
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The artist group Camel Collective criticises for instance the neoliberal 

university model which economises and guts higher education in terms of increasing 

fees, privatisation and cuts. The consequences are many, one being that ‘debt has 

become an effective form of social control and the industry that higher education has 

become is one of its sharpest instruments.’582 The pedagogical practices coming out of 

the educational turn are also being criticised for being ‘amenable to neoliberal 

institutions,’583 which necessitates a critical revision of the relationship. Camel 

Collective organised a Second World Congress of Free Artists in 2010 in the spirit of 

the International Movement for an Imaginist Bauhaus, consisting of Danish artist 

Asger Jorn and Italian Giuseppe Pinot-Gallitzin, who spontaneously held The First 

World Congress of Free Artists in 1956, one year prior to the foundation of the 

Situationist International.584 The Second World Congress of Free Artists was held at 

Aarhus Kunsthal in Denmark and sought to challenge the congress format by having 

actors perform the contributions of artists and artist organisations.  

The idea of the ‘free’ in relation to education, and the idea of moving learning 

structures into a museum space, are shared by Rogoff, albeit in a different manner. In 

2006, Rogoff was part of a large project, A.C.A.D.E.M.Y., which set out to 

understand the museum as a space that can enable a kind of inhabited thinking 

different from that of the university. The project gathered different teams of ‘theorists, 

students, activists, architects, performance theorists, counter-pedagogues’585 and 

others to learn from the museum, with the aim of turning it into a ‘space of learning in 

the real sense rather than in one of information transfer, aesthetic satisfaction or 

cultural edification.’586 The potential of the museum had to do with the possibility 

inhabiting knowledge not as confined by its histories and disciplines, but by the 

contemporaneity of certain urgencies, shared issues and critical currency. These last 

three concepts were in 2011 still at the heart of Rogoff’s concerns, but her response to 

the university was now to propose a ‘free’ – academy, economically free, but most 
                                                
 
582 Camel Collective, The Second World Congress of Free Artists: In Three Acts (Aarhus, 2013), 13. 
583 Camel Collective, The Second World Congress of Free Artists, 13. 
584 Tom McDonough, ‘New Forms of Community and the Situationist Conferences’, in The Second 
World Congress of Free Artists: In Three Acts (Aarhus, 2013), 22–31. 
585 Rogoff, ‘Academy as Potentiality’, 19. 
586 Rogoff, ‘Academy as Potentiality’, 18. 
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importantly a site for knowledge that is free in the sense of not being bound to 

tendencies and trends in the art world: ‘When knowledge is not geared towards 

“production,” it has the possibility of posing questions that combine the known and 

the imagined, the analytical and the experiential, and which keep stretching the terrain 

of knowledge so that it is always just beyond the border of what can be 

conceptualized.’587 Knowledge here is rather moving with a force that is free of 

demands for a specific end product, and the academy should accordingly be organised 

in such a way that attention is paid to contemporaneity. Knowledge here is not 

something pre-existing, but something that ‘does,’588 and that should be given the 

space to do so freely. 

There is a certain element of struggle and utopia to Rogoff’s conception of a 

free academy of freely moving knowledge, as it is defined against a commercially 

driven university. This struggle is something Gerald Raunig takes a step further, 

however, in terms of a more directly Marxist rhetoric of production and dissent. He 

argues that the university has become a factory of knowledge with the precaritisation 

of its workers as a consequence. Therefore, the ‘full ambivalence of the knowledge 

factory in the mode of modulation, its mechanisms of appropriation and its potential 

for resistance, also allows us to understand the sites of knowledge production not only 

as sites of the commodification of knowledge and the exploitation of subjectivity of 

all the actors, but also and especially as sites of new forms of conflict.’589 Through 

struggle within the university, it becomes a ‘veritable factory of knowledge’,590 

thus struggle and activism are seen as an integral part of what a site for knowledge 

production should contain in its constant modulation. 

            Struggle is also at the heart of the research strategy of Janna Graham, who is 

the education projects curator of the Centre for Possible Studies, which also runs the 

Edgware Road Project mentioned in Chapter Three. Graham quite eloquently lays 

bare the inherent problems of the educational turn, arguing that the way in which 

creativity has been co–opted by business and management rhetoric, as Boltanski and 
                                                
 
587 Irit Rogoff, ‘Free’, E-flux Journal, 14/3, 2010, 4. 
588 Rogoff, ‘Free’, 1. 
589 Gerald Raunig, Factories of Knowledge, Industries of Creativity (Los Angeles, 2013), 51. 
590 Raunig, Factories of Knowledge, Industries of Creativity, 79. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

256 

Chiapello have shown, makes it impossible to ‘connect the production of critical 

knowledge with the production of critical consequences’591 echoing Buden’s critique 

of positive and utopian learning projects. Also, there must be a consideration ‘of the 

intricate ways in which it [‘artistic freedom’] is linked to the subjectivisation, and 

often exploitation, of a range of social agents (whether a student undergoing talent 

testing, a worker making ‘creative’ lattes or an uncompensated cultural worker whose 

non-payment is justified by the title of curator).’592 Graham’s way of relating to 

research implies a shift away from artistic autonomy (hence also a questioning of 

‘artistic freedom’) and toward an interconnected organisation of research between 

actors inside and outside of the art world and across hierarchies of institutional 

knowledge. She is inspired by Freire’s radical pedagogy in the shape of Participatory 

Action Research (PAR), which involves collaborations based on popular struggles 

around practices of knowledge production that give people access ‘to the means of 

systematising this knowledge in ways that directly impact their lives’.593 PAR has its 

roots in the Global South of the 1960s and lives on in, for example, the militant 

research carried out by the group Colectivo Situaciones.594 It implies that the artist, 

cultural producer and the person studied by the research is a co-researcher and 

possibly also represents a way of redirecting the demands of universities in terms of 

research outcomes to produce critical consequences for the groups united around 

struggles.  

Graham situates research in connection with already existing groups engaged 

in struggle and thus also in research environments that are outside universities and art 

academies. This, she contends, allows for actions that are directed towards the 

problems that a group of people have identified. The research thus stays within the 

sphere of action, which is both its content and result. Whereas Verwoert and Bauer 

understand the art academy as a more secure place within which students may go 
                                                
 
591 Janna Graham, ‘Between a Pedagogical Turn and a Hard Place: Thinking with Conditions’, in 
Curating and the Educational Turn, ed. by Paul O’Neill and Mick Wilson (London, 2010), 127. 
592 Graham, ‘Between a Pedagogical Turn and a Hard Place’, 126. 
593 Graham, ‘Between a Pedagogical Turn and a Hard Place’, 131. 
594 See, for instance, one of their latest articles, which considers the new kind of governmentality being 
exercised in Argentina and the social, ecological struggles against soya bean companies and open-pit 
mining on a large scale, and drug dealing on a local scale. Colectivo Situaciones, ‘Crisis, 
Governmentality and New Social Conflict: Argentina as a Laboratory’, Ephemera Journal, 14/3. 
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through messy crises or as a place of refuge for curators who wish to engage critically 

with research free from the demands placed on them by museums (of serving the 

tourist industries), Rogoff, Camel Collective and Graham explore the exhibition space 

and the public grouping as a site for research in which knowledge is free, in which 

knowledge can be performed to question the relationship between educational art and 

neoliberal institutions and in which knowledge is co-created among a group defined 

by their common engagement in a situation of struggle.  

The last two authors I will invoke take research back into the university in full 

awareness of the critiques of Rogoff, Camel Collective and Graham. Suhail Malik 

contends that the experimental position which self-organised educational projects take 

up is too easy, because they do not face the discomfort of the managerial paradigm 

operating in universities – ‘the compromises and entanglements with protocol, the 

limitations of what is publicly constituted and how it works, and the constraints 

democracy establishes.’595 Andrea Philips echoes this position to an extent by stating 

that doing a practice-based or artistic PhD is political. She argues that the practice-

based PhD has a complicated history going back decades, and she highlights 1992 as 

a key moment in the UK, when the integration of art colleges took place. It is ‘here 

that the instantiation of a market-driven policy is concurrent with the instantiation of a 

long-lobbied recognition of art – especially fine art – as a form of knowledge 

production to be recognised in its own right.’596 Such a diagnosis historically situates 

Sarat Maharaj’s position at Goldsmiths, University of London in the 1980s and 1990s, 

as mentioned in Chapter One, as belonging to the group asking for fine arts to be 

recognised as a form of knowledge production at universities. The diagnosis also goes 

to the heart of the complex nature of knowledge production between market and art 

production. Philips and Malik are aware of this complexity, yet this does not make 

them want to escape the institution, but rather to understand it as a political site 

imbricating both teachers and students. This is a very valuable insight for those 
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Education’, Red Hook Journal, 2011, 18. 
596 Philips, ‘Why Practice-based PhDs are Political’, 70. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

258 

entangled in practice-based studies and teachings, as it shows that attention should be 

maintained both to the practice and the political changes in which it partakes. 

To conclude our discussion of the above positions, we may highlight some of 

their common elements, such as the return to the radical moments of the 1950-70s, the 

recognition that the site in which education and learning takes place is important, and 

the desire they represent, to seek out other places in which to fulfil the potential of 

education. There is an emphasis on the process, providing the time and conditions to 

focus on a common concern, rather than orienting everything towards the output. 

There is an aim to create free spaces for knowledge and possibly to change something 

through doing so, even though these approaches demonstrate a strong awareness of 

the democratic, political and economic restrictions such endeavours face. There is 

also a tendency to challenge hierarchies through pedagogical strategies such as PAR, 

which is collective and creative, coupled with a collective and destabilising dissent or 

a turning away from organisation to let the force of knowledge guide collectivity.  

In this context there are few people who mention Jacques Rancière’s 

emancipatory teaching model, which has nevertheless been popular in writings around 

the educational turn. His model is somewhat seductive, in that it is a teaching model 

geared towards teaching what you do not know, while what you do know is how to 

facilitate and give over a learning process to the one learning.597 This is a pedagogical 

strategy that might seem too focused on the possibility of learning and less relevant to 

the situation characterised by the rise of the knowledge economy, the production of 

subjectivity and associated changes in higher education. For the authors mentioned 

here, the situation and the pedagogical moment cannot be separated, the intricate 

relation between subjectification, economy and organisation are too tied together and 

there is a belief – even if naïve – that alternative modes of organisation can change 

larger economic structures.  
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Debt: To Whom do We Owe What? 
 

Educational efforts may be regarded as consumption, investment, waste, or drag. 
They are consumption to the extent that they give immediate satisfaction to the 
pupil or student (e.g., the joy of learning) or to others (e.g., mothers and 
neighbors enjoying some peaceful hours while the youngsters are at school). 
They are investment to the extent that they create either future nonpecuniary 
satisfaction (e.g., the joy of reading and learned discourse) or future gains in 
productivity. They are waste to the extent that they contribute neither to pleasure 
nor to productivity. They are a handicap, or a drag, to the extent that they make 
workers’ preferences and opportunities of employment incompatible.598 

 
The above quotation from Machlup describes education in terms of consumption, 

investment and waste. Educational effort is a ‘waste’, a ‘handicap’ and a ‘drag’ on 

society because there is an incompatibility between what workers would like to work 

with and their possible employment opportunities. A conflict within the arts in recent 

years, in relation to the knowledge economy’s focus on outcome, growth and 

productivity is seen in attempts to prove how art can be productive and stimulate 

growth, in short, that art has a meaning in society and thus is an acceptable 

employment – and that art education does not have to be seen as a waste, because 

artists can give back to society in economic terms.  

            This awareness of economic outcomes stands in contrast with some early 

versions of educational projects that were part of the educational turn and one might 

expect a project like protoacademy to be less popular today, as indicated by Buden’s 

reaction against such projects’ attempts to provide students with models in which they 

can positively and collectively learn, develop and discuss through informal, intimate 

and non-hierarchical relations. If there was a sense of innocence to the protoacademy, 

this innocence may now be gone, instead having been replaced by a sense of guilt or 

debt. Lazzarato has stated that ‘[e]veryone is a “debtor,” accountable to and guilty 

before capital’599 and as Camel Collective noted, the educational system is stringent in 

maintaining that relationship. Verwoert notes that when he was teaching in Sweden, 
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where education is free, he observed that students sensed they owed a symbolic debt 

and set out to make social projects when they graduated, whereas in the US, students 

set out to pay back their economic debt following graduation.600 This observation 

prompts us to ask what it means that art education establishes a relationship with 

students as indebted, and further, to ask to whom or what one is indebted: what is it 

that one should pay back, and how does it affect the learning relation? Is this sense of 

debt also related to the identity crisis of art regarding its purposes in a knowledge and 

market-driven economy? These are thoughts that would be fascinating to pursue and 

will possibly be increasingly addressed in light of the growing focus on economy in 

arts education. 

 

Facilitating The Act of Learning Research as Subject-creation 
Cátedra and CFU focus on participation, institutional critique and societal changes 

together with aesthetics. They work as self-critical assessments of the art profession, 

its educational system, exhibition institutions and market dynamics, and include 

curators, artists and theorists alike in their simultaneous co-production and 

performance of knowledge. They are, however, different to Learning Place in terms 

of time span, the necessity that inaugurated and drives them, their either 

institutionally parasitical or self-instituting character; yet they reflect the ideological 

and perhaps also utopian characteristic of many educational projects which aim to 

enable learning to take place through gathering around, for example, a table in a 

reflexive context intended to ensure equality and respect for one another’s knowledge. 

The gathering, it was hoped, would make the group move somewhere else and 

perhaps create a counter-force to existing power and knowledge regimes in the arts. In 

these projects there exists an idea of the performativity of the table, of what is enabled 

when people gather around it in critical learning situations. This was not what Buden 

wanted to achieve: instead, he wanted to force a reaction through an enactment of 

neoliberal learning strategies of competition, the pressure to stand out and overwork. 
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The reaction was rather a withdrawal and the learning that took place was on an 

embodied and cognitive level. 

These three projects however show that educational projects produce 

knowledge through the facilitation of learning processes that are collective, reacting 

to established learning norms, and in these cases also to the economic dimension of 

education. Learning is performed so as to either teach socially better forms of civic 

conduct (Cátedra), allow for vulnerability and a collective sense of knowledge 

producing intermingled with everyday knowledge (CFU) or to provoke a response 

through enacting the learning processes one is criticising (Learning Place). The latter 

works with an element of crisis, with a process of overcoming the crisis and moving 

on from a tabula rasa, whereas the former two worked through a long-term, sustained 

process and practice that cultivates subjectivities by protecting the space for learning 

and staying attentive to the collective. Learning is thereby constituted as an act of 

research in that the act of learning itself becomes the act of research. Through living 

out learning relations in such scenarios, one acquires a stronger understanding of 

aspects of education and its intimate relation to economy, institutions, power 

mechanisms and production of subjectivity. This happens through a simultaneous 

attention to the political, economic and societal contexts in which the learning site is 

constituted. Actions and site thus co-create the learning as research. 

 

We Produce Knowledge in the Arts 
Of the case studies presented throughout this thesis, learning projects are the scenes of 

knowledge production that are the least outcome–oriented and most focused on a 

series of acts. Acts of research probably also attains its full meaning in the sense of 

Virno’s phronesis in the practices of learning research, because learning research is 

always collective. Coming back to Benjamin’s idea of the author as producer, we can 

conclude that with the advent of learning projects and their connection to economic 

aspects of education, it does not make sense to talk about ‘the author’, but rather 

authors in plural. This also emphasises the trajectory of this study from the early 

twentieth century focus on the individual artist to a much more distributed idea of 

authorship and creation. Within knowledge production, this distribution exceeds the 
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limits of artistic creativity and also includes curators, educators and theorists. On the 

basis of the three case study chapters above, it therefore now seems apt to think in 

terms of a ‘we’ when knowledge production is involved. In the case of The Kiss, 

Abstract and The Pixelated Revoultion, the ‘we’ of knowledge production is 

distributed among visual documents, evidence and people, and in the case of Nervus 

Rerum, the ‘we’ is present in the production process of the collective of The Otolith 

Group, together with the many literary sources making up its voice-over and the silent 

interaction with the inhabitants of the camp. Home Works is, in its formation as a 

forum, by definition collectively constituted through the many voices of artworks, 

research projects, films, theorists and audiences; and with Cátedra, CFU and 

Learning Place the ‘we’ of knowledge production comes about in the social relations 

through which they operate. 

Yet these differently collective forms of knowledge production cannot stay 

clear of economic structures, even though most of them cast a critical eye upon, or 

even show resistance to the ways these structures govern sociability through 

competition and enhance certain kinds of art production. What the knowledge 

producers analysed here do, is to point to overlooked documents and connections, to 

do otherwise, to make forums appear, to govern differently, to institute and to perform 

knowledge relations – all in relation to existing knowledge regimes. But they maintain 

the awareness to remain in a tentative space, avoiding the clear, outcome-based 

strategies in which ends come before means. 
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5. CONCLUSION 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The argument that has unfolded throughout this study is that knowledge production 

consists in a series of acts of research that in turn continuously create knowledge 

production as a concept, through their different formations and actions, dependent on 

historical and geopolitical contexts. Within contemporary art, these acts of research 

are positioned in relation to regimes of thought, norms and practices. Through a 

simultaneous attention to a medium, form or technology and a political context, the 

acts of research in the arts do otherwise. The attempt to do otherwise is not 

necessarily an attempt to make readily applicable models for a different society in 

which the regimes of thought, norms and practices would be radically changed, but to 

develop new uses of knowledge, which at the same time point to the limits of existing 

norms of knowledge. Acts of research put the creative act in direct relation with 

sociopolitical realities through research. 

The apparatus of knowledge production in the arts thus consists of bodies of 

knowledge that take the form of co-created mixtures of art history, art theory, art 

practices and political, social and economic theory, and that continue to be developed 

in contextual relation to the societies in which practitioners and theorists enact their 

concepts. In the arts we may conceive of two generations, the first pertaining to the 

late 1990s, whose members are positive about the artistic use of knowledge 

production, and a second generation visible especially from the time of the mid–

2000s, whose members are critical of the consequences of the economic demands of 

knowledge production for artistic practice and education. A possible third group 
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pertains to studies similar to this one, which undertake close readings of knowledge 

production in various practices of artistic, curatorial and educational research.  

The official educational institutions of knowledge production are currently in a 

moment of transformation, whereby they are required to submit to ideas of a new 

Bildung – understood in terms of the investment in human capital through skill-based 

learning and competencies tailored to the job market, thus geared towards optimising 

production and ultimately creating both personal and national economic growth. 

Reactions to such a tendency come from practitioners who self-institute in order to try 

out new models and formats that are based on an awareness of the economic and 

subjectifying aspect of art production, and from curators and artists of the New 

Institutionalism working within institutions to try to remodel them to better cohere 

with contemporary art practices. Research is included in a variety of practices that are 

not exclusively artistic. Research comes about in artistic practice in terms of the 

relation to the material of, for instance, the image, and how the artist composes this 

image in ways informed by the sociopolitical situation with which the artwork is in 

dialogue. The research is visible in the artwork, which is a theoretical object asking 

for theorisation on the part of the viewer. In curating, knowledge production comes 

about as the gathering of research into a constellation that allows for audiences to 

converse and a forum to appear, thereby collectively raising otherwise neglected 

topics. There is a tendency toward a method of context- and artwork-responsive 

curatorial research. Educational projects merge the act of research with the learning 

process itself; learning research is the facilitation of pedagogical relations in which 

research comes about by acting with awareness of those aspects of the learning 

process that point to normative ways of learning and their relation to current, context-

related economic and political realities.  

The political realities, including policies and measures such as the Bologna 

Declaration, have given rise to a series of directives against which many of the 

knowledge producing practices in the arts react. Reforms of the economic relation 

between student and educational institution, and increased demands that art in 

educational institutions produce applicable and problem-solving research, also entail a 

focus on utilitarian outcomes instead of process, practice and subjectivity. Such a 
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policy somehow works, paradoxically, as a generator of critical art production and 

reflection in innovative ways that make visible the normative ways of applying rules 

to education and art and curatorial production. All in all, bodies of knowledge, 

institutions, practices and measures are intertwined and work on one another, which 

makes the apparatus of knowledge production regenerate itself time and again through 

the acts of research taking place within practices of art, (self-)instituting and theory 

making. Processes of opposition and confirmation can be very close and often 

intertwined, but what the striking knowledge producing practices discussed here lay 

bare is exactly the normative application of restrictive and sometimes dehumanising 

rules within the apparatus. 

That the concept of knowledge production came about in the arts in the late 

1990s does not make it less relevant today. On the contrary, the precarious situation 

of the knowledge worker and the interrelated implications which knowledge 

production has on a global scale make it a topic in need of scrutiny. In relation to 

globalisation and migration, knowledge certified by measurable educational 

qualifications is a good asset for settlement in other, richer countries.601 The 

marketization of the educational sector has also increased the number of graduates in 

debt, making knowledge and debt acquisition go hand–in–hand. Furthermore, the use 

of knowledge in the shape of new technologies calls for challenging critiques, 

something reflected in current research on, for instance, technology, warfare, 

architecture and the image.602 Issues of migration, globalisation, debt and technology 

are issues related to the processes of neoliberalisation that have been taking place 

                                                
 
601 For instance, the Danish Green Card Scheme discriminates between people with higher education 
and people without. A PhD from an accepted university provides eighty out of the required hundred 
points to fulfil the demands, and if the university figures on the THES-QS World Ranking of 
universities, or your profession is needed in Denmark and therefore on the so-called Positive List, it 
adds additional points. The liberal party Venstre suggested in a policy response called Danmark – for 
dem der kan og vil (Denmark – for those who can and want to), in August 2014, the creation of a 
points system based on among other things knowledge acquisition and country ranking according to 
growth, as well as for Family Reunification. See ‘The Greencard Scheme’  
https://www.nyidanmark.dk/en-us/coming_to_dk/work/greencard-scheme/greencard-scheme.htm; 
Venstre: The Liberal Party of Denmark, ‘Danmark for Dem Der Kan Og Vil’, Venstre.dk, 
 2014, http://www.venstre.dk/nyheder/danmark-for-dem-der-kan-og-vil.   
602 See for instance the Research Architecture research, ‘Drone Strike: Investigating Covert Operations 
Through Spatial Media,’ Forensic Architecture, ‘Drone Strike: Cases’, Forensic Architecture, 2011, 
http://www.forensic-architecture.org/case/drone-strikes/. 
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transnationally since the 1970s. Brenner et. al. explain that ‘the creation of 

transnational networks for knowledge and policy transfer was essential to the 

consolidation, reproduction, and evolution of neoliberalization processes during the 

last three decades, and such networks will surely be equally essential to any project(s) 

that aspire to destabilize market-disciplinary geo-regulatory arrangements.’603 They 

thus see networks for knowledge as both part of neoliberalisation, but also what 

tendentially destabilises it, and it may be that it is only a small step from there to 

Appadurai’s idea of a ‘research imagination’ intended to propose other possible forms 

of life. However, the peculiar situation of both performing and contesting neoliberal 

ideologies easily becomes a condition for knowledge production in the arts, and this 

testifies to its complex character and the level of reflection needed for practitioners to 

be aware of the strategies, consequences and scale of what they do. This is not 

necessarily an easy field to negotiate. 

The discussion of the relation between art and knowledge necessarily concerns 

the current knowledge economy, and directly relates to more philosophical 

discussions of theory and practice, aesthetics, and science and art. These latter 

concerns have been sidestepped in this research by an approach which instead focuses 

on practices driven by research. Strategies of image-making through investigations of 

forensic and opaque methods, history-making and cultural reconciliation through the 

gathering of artistic and theoretical research within a forum, the self-instituting and 

dialectical facilitation of learning in relation to subjectification and the knowledge 

economy – all show that knowledge exists in action as well as in facts. It circulates 

through people, things, concepts, models and artworks, and it co-exists with bonds of 

affect and affinity among practitioners. It is highly context–sensitive, and neither its 

formats nor its production can be isolated, both being integral. It shows that the field 

of knowledge production in the arts requires an expanded and flexible application of 

methodologies on the part of the academic researcher in order to be sensitive to the 

nature of each act of research.  

 

                                                
 
603 Brenner, Peck and Theodore, ‘After Neoliberalization?’, 341. 
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Bringing the concerns developed in Chapter One into correspondence with the 

studies in Chapters Two, Three and Four shows that the artistic roots of knowledge 

production today can be traced through various and sometimes interconnected 

streams. One is what we can call the intercultural and transgressive lineage 

exemplified by militant cinema and filmmakers like Chris Marker and Harun Farocki; 

another could be identified in the international congresses and exhibitions held for 

instance in the Arab world in the 1960-70s or in Cuba since the 1980s, aiming to 

consolidate cultural production and theory making in a geographically specific area. 

A third could go back to Constructivism and to the post-war US, where in each case a 

specific political situation called upon artists to engage outside the studio, self-

organise and work collectively. From post-war Europe and the US we also understand 

that interdisciplinary groupings and the artistic production of, for instance, the 

Situationist International, Conceptualism and Institutional Critique in its first, second 

and third waves played an important role in bringing text, site-specific work and 

scientific/academic research into artistic production. Artists are then able to talk about 

their artistic practice, which no longer appears naturalised and only fit for a studio.    

Steyerl, Mroué, The Otolith Group, Bruguera and Jakobsen and Heise all 

articulate their positions well in text and through artworks. Yet, they also oppose one 

another in that Steyerl and Mroué test the limit of transparency and The Otolith Group 

instead opt for a strategy of opacity when it comes to conveying a moment of war 

through visual material. Bruguera is the only one who explicitly aims to implement 

her art into existing structures in society with for instance a useful, critical school in 

the form of Catedra. Steyerl, Mroué and The Otolith Group stay in the symbolic, 

visual realm, whereas Heise and Jakobsen did create an alternative to university 

education, though they never attempted to make it a specific model for 

implementation elsewhere, rather an encouragement to self-institute. Buden opted for 

a negative, dialectical process in order to get rid of submission to neoliberal 

education, in contrast to Bruguera and Heise and Jakobsen, who tried to build new 

and more secured learning relations. These practices sometimes contradict one 

another, and knowledge production accordingly cannot be schematised in terms of a 
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specific aesthetics or output. Rather, it exists in the continuous acts that make up the 

research process and its relation to the topic under investigation and the material used.     

The four chapters in concurrence also draw upon reflection on the similarities 

and differences between the three notions of knowledge production presented – that 

is, as found in contemporary art, in Machlup’s version of knowledge economy and in 

the diagnosis of mode 2. CFU and Buden are the most explicit examples of how 

knowledge production in contemporary arts generally and quite clearly opposes 

Machlup’s focus on outcome, efficiency, cost reduction and enhanced production. The 

Kiss, Abstract, The Pixelated Revolution and Nervus Rerum also all respond to the 

conditions of information society and how images circulate within it, what 

knowledges they bring and consequently how they represent complex situations to 

people. They resist simplifying methods and enunciations and with each of their 

strategies, make audiences aware that image making is a political affair in terms of 

what action the images call for.  

In the datascape, which we will come back to again below, there is no 

connection between Machlup’s books and the events and practitioners of knowledge 

production in contemporary art, yet they indirectly respond to his diagnoses and 

recommendations. When it comes to mode 2 knowledge production, there are 

puzzling similarities between, on the one hand, research exhibitions like Home Works 

and larger research projects like those of Forensic Architecture mentioned in Chapter 

Two and Former West mentioned in Chapter Four, and on the other hand the 

characteristics of mode 2 knowledge production - in that the aim of solving problems 

and bringing research out in the agora (as mode 2 aims to do) or through a forum 

seem to resemble one another. The connection is furthermore complicated by the fact 

that these projects receive funding from for instance the European Research Council, 

in the case of Forensic Architecture, which one of the authors behind mode 2 (Helga 

Nowotny) was involved in shaping, later becoming its president. One can thereby say 

that the political changes mode 2 brought with it (inspired by the knowledge economy 

articulated by for instance Machlup) give economic existence to these otherwise 

critical research projects, and this is one of the ways in which mode 2 is connected to 

the events and practitioners of knowledge production in contemporary arts, even 
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though the datascape does not show this connection directly. This is an example of 

how the relation is complex and intertwined, however, and this is the pivotal 

difference: in the case of Home Works, the topics raised and the forum created are not 

otherwise encouraged in that specific context and thus the project helps pose 

questions regarding the urgent conditions of the everyday life of the participants. 

The circulatory, context-sensitive and active features of knowledge are 

tangible in the datascape found in Appendix 1. Most importantly, the datascape shows 

the interrelated character of knowledge production as well as its cluster-like character, 

with environments created around events, schools or books that are simultaneously 

internationally connected. Knowledge production appears as a set of research 

practices reflecting the context in which it develops, which are then to be globally 

connected through certain links between clusters, through which knowledge flows in 

both directions. The datascape also shows that knowledge production is a global 

phenomenon with all the problems of globalisation that ensue. Funnily enough, 

knowledge production in the arts mimics the dynamics of neoliberalisation, in that it 

adapts to different contexts, and it is thereby both a product/enactment of the ideal of 

economic knowledge production of human capital, and at the same time a harsh 

critique of it. This point is replicated in this study, in the somewhat internal conflict 

arising from the desire to include art from outside of the EU, where the Bologna 

Declaration has created a strong discourse around the rhetoric of knowledge 

production (both through activist, artistic and bureaucratic responses in the shape of 

protests, projects and EU–funded, policy-implementing bureaucratic bodies like the 

SHARE network), in comparison to the contexts of Beirut or Havana, for example, 

where the term is not used as explicitly.  

When knowledge is understood as circulating and as an act relating to 

practice, the relationships between art, knowledge and institutions change. The 

division between the inside and the outside of the institution becomes difficult to 

uphold. It is then not a matter of where one can best produce knowledge, but rather of 

the best situations for doing so, i.e. of how different sites for knowledge production 

allow for action. Here there might easily arise a sense of hierarchy, whereby the self-
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organised or ‘[t]he most independent are also the most vulnerable’;604 this is however 

complicated by ‘the political discomfort’605 with managerial procedures experienced 

by those working in educational institutions who remain critical towards management 

and outcome–based research. It does not seem apt to categorise in terms of inside or 

outside the institution when considering the situation for the acts of research. 

Nevertheless, the site for knowledge production and how it allows for action is 

crucial, and this insight causes me to reflect on the context in which this study has 

been written, namely the Danish context, which seems to be characterised by a gap 

between the traditional sites of knowledge production and the already existing acts of 

research among art practitioners. This gap leaves a potential space to create a site that 

can nurture knowledge producing practices and make open and consistent the 

discussion of its own situatedness within the apparatus of knowledge production. 

There are funding bodies interested in funding artistic and practice-based research,606 

there are institutions like the University of Copenhagen and University of Aarhus who 

are interested in hosting them, there is great interest, both negative and positive, in the 

topic among practitioners,607 and there is a gradually growing political will to institute 

practices of artistic research.608 However, the number of PhD students pursuing 

practice-based research projects is too small to create a conducive environment within 

the universities, and neither art academies, nor exhibition spaces focus on these 

endeavours to such an extent that a fostering environment emerges. Knowledge 

                                                
 
604 Camel Collective, The Second World Congress of Free Artists, 188. 
605 Malik, ‘Educations Sentimental and Unsentimental’, 18. 
606 Especially Novo Nordisk Fonden’s Mads Øvlisen: PhD Scholarships within Art History and Arts-
Based Research have been generous in granting a scholarship per year for artists pursuing PhD 
research in the past couple of years. The committee has an agenda to cultivate an environment for 
artistic research and it should be mentioned that this study was funded by that scholarship as an art–
historical research project.  
607 When, in 2012, the two independent art organisations UKK – Young Art Workers – and Bkf 
organised a meeting about artistic research, there were about a hundred attendees, many more than 
expected. Negative interest tends to be expressed by those who are afraid of a hierarchisation of the art 
scene in terms of degrees being required to get jobs at art schools and of the commodification of 
knowledge. See, Miriam Katz and others, ‘Kunstnerisk Forskning - Erfaringer, Holdninger Og 
Visioner’ (Overgaden - Institute of Contemporary Art organised by Billedkunstnernes Forbund and 
UKK - Young Art Workers, 2012); Miriam Katz, ‘Tema: Kunstnerisk Forskning’, Billedkunstneren, 4, 
2011; Sidsel Nelund and UKK, ‘Young Art Workers’ Speech at the Second World Congress of Free 
Artists’, in The Second World Congress of Free Artists: In Three Acts (Aarhus, 2013), 195–98. 
608 Kunstnerisk Udviklingsvirksomhed: Udredning om Vidensgrundlaget på de Videregående 
Kunstneriske Uddannelser (Report by the Ministry of Culture, Denmark, January 2012), 63. 
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production entails more than the provision of scholarships for practice-based PhDs, 

and is generated within the rich practices enacted in the art scene. A potential site 

should be created so as to allow for acts of research that are not necessarily only 

geared towards the awarding of degrees, but with a problematizing awareness of the 

complex character of knowledge production. It could be a third space for the interface 

between art and university, 609 in which practices of exhibition, publishing, seminars 

and production can be nurtured. Given that these sites arise from contextual 

conditions, as we have seen with Home Works and with Bienal de La Habana, it 

would have to be rooted in the local milieu, in order to provide a strong basis for its 

political context. There has already been much experience of such sites in other 

countries like England, Austria or Lebanon, while in Denmark the process is only 

starting. This means that in Denmark there is a great opportunity to shape potential 

sites in ways the art environment can imagine will allow for challenging and norm-

breaking acts of research. 

 

The focus of this research has been on constructing a concept of knowledge 

production as an apparatus, because this made it more manageable as an object 

through which to investigate the topic of the production of knowledge with an 

emphasis on diverse practices within contemporary art. At the end of the process I 

have however also realised the limits of this set-up, in that it remains tied to the art 

world and art production in its focus. This leads to the suggestion that further research 

may be required in order to engage with Gayatri Spivak’s conception of aesthetic 

education.610 This would not be a return to aesthetics and the judgment imbricated in 

the reception of the artwork, but rather an investigation of the role of art in society 

when it is engaged so directly with concerns of a public character outside the studio 

through the framework of knowledge production. What does it mean that artists, 

curators, educators and theorists participate in large–scale research projects, for 

instance, about the challenges of the Anthropocene? What does it mean that artists, 

                                                
 
609 Bogh and Tygstrup, ‘Working the Interface’, 103–13. 
610 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, An Aesthetic Education in the Era of Globalization (Cambridge, 
2012). 
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curators, educators and theorists take an active role in shaping the public through 

knowledge production? These and many more questions only show that there is much 

more research to be done in order to grasp the changes that have taken place with the 

embrace of knowledge production in the arts. 
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APPENDIX 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix 1 is a datascape of this present research. Digital versions of this thesis 

provide Appendix 1 as a separate pdf file, whereas hard cover versions provide 

Appendix 1 in print attached to cover. 
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SUMMARY 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Acts of Research: Knowledge Production in Contemporary Arts between Knowledge 

Economy and Critical Practice 

 

The term ‘knowledge society’ is used to refer to the increasing relevance of non-

manual knowledge-producing labour in current post-industrial economies. 

Contemporary art, especially since 1989, has not been left out of this trend, to the 

extent that today it is not rare to see artists and curators described as knowledge 

producers and exhibitions and art works as instances of knowledge production. Acts 

of Research: Knowledge Production in Contemporary Arts between Knowledge 

Economy and Critical Practices analyses this development. 

The academic discussion of knowledge production in the arts has taken place 

mostly in seminars and articles, in which knowledge is often discussed as an intrinsic 

quality of the artwork. Acts of Research, however, is devoted to studying the rise of 

knowledge production in contemporary art from the perspective of artistic, curatorial 

and educational research with an awareness of larger political, economic, 

geographical and art-related aspects. The concept of ‘acts of research’ is suggested as 

a way to understand knowledge production as a creative act in which research carried 

out in relation to a specific material challenges and resists the protocols of 

conventional knowledge production and norms. It is argued that knowledge 

production is not a stable concept, but may indicate a series of acts of research that 

allow each art practice to participate in a collective constitution of both the term and 

its practice. 
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The conclusions are based on two different methodological approaches that 

structure the thesis. First, Chapter One traces the conceptual history of the term 

‘knowledge production’, originally coined in economics and entering arts discourse as 

a critical term deployed against the rapidly growing global economy of the 1990s, and 

subsequently becoming a contested term in the new millennium due to its parroting of 

the discourse of that same global economy. Second, Chapters Two, Three and Four 

provide close readings of practices of artistic research in relation to the image and war 

(Hito Steyerl, The Otolith Group and Rabih Mroué), curatorial research in relation to 

global dynamics (Home Works: A Forum for Cultural Practices 2002-2013, III Bienal 

de La Habana and dOCUMENTA (13)) and educational projects in relation to 

knowledge and market economy (Tania Bruguera’s Cátedra de Arte de Conducta, 

Henriette Heise and Jakob Jakobsen’s Copenhagen Free University and Boris 

Buden’s Learning Place, part of the Former West Congress 2013); these readings are 

undertaken in order to understand the practices and workings of the specific mode of 

knowledge production unfolding through acts of research in the contemporary arts. 
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RESUME AF AFHANDLINGEN 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Forskningshandlinger: Vidensproduktion i samtidskunsten mellem vidensøkonomi og 

kritisk praksis 

 

Vidensproducerende arbejde har i vores postindustrielle samfund og økonomi en 

stadig stigende relevans og samtidskunsten har ikke undgået denne udvikling. Særligt 

efter 1989 er kunsten sat i forbindelse med vidensproduktion og det er i dag ikke et 

sjældent syn, at kunstnere og kuratorer beskrives som vidensproducenter og 

udstillinger som katalysatorer for vidensproduktion. Afhandlingen 

Forskningshandlinger: Vidensproduktion i samtidskunst mellem vidensøkonomi og 

kritisk praksis analyserer denne udvikling. 

De akademiske diskussioner om vidensproduktion har ofte fundet sted i 

forbindelse med seminarer eller i artikelform, hvor det diskuteres hvorvidt viden er en 

iboende kvalitet i kunsten. Til forskel herfra analyserer Forskningshandlinger 

vidensproduktion i samtidskunsten med udgangspunkt i kunstnerisk og kuratorisk 

forskning og i projekter, der undersøger læring, med et blik for større politiske, 

økonomiske, geografiske og kunstspecifikke aspekter. Begrebet 

’forskningshandlinger’ bruges til at forstå vidensproduktion som en kreativ handlen, 

hvori forskning med et bestemt materiale udforsker normer og protokollerne for 

traditionel vidensproduktion. Der argumenteres for, at vidensproduktion ikke er et 

stabilt begreb, men i stedet består af en serie af ’forskningshandlinger’, der tillader 

hver kunstpraksis igen og igen at bidrage til en kollektiv definition af både begrebet 

og dens praksis. 
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Ovenstående konklusioner drages på baggrund af en samkøring af to metodisk 

forskellige tilgange, som også giver afhandlingen dens struktur. Kapitel 1 beskriver 

vidensproduktionens begrebshistorie, der begynder i økonomisk teori i 1960’erne, 

bliver en del af samtidskunstens kritiske diskurs brugt mod den hurtigt voksende 

globale økonomi i 1990’erne og kritiseres i det nye årtusinde for at gentage og 

understøtte selv samme økonomiske strukturer. Kapitel 2, 3 og 4 består af 

nærlæsninger af kunstnerisk forskning i relation til krig og billede (Hito Steyerl, The 

Otolith Group og Rabih Mroué), kuratorisk forskning i relation til globale dynamikker 

(Home Works: A Forum for Cultural Practices 2002-2013, Bienal de La Habana III 

og dOCUMENTA (13)) og kunstprojekter med læring i fokus i relation til videns- og 

markedsøkonomi (Tania Brugueras Cátedra de Arte de Conducta, Henriette Heise og 

Jakob Jakobsens Copenhagen Free University og Boris Budens Learning Place, der 

var en del af Former West Congress 4 i 2013). Disse nærlæsninger udfolder, hvordan 

vidensproduktionens praksisser og dynamikker som forskningshandlinger er situeret i 

et forskningsfelt, de samtidig udfordrer og ændrer.   
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