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by Annie Goodner

Kai, you’ve contributed 
a lot of thought to 
this final version and 
taken the text towards 
a more complex, unique 
and deeply-researched 
position. The research 
question, while it 
could be somewhat more 
focused or embedded 
within a historical/
or contemporary 
narrative, also fits 
the improvisational and 
open-ended structure 
of the text. While it 
is complex and at times 
complicated, you also do 
a good job of explaining 
where you are headed and 
confidently positioning 
yourself in relation to 
many important scholars. 
At the same time, the 
works you bring in 
are both canonical 
(situated within an 
contemporary art 
history) and unexpected. 
The different concepts 
that you bring to the 

surface: aimlessness, 
autonomy, political 
engagement, neutrality, 
time, boredom, etc. are 
each connected to your 
critique of use and 
progress, but also map 
out their own universe 
of possibilities in 
terms of their own 
context. You also do a 
nice job of integrating 
complex texts with clear 
and thoughtful analysis. 
What follows are a 
few pieces of more 
critical feedback. 

At times the different 
concepts could be pinned 
down or defined before 
you look at specific 
examples or apply 
different theories. 
This starts with the 
spectacle and then 
carries on towards 
autonomy and neutrality. 
Of course autonomy has 
a very clear Modernist 
definition (remember 
Clement Greenberg’s 
‘purity’) and that 
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in many ways can be 
understood as separate 
or absent from daily 
lived experience. 
And yet the first 
example you give from 
Paglen and Appelbaum 
seems to redirect a 
definition of autonomy 
as being  autonomous 
from societal or 
technological controls. 
Therefore it’s 
difficult to understand 
how this work builds 
on your discussion of 
autonomy, or what that 
discussion is grounded 
in. The same goes for 
the arguments made by 
Steyerl. They seem to 
be arguing a different 
kind of autonomy than 
your works illustrate. 
It would help if you 
defined autonomy as it 
relates to contemporary 
art and then made a 
clear connection to 
your critique of use 
before you bring in 
additional sources. 

The larger framework 
of a critique of 
progress could also 
be embedded more in 
either scholarship 
or in contemporary 
criticism. You bring 
this up as though 
it’s a contemporary 
phenomenon, but it’s 
not and in fact was one 
of the foundational 
beliefs of Post-
Modernism. You don’t 
need to go into a 
great amount of detail 
about this movement, 
and in fact the thesis 
benefits from precise 
and directed analysis, 
but it feels somewhat 
ungrounded and random 
to include this larger 
concept without any 
mention of its place 
within art historical 
discourse. I would 
have also liked more 
diversity in the 
scholarship you include 
outside of e-flux 
and Open!
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The thesis is long and 
I think you could have 
been more selective with 
the amount of additional 
texts and analyses 
you give. With so many 
different opinions about 
the role of use/time/
value it’s your job to 
condense, summarize and 
analyze the different 
opinions you offer while 
still maintaining a clear 
position for yourself. 
In the introduction, for 
instance, it would help 
if you scrapped the meta-
narrative about the role 
of the introduction (you 
could do the same in the 
conclusion) and instead 
looked at the different 
concepts of time and use 
and then clearly stated 
what you hope to explore 
or how you hope to 
position yourself. 
Then you will be more 
equipped to bring 
different ideas together 
and to not loose track 
of some of the main 
themes. What are the 

cartoons? There is still 
no mention of them and 
so they also feel like 
an unnecessary extra. 

Finally, before you 
finish the design of 
this, I suggest you do a 
careful proofread. There 
are a lot (!) of spelling 
errors and some messy, or 
unnecessarily complicated 
grammar. Read the text 
aloud, you may find that 
it’s easier to spot the 
errors, not to mention 
find out which sections 
might be too long or 
repetitive. You also need 
page numbers. 
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An introduction is a piece of text 
consisting of one or a certain 
amount of paragraphs, usually 
guiding the reader into a larger 
text, often promoted with interest 
and curiosity by the author. 
This phenomenon is otherwise 
known as ‘introducing’. Several 
quotes, names and/or topics may 
be mentioned to give the reader 
a comfortable feeling as he or 
she will more or less know what 
can be expected. The reader will 
try to unravel whether the text 
will be suitable for him or her 
at this time in the day, or even 
life, and will consciously or 
subconsciously decide to keep 
reading or not. This decision is 
often a reaction to the question 
to whether this text is worth his 
or her time and accompanied by the 
influence of an expectation created 
by the decision to start reading 
in the first place. Depending 
on the reader’s age, education, 
parents, friends, interests, self-
knowledge, stress-level, DNA, 
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physical condition, emotional 
condition, attitude, goal, 
beliefs, and many other factors—
more unconscious than conscious—a 
certain value will quickly be 
given to the introduction. Perhaps 
as a natural filter of what fits 
the reader this valuating occurs. 
Besides this, the conscious 
awareness of the reader on the 
concept of time is a huge factor in 
making a decision when a feeling of 
uncertainty arises. In some cases, 
a reader can commit him or herself 
to keep on reading about an unknown 
topic, a topic that might not be 
immediately interesting, or an 
unfamiliar writing style or tone, 
due to philosophical or spiritual 
realizations about the reader's 
concept of time, which he/she might 
have had not too long ago. These 
cases are fairly rare. In most 
cases the reader will maintain a 
comfortable position by acting 
according to positive or negative 
experiences in similar situations 
from the past. The idea of doing 
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more useful things at the very 
moment of reading something that 
doesn’t fit his or her expectations 
and needs might be the most 
decisive factor for the reader 
to give up reading. In that 
sense, you could say a reader is 
constantly challenged in defining 
his/her ideas about value to 
him-/herself  
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           his idea 
about the value of time, about use 
and about purpose. When a reader 
finds himself going outside of the 
comfortable paths of these values, 
without any expectation or
goal, and he decides to keep doing 
so, a state of aimless reading 
is achieved, for his original 
perceptions of time, use, and 
purpose are ignored.

post-progress

Imagine some powerful government 
develops satellites with huge 

Pa
ul

 K
irc

hn
er

, T
he

 B
us

,  
19

78



19

mirrors big enough to reflect 
sunlight to parts of earth where 
it's night.  People could work 
longer, electricity is saved, crops 
can grow, and cities will bustle 
24/7. This might sound surreal, 
but this idea once wasn't so far 
from being realized. In 24/7: Late 
Capitalism And The Ends Of Sleep, 
Jonathan Crary uses this example to 
introduce future perspectives of 
longer days and quicker innovation, 
at higher speeds.  He writes: 

“ In the late 1990s a Russian/
 European space consortium 
 announced plans to build and 
 launch into orbit satellites 
 that would reflect sunlight back 
 onto earth. The scheme called 
 for a chain of many satellites 
 to be placed in sun-synchronized 
 orbits at an altitude of 1700 
 kilometers, each one equipped 
 with fold-out parabolic 
 reflectors of paper-thin 
 material. Once fully extended 
 to 200 meters in diameter, 
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 each mirror satellite would have 
 the capacity to illuminate a  
 ten-square-mile area on earth 
 with a brightness nearly 100  
 times greater than moonlight.  
 The initial impetus for the   
 project was to provide      
 illumination for industrial and  
 natural resource exploitation 
 in remote geographical areas   
 with long polar nights in
 Siberia and western Russia,    
 allowing outdoor work to proceed  
 round the clock. But the company
 subsequently expanded its     
 plans to include the possibility  
 of supplying nighttime lighting  
 for entire metropolitan areas.   
 Reasoning that it could reduce  
 energy costs for electric     
 lighting, the company's slogan  
 pitched its services as      
” ‘daylight all night long’. 

Although this is one of his more 
extreme examples, Crary points 
out how modern globalization is 
changing our ideas about work and 

1 Jonathan Crary, 24/7: Late Capitalism And The   
 Ends Of Sleep, (London: Verso, 2013), p4

footnote 1
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spending time, and in which terms 
this shift is already grounded 
in our daily lives. Focussing on 
what grounds the natural human 
rhythm—sleep—he emphasizes the 
consequences of the progressive 
motion of capitalism that is 
deeply embedded in western 
society. In a practical sense, 
stress and depression are evident 
consequences, signifying the 
limits of what we can cope with, 
physically and mentally. A natural 
but paradoxical trend visible in 
contemporary western society is to 
forcefully embrace the opposite: 
free time. Why paradoxical? Because 
more rest enables us to give in to 
a more fanatic working-lifestyle. 
It's a vicious circle. Only think 
of the hype of mindfulness. Through 
exercises for mental health, 
mindfulness practices to raise 
conscious awareness and relieve 
stress. Supposedly a blessing 
from eastern wisdom, mindfulness 
hypocritically applies aimless 
exercise to achieve rest and peace, 
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and by doing so helps to deal with 
the occupying life-style that 
was aimed to be bypassed in the 
first place.

A different side of an efficiency-
oriented society is that elements 
slowing down economical progress, 
or at least, those which are 
understood to do so, are attempted 
to be eliminated or transformed to 
fit preference. A very relevant 
example of this is the position of 
contemporary art in society today, 
and how it relates to what is of 
use to  modern citizens. What is 
worrying, but at the same time 
encouraging, is the notion that 
the field of (modern/contemporary) 
art is helping to reflect on, and 
to redefine, what we understand by 
'use', on a personal and authentic 
level. Giving a low value of use 
to art would lead to a monochrome 
spectrum of values that would 
mostly be grounded on cultural and 
political ideas—which is worrying—
while a high value would broaden 
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the concept of value and use by 
the renewing impact art can have—
which is encouraging. Either way, 
theoretically, it could lead to a 
spiraling motion of the zeitgeist. 

What seems to be the unfortunate 
reality nowadays, is that it's 
heading downward. Economical value 
has become a very popular, and more 
importantly, self-evident tool to 
measure usefulness and likability. 
When something in society wishes 
to remain, it needs a type of 
justification like this. This 
tool of measurement is connected 
to the transformative influence 
of globalization and the global 
economical connections it brings 
forth. Pascal Gielen calls one of 
these transformations 'intensive 
global mediatization'. He says:

“ [Intensive global mediatization] 
 has led to the emergence of an 
 attention regime that seeks out 
 the new at ever-greater speed. 
 Art movements evaporate in 
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2 Pascal Gielen, “Artistic Freedom and Globalization”,   
 Open!,  Freedom of Culture (March 2007), http://www. 
 onlineopen.org/artistic-freedom-and-globalization 

 trends and 'hyped-up' exhibition  
 concepts in rapid succession. 
 Art production and presentation 
 too have become, in other words, 
” 'instantaneous'.

What is not to be forgotten is 
that art, obviously, is the one 
field that is not supposed to 
be understood through financial 
terms. In fact, a large part 
of it has been fighting an 
ideologic battle to free itself 
from valuation through financial 
systems like the art-market. In 
historical terms, art movements 
like Dada and Fluxus were already 
rebelling against similar 
progressive symptoms, by both 
emphasizing the ridicule in their 
own ways. Around the 60's and 70's, 
the movement of conceptual art was 
present as an anti-institutional 
aim to disarm the art market by 
turning art into a non-physical 
thing, an idea. 

footnote 2
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Nowadays, the essential 
counterbalance to an efficiency-
oriented society doesn't seem so 
actively present, but can actually 
be found in a different form: the 
emphasis on the aimless. Forms of 
aimlessness are without a doubt 
excluded enthusiastically in a 
society where gyms are jam-packed, 
landscapes are divided by more 
highways, and smartphones are 
digested like sandwiches—only to 
mention a few concrete examples of 
manifested functionality. 
It is important to understand where 
aimlessness can be found. To do 
so, this text will focus on the 
following three branches related 
to aimlessness: neutrality, free 
time, and boredom.

The relevance of focusing on 
the aimless might lie in our 
values about time. The way time 
is dealt with today, in a bigger 
picture, is to be more efficient 
with it: doing more in less time. 
The contradictory part is that 
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the more we want do with our 
time, the shorter it seems to 
get. Although this should be a 
familiar phenomenon to many, an 
objective look at society learns 
this phenomenon of experience 
isn't taken very serious for it 
is overshadowed by a pragmatic 
and economical understanding 
of time. But how can we escape 
from time when we bother so much 
about it? What would happen if we 
state, or try to prove, that time 
doesn’t exist? How, you may ask? 
For instance, states like boredom 
and hesitation are only bothered 
with the present moment. It is 
exactly this behavior, this moment-
oriented, stagnate behavior, 
that is important to evaluate in 
order to redefine the position 
of art within society and open up 
the subjectivity of objectively 
approached concepts, such as use, 
value, and truth. In contemporary 
art this passive act of rebellion 
can be found through a category of 
three different type of works. 
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1  Works that allow for space  
  to self-reflect. Either the 
work reflects on itself, as was the 
case with early conceptual art, or 
the viewer is drawn into a state 
of self-reflection by the work. An 
example would be the work of Guido 
van der Werve, in which he quite 
literally embodies contemplation 
and self-development. In a very 
literal, but original way, he 
brings the aspect of boredom into 
his work by embodying it, and by 
doing so, questioning it. In his 
videos, the viewer is confronted 
with the uncomfortable familiarity 
of attempts of escaping boredom, 
and the provocative proposition 
to embrace it.

2  Those that actively implement 
  the subject of aimlessness 
in the work. For instance the 
French artist Pierre Huyge founded 
L’assocation Des Temps Libérés, 
the association of freed time. 
This organization aims ‘to develop 
unproductive time, to reflect on 
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free time and the development of 
a society without work.’

3  Art that questions the use    
  and uselessness of art, which 
in itself questions what usefulness 
is in sociological terms. Autonomy 
Cube, for instance, a work by 
Trevor Paglen that tries to find 
a balance between the art-object 
and an object of use. Instead of 
creating a work that attempts to 
achieve autonomy in itself through 
arrangements of material and 
shape, the work allows its user to 
become more autonomous. Another 
example is the Arte Útil movement 
that was initiated by artist Tania 
Burguera, meant to redefine the 
old-fashioned idea of art merely 
leaning on its own autonomy. 

By looking closely into these 
works, and how they stand in 
relation to the ideologies of 
efficiency and functionality in 
western society, I want raise 
the question how aimlessness can 

3 Pierre Huyghe, “L’Association des Temps  Libérés”,   
 Journal Officiel (Paris, July 5, 1995)

footnote 3
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function and be understood as 
potential anti-dote for today’s 
tunnel-visioned progress.
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“ We’ve become these willing 
 subjects of acceleration, these 
 midgets of progress. Transfixed, 
 fascinated by the end. We cannot 
 wait for it all to collapse. 
 3D-printing, bionic limbs—we 
 want what we want, when we want 
 it, and we want it fucking now. 
 Let the polar ice caps melt, let 
 markets crash, let the children 
 starve and oceans boil. We kick 
 and scream and we can’t believe 
 it, but we secretly can’t wait 
 for  it. The end of the Earth 
 will be the greatest show on 
 Earth and we are just desperate 
 for tickets. Well … no. 
 I stand here with you and I say: 
 Let nothing happen. Slow 
 progress. Hold production. 
 Death to impending doom. Stop 
 with me this day and this night  
 and let us infinitely hesitate—  
 let us make time itself lose 
” its patience.

This text is spoken in the video 
The Causality of Hesitance, made by 

4 Mario Garcia Torres, Alan Page, The Causality of     
 Hesitance, 2015, HD video, 27 min 43 sec

footnote 4
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Mario Garcia Torres and Alan Page, 
which accompanied the exhibition 
“Seth Siegelaub: Beyond Conceptual 
Art” about curator and collector 
Seth Siegelaub, at the Stedelijk 
Museum Amsterdam. Side-note: it’s 
one of the main inspirations for 
this essay. 

The video shows a man, in all 
probability an American in his 
30’s, and for around 20 minutes he 
talks, every now and then paused 
by a subtle humming and a matching 
snapping of his fingers; every 
time a slightly odd moment. 
His tone and body language 
communicate he is dealing with 
a passionate and provocative 
realization he desperately needs to 
share. During the man’s monologue, 
he gradually shifts topic from the 
psychology of hesitating and its 
relation to the experience of time, 
to the contradictory aspects of 
economical progress. By explaining 
the phenomenon of hesitating in 
a psychological way, the words 

image 1
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cleverly build a bridge between 
the reality of not being able 
to control time, and how modern 
capitalist society desperately 
tries to control time by overtaking 
it. As he says, ‘it’s a self-
destructive ideology’. 

problematics of the problem

In “Notes on the Inorganic, Part 
1: Accelerations” (2012), Gean 
Moreno explains the trapdoors of 
problem solving through an example 
from a book published in 1986 by 
Dr. K. Eric Drexler, called Engines 
Of Creation, which is ‘a book 
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celebrating the growing productive 
capabilities of nanotechnology and 
the coming age of mechanochemical 
manufacturing.’Moreno writes: 

“ Drexler slips out of character 
 and offers a simple and formal 
 warning, one with enough 
 seductive charge and narrative 
 potential to take on a life on 
” its own.

Additionally, Moreno quotes 
Drexler: 

“ The early transistorized 
 computers soon beat the most 
 advanced vacuum-tube computers 
 because they were based on 
 superior devices. For the same 
 reason, early assembler-based 
 replicators could beat the most 
 advanced modern organisms. 
 ‘Plants’ with ‘leaves’ no more 
 efficient than today’s solar 
 cells could out-complete real 
 plants, crowding the biosphere 

5 Gean Moreno, “ Notes on the Inorganic, Part 1: 
 Accelerations”, e-flux, Journal #38, The Internet Does 
 Not Exist  (London: SternbergPress, April 2015), 84 

footnote 5
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 with an inedible foliage. Tough 
 omnivorous ‘bacteria’ could 
 out-compete real bacteria: they 
 could spread like blowing     
 pollen, replicate swiftly, 
 and reduce the biosphere to dust
 in a matter of days. Dangerous 
 replicators could easily be 
 too tough, small, and rapidly 
 spreading to stop—at least if  
 we make to preparation. We have 
 trouble enough controlling     
” viruses and fruit flies.  

The most important thing to 
realize is the fact this is only 
one example of many that shows 
how hyper-fast development of 
technological ‘solutions’ can be 
a promise for new problems. It 
illustrates a tunnel-vision that 
ignores all other life surrounding 
humanity, suggesting humans are 
operating independently on earth 
and can care for themselves. 
Technology sometimes seems to 
be presented as solution for all 
our modern problems, while, once 
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6 L. Steven Sieden, A Fuller View: Buckminster Fuller's   
 Vision of Hope and Abundance for All,  (Divine Arte,   
 2012): 152

integrated in daily-life present 
a series of problematics that 
ought to be resolved through new 
technologies. Take smartphones as 
example. Tons of applications are 
developed in order to improve ones 
physical health, or create a more 
active social life, for instance. 
Ironically, the rise of smartphones 
is a key factor in the regress of 
those things in the first place. 

Although this text is meant to 
evaluate the value of pausing, 
I don’t mean to say solution-based 
development is a bad thing, as long 
as what we understand by ‘solution’ 
can be questioned. Analyzing 
problem-oriented thinking, as 
mentioned by Drexler, shows that 
it is easy to focus on problems 
that aren’t important at all. 
‘Important’ meaning: on a social 
and global scale. As the architect 
and inventor Buckminster Fuller 
already emphasized in 1981: 
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“ It is now highly feasible to 
 take care of everybody on Earth 
 at a higher standard of living 
 than any have ever known. It 
 no longer has to be you or me. 
 Selfishness is unnecessary. War 
 is obsolete. It is a matter of
 converting the high technology 
” from weaponry to livingry.

We have all the sources, skills, 
and knowledge we need to 
efficiently solve global problems, 
such as climate change—a problem 
that regards all life on earth, 
not just man. The actual problem 
is society is focussing on the 
wrong problems—selfishness being 
a core-element in that—think of 
economical decline or territorial 
and religious oriented conflict, 
creating an atmosphere of a huge 
amount of other problems that 
seem just as important, thereby 
forgetting to work on a globalized 
world that ‘works for everyone’,
 

footnote 6
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as Fuller preached for. Flora and 
fauna included. 

consuming reality

Another face of what is understood 
and promoted by society as 
‘progressive’ and ‘useful’, is 
that there seems to be no attention 
for emotional improvement; 
improvement from within instead of 
changing what is outside. States of 
being, like boredom, hesitation, 
insecurity, and passivity, are all 
taboo in the world of efficiency 
as they are associated with 
failure. They embody a moment of 
useless regress that we (feel like 
we) need to overcome as soon as 
possible. This roots in the hunger 
for excitement and spectacle, 
something that goes hand in hand 
with over-consuming. Instead of 
consuming products, experiences 
are now for sale. As stated by 
business experts Joseph Pine and 
James Gilmore, the ‘experience 

7 B. Josephine Pine, James H. Gilmore, The Experience   
 Economy: Work is Theatre & Every Business a Stage   
 (Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 1999): 8
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economy’ is recognized by staging 
memorable and interactive 
encounters. As mentioned in their 
book The Experience Economy: 

“ If societies are to seek 
 continued economic prosperity, 
 they must stage experiences 
 to add sufficient value to their 
” economies to employ the masses.

This is happening on large scales. 
To replace uncomfortable feelings 
of boredom and uncertainty within 
free time, a growth of spectacles 
is the result. Guy Debord already 
preceded this notion in 1967, in 
his La Société Du Spectacle. 
He wrote: 

“ In societies dominated by  
 modern conditions of production, 
 life is presented as an immense 
 accumulation of spectacles. 
 Everything that was directly 
 lived has receded into a 
” representation.
 

8 Guy Debord, La Sociéte Du Spectacle, (Paris: Buchet/
 Chastel, November 1967)

footnote 7

footnote 8
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He means all our experiences from 
reality are distilled and then sold 
back to us, in a hyper-real way. 
Looking at the streetscape tells 
you enough. The trend of ripped-
jeans for instance—a material scar 
of some spectacle—only expresses 
an unconscious hunger for a more 
real lifestyle, one where you 
rip-your-new-pants-in-a-bike-
crash-at-night-because-there-was-
no-light-on-the-road-and-the-road-
was-unpaved-but-I-still-need-to-
get-some-bread-because-my-family-
is-hungry-because-that’s-life-
and-I-don’t-give-a-shit-about-my-
appearance-and-tomorrow-I-will-
have-to-go-again. That’s a real 
spectacle, today we only wear its 
representation.  

Reality is desperately attempted 
attempting to be ‘repaired’ via 
these representations, which 
ironically enough allow for the 
opposite. The more representations 
of reality we see, the more we lose 
grip on it. The same goes for the 
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matter in which we use spectacles 
to insert meaning into a more and 
more abstract seeming daily-life. 
Debord explains that 
“ the spectacle presents itself 
 simultaneously as society 
 itself, as a part of society, 
 and as a means of unification. 
 As a part of society, it is the 
 focal point of all vision and 
 all consciousness. But due to 
 the very fact that this sector 
 is separate, it is in reality 
 the domain of delusion and false 
 consciousness: the unification 
 it achieves is nothing but 
 an official language of 
” universal separation.

In other words, he opens up 
the taboo on how the embraced 
expressiveness and loudness 
of western society creates 
the illusion of purpose and 
collectivism. By over-consuming 
that which implies meaning, meaning 
is in fact abstracted. A simple 
example that defines consuming in 
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an immaterial way, and one that 
you maybe can relate to, is the 
lyrical use of language. Simple 
remarkable happenings are nowadays 
quickly endorsed under the sound 
of something like: ‘fucking 
amazing’. Actual moments that are 
more close to what we could call 
‘fucking amazing’ are in that sense 
downgraded to that same level, 
while the goal was to amplify
the experience of the less 
interesting one. Emphasizing the 
dominance of the spectacle in 
society, Debord writes: 

“ Understood in its totality,     
 the spectacle is both the result   
 and project of the dominant mode  
 of production. It is not a mere 
 decoration added to the real 
 world. It is the very heart of    
 this real society’s unreality. 
 In all of its particular  
 manifestations — news, propaganda,
 advertising, entertainment — the   
 spectacle represents the dominant  
” model of life.

9 Guy Debord, La Sociéte Du Spectacle, (Paris: Buchet /  
 Chastel, November 1967)

footnote 9
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From a contemporary point of view, 
Boris Groys points out the changes 
in Debord’s theory that have taken 
place since. In his essay Under the 
Gaze of Theory (2012) he writes: 

“ But today’s society is unlike 
 that spectacular society. In 
 their free time, people work—   
 they travel, play sports, and   
 exercise. They don’t read books, 
 but write for Facebook, Twitter, 
 and other social media. They do 
 not look at art but take photos, 
 make videos, and send them to 
 their relatives and friends. 
 People have become very active 
 indeed. They design their 
 free time by doing many kinds 
” of work.

To me that seems exactly what 
Debord tried to point out: our 
active lives are attempts to 
accomplish unity, while, in 
fact, the activity itself is what 
separates us. The relationship of 

10 Boris Groys, “Under the Gaze of Theory”, e-flux     
 Journal #35 (May 2012), http://www.e-flux.com/   
 journal/35/68389/under-the-gaze-of-theory/

footnote 10
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western men with itself and life 
in general has become completely 
abstract by an overdue of 
representations and spectacles. 

In “History, Time, Economy, and 
Museums of the Future”, Romanian 
dancer and performance artist 
Manuel Pelmus connects the 
influence of the spectacle to 
the evolution of performance art. 
He says: 

“ While it is not the first time 
 that ‘performance’ has entered 
 the museum, live events are 
 more intensely present in the 
 circuit of visual arts, taking 
 centre stage. This development 
 of course corresponds to the 
 currently widespread ‘economy of 
 experience and attention,’ where 
 immaterial production has also 
 become central and subjectivity 
 is constantly put at work. 
 Therefore this performative 
 turn is often criticized as 
 a capitulation of critical art 
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11 Manuel Pelmus, “History, Time, Economy, and     
 Museums of the Future”, What's the Use?, ed. Nick   
 Aikens, Thomas Lange, Jorinde Seijdel, Steven ten   
 Thije, (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2016), 215 

 in front of spectacle and the 
 demands of neoliberal society. 
 It is also accused of emptying 
 performance of its critical    
 edge—which is supposedly once 
 possessed—by commodifying     
 performance. Making performance 
 participate in the art market 
 thereby causes it to lose its 
” formerly radical attitude.

Basically, Pelmus tries to clarify 
that by adopting the spectacle 
in performance, it is confirming 
its capitulation to the demands 
of an economically progressive 
society. Nevertheless, his example 
of performance and immaterial-
art losing its critical edge seems 
rather short-sighted. Namely 
history teaches that all new forms 
of avant-garde art are sooner or 
later absorbed by the mainstream, 
in one way or another. Naturally, 
performance, in its pure original 
form, will also lose its autonomic 
attitude at the moment it is 

footnote 11
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seen more often by more people. 
However, when it comes to the art 
of performance in relation to 
its direct context, the concept 
of the spectacle allows for 
different understandings of the 
position of art in society. Pelmus 
doesn’t conceal performance art’s 
influential powers: 

“ Live events being more and 
 more in demand can also be an   
 opportunity to address 
 and redefine the context of    
” institutions and their politics. 

Conditions for the art world are 
now so, that it’s in a beneficial 
position to start to present 
itself as directly politically 
engaged and relevant. Performance 
being a potential medium to do so 
convincingly, according to Pelmus. 

Considering its context, 
different ways of exhibiting will 
automatically function as political 
statement. A shift from white-
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cube to the ‘outside-world’ is 
already a political action, for it 
recognizes the larger audience as 
relevant, instead of being only an 
interest of some elite. The white 
walls of museums and gallery’s are 
as much a metaphorical as physical 
representation of the social 
and political filter between 
art and the outside world.
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autonomy within economical structures

Since the early rise of modern 
art, when religion was no longer 
the biggest client of artists and 
art didn’t let itself define only 
through painting or aesthetics, 
you could say a distinctive cut 
was made in the timeline of art-
history. Instead of lending itself 
to religious story telling, the 
glorifying of nature by perfect 
imitation, or working in assignment 
of the powerful and wealthy, 
art now became its own client. 
Or, rather, life itself became 
subject. A broader understanding 
of art's position consequentially 
led to a broadening in media, 
image and material. Malevich’s 
Black Square (1915) was a huge 
step in understanding shape in 
relation to social and cultural 
context. Although the work is 
extremely formal and ultimately 
abstract (in terms of painting), 
in 1915 it was still understoo via 
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religious principles. The square 
basically represented the pure 
essence of painting, the highest 
of all: a God-like object. This 
showed no longer a god was the 
highest, but art became self-
sufficient enough to create its 
own meaning and status, partly by 
omitting the craft of painting 
in the painting. You could say 
from then on art was liberated 
from the hierarchic structures 
of religion and politics, while 
maintaining autonomy in its own 
way by revealing notions of life 
rather than power structures. 
Artist Hito Steyerl explains its 
transformation: 

“ Artistic autonomy was       
 traditionally predicated not on 
 occupation, but on separation—
 more precisely, on art’s 
 separation from life. As 
 artistic production became 
 more specialized in an 
 industrial world marked by 
 an increasing division  
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 of labor, it also grew 
 increasingly divorced from     
 direct functionality. 
 While it apparently evaded 
 instrumentalization, it 
 simultaneously lost social 
 relevance. As a reaction, 
 different avant-gardes set out 
 to break the barriers of art 
 and to recreate its relation 
” to life.

So contemporary art has largely 
moved past this idea of hierarchy 
and structures into life-
propaganda, so to say. As a result 
of this ongoing evolution, the term 
‘art’ has become now very broad, 
and is quickly associated with old-
fashioned idea's that confirm it 
as a field of useless aesthetics 
or financially troublesome. As a 
reaction, there are more economical 
tactics being introduced by 
governments to influence how art 
is perceived and valued. Ways to 
'instrumentalize' art, as Steyerl 

12 Hito Steyerl, “Art as Occupation: Claims for an  
 Autonomy of Life”, e-flux Journal #30, December    
 2011, http://www.e-flux.com/journal/30/68140/art-  
 as-occupation-claims-for-an-autonomy-of-life/

footnote 12
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put it. This notion raises the 
question on the importance of art's 
autonomy. Belgium sociologist 
and art theorist Pascal Gielen 
examines the presence and 
absence of autonomous art from 
contemporary perspective in the 
article “Autonomy via Heteronomy”. 
Cleverly setting the tone for this 
sensitive topic, he says: 

“ The rare artistic person  
 who still stubbornly uses 
 the word 'autonomy' in public 
 risks being accused of showing 
 poor understanding of reality, 
 especially in the Netherlands. 
 After all, in the light of the 
 economic situation they really 
 ought to know better. Besides, 
 there are artistic opportunities 
 everywhere that are economically 
 profitable—just look at the 
” booming creative industry. 

What he refers to when speaking of 
the Dutch economical situation is 

13 Pascal Gielen, “Autonomy via Heteronomy”, open!,   
 autonomy, October 2013, http://www.onlineopen.org/
 autonomy-via-heteronomy 

footnote 13
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the developments in governmental 
dependance. In 2011, the former 
Minister of Culture Halbe 
Zijlstra, decided to cut back on 
cultural budget by 200 million 
Euro between 2011 and 2015.That’s 
more than 20%. Zijlstra wanted 'to 
seize these cuts for a fundamental 
change in the cultural sector'.The 
arts should be more enterprising, 
in search of bigger audience and 
private investments. 
Zijlstra stated: 

“ We have to get rid of the 
 natural notion that groups and 
 institutions who perform worse 
 than others are automatically 
 supplemented with subsidy. At 
 the moment cultural institutions 
” are not stimulated to do well. 

Whatever he means with ‘do 
well’, he confirms the idea that 

14 note that Pascal Gielen published “Autonomy via   
 Heteronomy” in 2013 

15 “Zijlstra: Publiek bepaald wat goede kunst is”,   
 Trouw, deVerdieping, 2011

16 “Zijlstra: Publiek bepaald wat goede kunst is”,   
 Trouw, deVerdieping, 2011

footnote 14

footnote 15

footnote 16
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governmental structures are 
closely connected and responsible 
for arts autonomic position. 

What to think of such developments? 
In the article “Autonomy via 
Heteronomy”, Gielen tries to 
give insight to this question by 
comparing two theorists and their 
arguments: Bruno Latour, a French 
philosopher of science, and Pierre 
Bordieu, a French philosopher 
and sociologist. To recapitulate 
Gielen's comparison: Latour states 
that the creative industry is a 
clear example of the relation 
between art and economy. A strive 
for autonomy would therefore be 
unrealistic. Gielen elucidates:

“ Even the most autonomous of 
 artists needs to eat and 
 therefore must abide by some    
” kind of economic logic.

Contradictory enough, Latour 
thinks embracing heteronomy is 
the only way to remain autonomous. 
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In contrast to Latour, Bourdieu 
embraces the notion that art is 
to be independent from power 
structures such as politics and 
money. Gielen again explains that 
Bordieu stands for a (maybe old-
fashioned) ideal. Referring to 
Bordieu's standpoint he writes: 

“ To succeed in the art world, 
 one has to prove one's autonomy 
 by earning symbolical credit, 
 which is something quite 
 different than money or 
” economic capital. 

In order to put these two French 
contrasts in perspective, Gielen 
uses the example of the Dutch 
government's budget-cuts. Taking 
Bordieu's standpoint to the 
extremes, he says 
“ it may be concluded that the 
 autonomy of the art world is 
 nothing but a social fiction—
 a conclusion that many in the 
 Netherlands also drew after 
 seeing the proposals for the 
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 cultural sector that were drawn 
 by the neoliberal government 
” in 2011.

His conclusion is based on the 
demonstrative reactions that arose 
from the cultural sector shortly 
after the announcements in 2011. 
Ironically enough, the cultural 
sector confirmed its economical 
dependance of the cultural sector 
on the government by protesting 
against its proposal for more 
financial autonomy. This is what 
Gielen calls the 'social-fiction 
of art's autonomy'. If we accept 
that Bordieu's theory is in fact 
unrealistic, does that make 
Latour's logic completely correct? 
Although Latour acknowledges the 
importance of financial support, 
his statement is based around the 
idea that artists 'who depend on 
on government subsidies, private 
collectors, sponsors and/or their 
partners stand a better chance 
of operating autonomously than 
artists who depend exclusively 
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on the favors of the government 
or a single Maecenas for their 
survival.' Gielen here proposes 
to, paradoxically, find autonomy 
through heteronomy. According 
to him this doesn't mean the 
Dutch government was right 
to promote artists to become 
enterprising, but rather should 
try to act as stable ground on 
which the arts can autonomously 
operate. In that sense it is 
very important for politicians 
and the politically involved to 
have a clear understanding of the 
relation between art, society, and 
economics, and for artists even 
importantly so to be conscious 
of its undeniable relation 
with society.                                            
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            As Steyerl 
writes about arts current position: 

“ Artistic autonomy was meant 
 to separate art from the zone 
 of daily routine—from mundane 
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 life, intentionally, utility, 
 production, and instrumental 
 reason—in order to distance    
 from rules of efficiency and 
 social coercion. (…) The 
 incorporation of art within 
 life was once a political 
 project (both for the left and 
 right), but the incorporation 
 of life within art is now an 
 aesthetic project, and it 
 coincides with an overall 
 aestheticization of politics. 
 On all levels of everyday 
 activity art not only invades 
 life, but occupies it. This 
 doesn’t mean that it’s 
 omnipresent. It just means 
 that it has established 
 a complex topology of both 
 overbearing presence and gaping 
 absence—both of which impact 
” daily life.
 
What Steyerl tries to point out 
here is that art's attempt to 
reflect on life sadly enough has 

17 Hito Steyerl, “Art as Occupation: Claims for an    
 Autonomy of Life”, e-flux, Journal #30, December 2011, 
 http://www.e-flux.com/journal/30/68140/art-as-   
 occupation-claims-for-an-autonomy-of-life/

footnote 17
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come to the point of overruling 
life itself, for artworks are often 
only a representation of reality, 
and not reality itself. It's a 
comparable contradiction to the one 
of representations of spectacles I 
wrote about earlier on. Although I 
understand this notion of Steyerl 
as true, I don't think there is no 
use in the incorporation of life in 
art. Its use is merely changing.

investigating use

So, the question now would be, how 
can contemporary art regain an open 
dialogue with life, without falling 
into the traps of our efficient 
society. 

You could say efficiency is defined 
via that which is considered 
useful. If there is no use in 
anything, the idea of efficiency 
wouldn't even exist. Is that 
the rebellious direction to go 
then? Maybe not. Uselessness 
already sounds like a dead-end 
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in itself. Aimlessness however 
implies an infinite movement 
without destination. When we 
define something as useful we do 
so by the value of the goal it 
should achieve. Say, a bicycle is 
considered useful when we need 
to get somewhere quickly. When a 
destination is too far, it might be 
considered useless. If there would 
be no destination to go with it in 
the first place, no aim, the bike 
would get a completely different 
value. If there is nothing to 
accomplish with the bike, there 
would be no particular reason to 
define it as useful or useless. 
It would open up a space to a more 
free and open experience with 
it; most likely, a more positive 
experience. The user is now in 
an autonomous position, without 
any expectation of the bike's 
capabilities, and therefore left 
with his/her own notions about 
value. In other words, due to a 
missing goal, the question about 
value turns into a self-reflective 
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experience. Now, if modern society 
would approach progress, in the 
same aimless way as this bike, 
could it slow down into a state of 
self-reflection about its idea of 
use? To answer this question it is 
important to first understand how 
use can be applied in art without 
forming any filled-in notions of 
what is useful. Two examples.

1  Autonomy Cube (2014) is a 
  work by Trevor Paglen and 
Jacob Appelbaum that contemplates 
the relation between use, art 
and autonomy. The object is no 
more than a cube made out of 
thick plexiglass, about forty 
centimeters big. Inside there are 
several motherboards, along with 
many wires. Although there is no 
movement within the cube, a plinth 
that goes from the wall in the room 
where it’s displayed to the cube 
reveals we are looking at a working 
and active object; it is connected 
to a power and ethernet cable. In 
an interview between Nick Aikens 

image 2
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and Paglen, published in the book 
What’s The Use?, Paglen explains 
how it works: 

“ What the cube does is plug into  
 the host institution’s Internet 
 connection and it does a couple 
 of things with that. The first 
 thing is it creates an open 
 network called Autonomy Cube 
 that anybody can access. Instead 
 of being a normal kind of Wi-Fi 
 hotspot that you would find in 
 an airport or cafe, it is a 
 special kind of hotspot in that 
 it encrypts and anonymizes all 
 the data that goes over it. So 
 it’s the exact opposite of the 
 hotspot you’d find in a cafe or 
 airport, where the whole poin
 of providing free Wi-Fi is to 
” spy on you.

footnote 18

18 Nick Aikens in conversation with Trevor Paglen,    
 “Autonomy Cube”, What's the Use?, ed. Nick Aikens,   
 Thomas Lange, Jorinde Seijdel, Steven ten Thije,     
 (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2016), 240
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Although the object appears as an 
aesthetic object, it is actually 
a functional machine that allows 
users to behave completely 
autonomous within the internet. 
Accordingly so, it is acting very 
much as political statement on 
the relationship between consumer 
and product. This piece of art 
is not empowered by its physical 
appearance, nor conceptual 
meaning, but its relation to the 
user in a specific context. 
As Paglen explains further: 
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“ In this way the piece is 
 thinking about a couple of 
 different things that in my 
 mind descend from a series of 
 conversations that artists 
 began to have with the late 
 minimalism of Robert Morris, 
 for example-thinking about 
 phenomenology and relationality 
 within artworks rather than 
 representationalism. This move 
 away from representation 
 was using phenomenological    
” philosophy. 

So instead of giving value to the 
object and its material, shape or 
appearance, the strength of it 
comes from an experience in use. 
It doesn’t evaluate the ways in 
which the internet can be used, 
but leaves this completely open to 
the user, by showing a freedom to 
the user he might not have thought 
of as possible. By blocking a 
functional aspect of the internet 
(the possibility of tracking 
its users), you could say it 
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allows to do a step back within 
functionality, instead of forward, 
which then allows to experience a 
more autonomous position for the 
user within the vast internet, 
which is more and more capitalized 
and monitored. Paglen’s argument 
for the value of a project like 
this lies in his disbelief about 
the autonomy of the art object, for 
it always relates to the history of 
the art object. 

“ There’s something really 
 liberating about the idea of an 
 autonomous art object, of 
 engaging practices, and making 
 things that do not have to 
 conform to the rules of the 
 economy, society, or culture. 
 (…) It’s a beautiful idea, but 
 it doesn’t work. Or rather, it’s 
 a theoretical argument that’s 
 hard to actualize. The world 
 doesn’t work that way. So 
 autonomy is a reference to 
 a history of wanting to make 
 autonomous objects as a gesture 
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 that points to a certain kind 
” of freedom. 

Paglan states when an artwork 
itself can’t be autonomous, through 
functionality it can create the 
position of autonomy nevertheless.

2  To what extent should art  
  lend itself for useful 
purposes? Should art aim for 
something, or does that endanger 
its autonomous value it has been 
working so hard for? The Arte Útil 
movement (tr: ‘useful art’), was 
founded to make a statement about 
these questions, and not only a 
statement. In Reflexions on Arte 
Útil (2012), artist and initiator 
Tania Burguera explains its 
background: 

“ The idea of Arte Útil is to 
 imagine, create, develop, 
 and implement something that, 
 produced in artistic practice, 
 offers people a clearly 
 beneficial result. It is art 
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 because it is the elaboration of 
 a proposal that does not yet   
 exist in the real world and     
 because it is made with the hope  
 and belief that something could 
 be done better, even when the 
 conditions for it to happen might  
 not yet be there.(…) Arte Útil   
 has to do with understanding that 
 art, only as proposal, is not    
 enough. Arte Útil goes from the 
 state of proposal to that of 
” real application.

As I personally understand it, Arte 
Útil hopes to serve as extension 
of art as it exists now: a section 
in society that is autonomous 
but also imprisoned within this 
autonomy. Burguera states to adapt 
the strength it lends from autonomy 
into practical, political, or 
social use. As she clearly says, 
what should not be misunderstood 
is it ‘has nothing to do with 
consumption, but with making 
something happen.’ 

19 Tania Burguera, “Reflections on Arte Útil (Useful Art)”,  
 What's the Use?, ed. Nick Aikens, Thomas Lange, 
 Jorinde Seijdel, Steven ten Thije,  (Amsterdam: Valiz,   
 2016), 316

footnote 19

footnote 20
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The movement of Arte Útil resulted 
in the Museum of Arte Útil, located 
in the former building of the Van 
Abbenmuseum in Eindhoven, The 
Netherlands. As written on the 
Museum’s website, they present ‘an 
archive of over two hundred case 
studies that imagine, create, and 
implement beneficial outcomes by 
producing tactics that change how 
we act in society.’

To additionally define the purpose 
of Arte Útil, the museum formulated 
a set of criteria, going as 
followed:

 1 Propose new uses for art     
  within society
 2 Challenge the field within    
  which it operates (civic,    
  legislative, pedagogical,    
  scientific, economic, etc), 
  responding to current      
  urgencies

20 Tania Burguera, “Reflections on Arte Útil (Useful   
 Art)”, What’s the Use?, ed. Nick Aikens, Thomas  
 Lange, Jorinde Seijdel, Steven ten Thije,      
 (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2016), 317

21 www.museumarteutil.net/about/

footnote 21
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 4 Be implemented and function 
  in real situations
 5 Replace authors with      
  initiators and spectators 
  with users
 6 Have practical, beneficial    
  outcomes for its users
 7 Pursue sustainability whilst  
  adapting to changing      
  conditions
 8 Re-establish aesthetics as 
  a system of transformation  

Clearly as they are, these criteria 
seem to include highly functional 
aspects, including aesthetics, 
users, and outcomes. In a sense 
this set implies an approach to art 
that seems more closer to design 
than art. Especially point 8, 'to 
re-establish aesthetics as a system 
of transformation', sounds like 
an embellishment of the applied 
approach of visuals and material 
found in graphic and product 
design. The manner in which the 
museum differentiates itself from 
a design program though, is the 
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fact their existence has much more 
orientation towards exhibiting 
methodologies of engagement/use, 
rather than objects, products or 
sculptures. Although it seems a bit 
inconsequential to start a white-
cube-like museum for art that aims 
for a different approach and use 
of art, the kind of art it exhibits 
would hardly make it able to still 
call it a museum; institution of 
use, or something alike, I think, 
would be a more appropriate term 
for the Museum Of Arte Útil. The 
word museum is too loaded with 
potential to misunderstanding; a 
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museum quickly implies a certain 
attitude in which to approach 
that which it exhibits; something 
exclusive or far from reality. 
Nevertheless, the way in which 
this museum uses its position is 
not conventional at all. In many 
of its exhibitions, the white-
cube is rather used as space for 
discussion, questioning, and 
sharing knowledge in a very organic 
way. This platform-like approach 
has lead to a series of different 
rooms in the museum that evoke 
involvement. For instance the room 
Space Hijack is used by different 
artists as working atelier, as 'a 
strategy to reclaim, take over, 
occupy and use public space as it 
becomes steadily more reduced, 
controlled and privatised'. Or Use 
It Yourself, a room that organizes 
workshops, activities, and 
contains case-studies, in order to 
interactively 'find new
methodologies and strategies of 
operating in the world.'  
  

22 www.museumarteutil.net/about/

footnote 22
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In a conversation between Van 
Abbemuseum curator Annie Fletcher 
and Burguera, Fletcher addresses 
the associations of the exhibition 
and the museum as we know it. 

  Fletcher 
 Alistair Hudson says something   
 really interesting: 'if we were  
 idealistic about Arte Útil there  
 would not be any exhibition at   
 all and all these projects would  
 operate on a 1:1 scale in the  
 museum.' I know this thought is  
 very close to your hart …” 
 
 Burguera
  I agree 100 percent. Because   
  you remember how troubled 
  I was that we were actually   
   having an exhibition.

  Fletcher
 Sure, by making an exhibition   
 with practice, and thereby     
 mainly trying to function beyond  
 representation out in the world  

23 Annie Fletcher in conversation with Tania Burguera,  
 “Exhibiting and Instituting Arte Útil”, What's The 
 Use?, ed. Nick Aikens, Thomas Lange, Jorinde Seijdel,  
 Steven ten Thije, (Amsterdam:Valiz, 2016), 429 

footnote 23
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 as it were, we were faced with   
 the museum’s inadequacies and  
 habits of representations all   
 the time. 

 Burguera
  That was a tactic though.   
  We wanted to show the 
  legitimacy of the discourse,   
  the kind of archeology behind  
  it, which I think is extremely  
  important.

As Burguera cleverly points out, 
when applying art in a more useful 
way, the 'archeology' behind it 
becomes also part of the work. 
I agree that when new forms of 
art are actively introduced, there 
has to be some kind of reference 
to common understanding of art, 
in order to make it accessible. 
At the same time, accessibility 
is a dangerous area for art to 
move around in, for it can reduce 
its purity and honesty, so to 
say. We shouldn't forget avant-
garde art has always been mostly 
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anti-functional when it comes to 
defining its meaning and context. 
A nuance in this understanding 
could mean the idea of use or 
functionality in society is 
becoming so radical, art is now 
transforming into a field that 
doesn't 'incorporate life in art' 
anymore, as Steyerl wrote, but 
into a political field that 
redefines (our understanding of) 
use in life. 

The works of Tania Burguera and 
Trevor Paglan both involve a form 
of use in a different way. Paglan 
from an artistic point of view,
implementing the object with a open 
form of use, while Burguera from 
an curatorial point of view uses 
institutional organization to find 
a direct usefulness of art within 
society. What both examples have 
in common is the fact their idea 
of usefulness is addressed in an 
open way; the users are introduced 
with a neutral zone, and in control 
of creating their own meaning and 
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use with what is offered them. 
This is basically the opposite 
way in which use is approached in 
modern, capitalist society, where 
every action is manipulated into a 
form of use beneficial to the 
economic system.
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defenitions and opinions

In relation to defining what is of 
use, there is the act of valuating. 
As mentioned before, when something 
is defined as useful, this is 
done according to a certain set 
of (unconsciously applied) values 
about what is significant to the 
person doing so. Through likes, 
harts and reactions, social media 
might be the most extreme form in 
which valuating is practiced. It 
even depends on it. The speed in 
which this happens even exceeds the 
rapidity in which journalism acts. 
Even worse: the pace of journalism 
is now overtaken by the speed 
in which readers form opinions 
and respond. 

In-depth theoretical analysis is 
difficult to find on social media, 
for articles like that are often 
simply not short enough to survive 
there. In “Facebook: A Court Of 
Ignorant, Cruel Judges”, Jordanian 
author Jon Rich explains that the 
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current fast-paced tempo's that 
we live with are very directly 
influencing quality writing and 
critical theory. Unlike before, 
the success of writers who publish 
online is now defined through likes 
and comments. This system is based 
on statistics, making it hard for 
more provocative, experimental 
or confronting texts to maintain 
or get an even chance on the web. 
Although this seems like democracy 
at its finest, in reality this 
means texts that differentiate 
from the average will disappear, 
forcing the writers to adapt 
to fast-reading habits at the 
expense of quality and layers of 
subjective, personal significance. 
Rich writes: 

“ In pure numbers, the results 
 have been astonishing. 
 Journalists who used to write 
 long-form, in-depth articles—
 quality notwithstanding—
 in the traditional newspaper 

24 Jon Rich, “Facebook: A court of ignorant, Cruel   
 Judges”, e-flux, Journal #38, The Internet Does Not  
 Exist (London: SternbergPress, April 2015), 153

footnote 24
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 format started to cut their 
 articles shorter with every 
 piece published online, until 
 they reduced their output to 
 short anecdotes approaching the 
 140 character limit of a tweet. 
 This produces a structure 
 that is not so different from 
 a snapshot of a celebrity; 
 it doesn’t communicate much 
 more than a hint at something 
” unquantifiable. 

The internet in this way has 
become a 'court' of deciding what 
is acceptable for the hasty and 
consuming mass. Everything is 
inevitably digested, judged, and 
quickly replaced by the new.

In October 2016 Frieze published 
an article titled “Modern Warfare”, 
in which British writer Orit Gat 
highlights a live-stream from 
17 October on Facebook, posted 
by Channel 4 News. It shows live 
footage of Iraqi and Kurdish forces 

image 6
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advancing towards the Islamic 
State of Mosul in Iraq. Gat writes: 

“ It’s a silent form of news. 
 I try to understand what 
 is happening, to place it 
 geographically, to see if there 
 are signs of war in the 
 background. I look for drones or 
 fighter jets in the sky. There’s 
 nothing but the camera feed, no 
 commentary, no voiceover: the 
 only language surrounding the 
 live feed is the comments 
 section. (…) Its military use 
 fitting, as it is with another 
 term: react. Facebook invites 
 you to ‘react’ to the live-
 stream and familiar emojis flow 
 across the screen: a desert 
 scene with uniformed men running 
 above smiley faces, thumbs up, 
” hearts and crying faces.

If you still think Facebook is just 
a platform to stay in contact with 
your unfamiliar uncle … not quite. 

25 Orit Gat, “Modern Warfare”, Frieze Magazine,    
 20 October 2016, https://frieze.com/article/
 modern-warfare

footnote 25
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It is inviting people to react to 
political situations taking place 
thousands of kilometers away, 
without any additional information 
whatsoever. In its context, it's 
not sure if this video is to 
be seen as news, propaganda or 
entertainment. American elections, 
cat videos, war footage, new 
gadgets, they are all presented 
as equally important and evoke 
a reaction of rather agreement 
or disliking. There seems to be 
no acknowledgement for a neutral 
view. This notion luckily offers 
some insight in what is the 
catalyst of this lack of quality 
and subjectivity: the absence of 
neutrality. The solution neutrality 
could offer is a recognition of an 
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equal value in what is defined as 
'good', 'bad', or 'neither'. In a 
structure like Facebook there is 
only a recognition of 'good' and 
'bad', the neutral position is 
(obviously) impossible to maintain 
there, because it is invisible. 
Say, when a choice between two 
parties or options is opposed, in 
order to solve a problem, this is 
done via a set of certain values, 
and values are subjective.

A more open way to approach a 
discussion or problem would be 
to examine different points 
of perception, and not blindly 
aim for a quick solution. When 
something is considered ‘the 
right way’, this simultaneously 
and inevitably confirms a ‘bad 
way’, and vice versa. By bringing 
attention to a neutrality, or 
aimlessness, instead, an equality 
between the 'right' and 'wrong' 
is communicated and the problem is 
as much considered non-existent 
as existent. Nevertheless, this 
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means neutral position shouldn’t 
be misunderstood as 'not part of 
a problem', it means neutrality 
should be recognized and accepted 
as point of view where subjectivity 
in truth is recognized.

In the visual arts neutrality 
is very present, although a pure 
neutral artwork is—due to its 
inevitable social/political/
physical/historical context—
impossible. As subject though, 
neutrality has been, and is being, 
actively examined. The next few 
subchapters will propose two 
'vehicles' on which neutrality 
hitch-hikes in art: form and 
action.

neutrality through form
 
Artist and writer Robert Smithson 
translated the decay of value 
through the language of material 
and physical space. His ability 
to ‘read’ spaces and environment 
as reflection of the human mind 
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gives insights to social, artistic 
and psychological issues, like the 
role of value. In “Entropy and The 
New Monuments” (1966), he writes: 

“ Mistakes and dead-ends often 
 mean more to these artists 
 (Donald Judd, Robert Grosvenor) 
 than any proven problem. 
 Questions about form seem 
 as hopelessly inadequate as 
 questions about content. 
 Problems are unnecessary because 
 problems represent values that 
 create the illusion of purpose. 
 The problem of ‘form vs. 
 content’, for example, leads 
 to illusionistic dialects 
 that become, at best, formalist 
” reactions against content.

By addressing a type of 
architecture that is empty of 
attached values, Smithson builds 
a bridge between form and value: 

26 Robert Smithson, “Entropy and The New     
 Monuments”, Robert Smithson: The Collected  
 Writings, ed. Jack Flam, (Berkeley, California:    
 University of California Press, 2nd Edition, 1996), 37 

footnote 26
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“ This kind of architecture 
 without 'value of qualities' 
 is, if anything, a fact. 
 From this 'undistinguished' run  
 of architecture, as Flavin calls 
 it, we gain a clear perception 
 of physical reality free from 
 general claims of purity and 
 idealism. Only commodities can 
 afford such illusionistic 
 values; for instance, soap 
 is 99,44% pure, beer has more 
 spirit in it, and dog food is 
 ideal; all and all this means 
 such values are worthless. As 
 the cloying effect of such 
 'values' wears off, one 
 perceives the facts of the 
 outer edge, the flat surface, 
 the banal, the empty, the cool, 
 blank after blank; in other 
 words, that infinitesimal 
” condition known as entropy.

In other words, when values melt 
away, what will be left is a view 
of ‘naked’ reality. Or, universal 
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truth; something that doesn’t ask 
for approval nor intolerance. In 
this sense, an aimless attitude 
would never contemplate nothing, 
but always something. When nothing 
is achieved, what is left with 
is some sort of universality; 
something that was essentially 
expressed by minimalist artists 
like Robert Morris, Donald Judd 
or Robert Smithson himself 
during the 60’s and 70’s. Judd, 
for instance, was interested in 
realizing metaphysical space 
that accompanies physical space. 
In order to do this, a minimal, 
universal, language of shape, 
construction, and material was 
necessary. What Smithson described 
as ‘value of qualities’ is exactly 
what Donald Judd tried to eliminate 
from his installations in order to 
achieve a most objective truth in a 
subjective way, like a magnifying 
glass with a bullshit-filter. 

This minimalist view shows many 
comparabilities with the act of 

image 7
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meditation. Meditation is nothing 
more than a state of focus, wherein 
any forms of value, judgment, or 
rational thought are ignored. 
When people normally react to 
what happens outside of them, 
during meditation this reaction 
is studied, by focussing on what 
happens within. What is left with 
is an openness and recognition 
of that which just 'is'. 
Universalism is a term undeniably 
connected to this phenomenon. In 
that sense, a manifestation of 
universalism through minimalist 
installation art can be seen as 
a ‘meditation of material’, in 
a material world. Many objects, 
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products and architectural sites 
of modern society are made in 
response to something else—whether 
it's economical growth or the 
enhancement of individualism. The 
minimalist object was created from 
a non-physical space; the within. 
Such reason of creation is to 
be found in a lot of conceptual 
and minimal art in general. Art 
historian Benjamin Buchloh once 
defined Minimalism as 'to liberate 
the world from mythical forms of 
perception and hierarchical modes 
of specialized experience' as a 
'step in the inevitable progress 
of Enlightenment'.
 
In “Why Does Fred Sandback's Work 
Make Me Cry?” American artists 
and critic Andrea Fraser builds 
up to understanding, through the 
example of Fred Sandback's work, 
why this seemingly perfect form 
of art (as object) is associated 
with loss (the aspect of loss in 
Sandback's work is what made here 

27 Benjamin Buchloh, Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From  
 the Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of   
 Institutions, October  (London: The MIT Press, Vol.  
 55, 1990), 114 

footnote 27
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cry, she concludes in the end of 
her essay). According to her, 
Minimalism represents a 'heroic 
sacrifice', as an unbreakable seal 
on art's deskilling. The 'purging 
of image and skill within aesthetic 
representation' characterizes its 
sacrifice, which resulted in 'not 
a loss of autonomy, but a loss 
consequent to the contradictions 
of art's autonomy as a specialized 
field.' As Fraser poetically 
concludes: 

“ The loss produced by the 
 tragic result of Minimalism's 
 sacrifice is above all a loss 
 of possibility brought by yet 
 another failure to close the 
 gaps between specialized 
 aesthetic experience and 
 pedestrian, everyday world; 
 yet another failure to restore 
 a ruined world through the 
” wholeness of form. 

Universalism has ever since, been, 
more or less, neglected as general 

28 Andrea Fraser, “Why Does Fred Sandback's Work  
 Make Me Cry?”, Grey Room (Vol. 22, 2005), 30-47  

footnote 28
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language for post-modern art. 
At least, to the extent in which 
Minimalism and Conceptualism did. 
In “The Weak Universalism”, Boris 
Groys explains on which point of 
perspective art is now balancing: 

“ Art of the avant-garde is the 
 art not only of weak messianism, 
 but also of weak universalism. 
 It is not only an art that uses 
 zero signs emptied out by the 
 approaching messianic event, 
 but is also the art that 
 manifests itself through 
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 weak images—images with 
 weak visibility, images that 
 are necessarily, structurally 
 overlooked when they function as 
 components of strong images with 
 a high level of visibility, such 
 as images of classical art or 
” mass culture. 

Understanding Minimalism as 
former avant-garde movement, and 
contemporary avant-garde as a 
focus on the 'weak-image', as Groys 
says, you could say Minimalism's 
purpose is not forgotten but 
rather nuanced, in the sense that 
universality is still recognized, 
but now in an applied way, as an 
accent in a language. When looking 
in this way at contemporary art, 
the weak-image has become the 
new language to use the accent 
of universalism in a closer way 
to daily life, rather than the 
'extreme' contrast Minimalism 
wanted to create, as well as 
conceptual art. The 'aesthetic 

29 Boris Groys, “The Weak Universalism”, e-flux Journal 
 #15, April 2010, http://www.e-flux.com/journal/15/
 61294/the-weak-universalism/

footnote 29
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of administration' Conceptualism 
introduced was paradoxically 
enough meant as non-visual, 
but became understood as visual 
due to its exceptionality in that 
period. This aesthetic grounded 
itself in the attempt to leave out 
as many design-choices as possible. 
At least, to make it seem like 
it was designed in the least way 
possible. The weak-image found in 
contemporary art that Groys refers 
to is rather to be understood 
as neither extremely minimal, 
undesigned, or highly aesthetic, 
but a midway between abstraction 
and daily references (in material, 
medium or object) that usually 
don't stand out. 

An appropriate example of this 
would be the work of Sarah 
Pichlkostner, a contemporary German 
artist, who focusses on sculptural 
spaces and objects. As mentioned 
in an article from Metropolis M by 
Marlene Rigler, her use of material 
is very much oriented around cheap 

footnote 30



111

DIY-products that can be found 
in regular department stores. In 
contrast to this weak-materialism, 
so to speak, the language of 
form and placement she creates 
with it is quite clearly related 
to a Minimalist understanding 
of the relation between object, 
space, and viewer. The difference 
between Minimalism and this Post-
Minimalism of Pichlkostner is the 
substantive relation of reality 
to the universalist attitude of 
minimalist form. As she says in an 
interview with Rigler about her 
work black smith and blue müller 
(2016), exhibited in De Ateliers 
in Amsterdam: 

“ My interest came through the  
 ongoing domain of apps for self-
 improvement. There are different 
 kinds, but mostly they are build 
 to improve your physical shape 
 and health. (…) I have 
 transformed these processes 
 of physical self-improvement 

30 Marlene Rigler, “I can talk in every language in   
 384.400 kilometers”, Metropolis M, No.1, 
 February 2017 
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 to a process which I call     
” 'mental optimization'.

Looking at a documented image of 
this work, visually, this kind of 
layering is hardly communicated, 
while actually it is implemented 
trough audio of her own voice. 
This combination of universalism 
and subjective fictional 
elements results in a 'less 
cognitive register', as Rigler 
substantiates, therefor opening 
up for a more layered intersection 
with reality—for the artist as much 
for the viewer.   

neutrality through action

Whereas universality can 
be understood as an neutral 
language,—it doesn't involve any 
concrete references about social, 
political, improvement—neutrality 
is not necessarily universal. The 
works of Oscar Santillan, which I 
would rather introduce as gestures 
than works, are an interesting 
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example of expressed aimlessness 
in the contemporary context that 
don’t contain the monumental 
characteristics of Minimalism, but 
express the potential of neutrality 
through activity. 

The Manifesto of Goodness (2012), 
a 50 second during slideshow of 12 
analog photos, portrays a simple, 
poetic happening, while at the same 
time proclaiming an elementary 
position that seems inherent from 
contemporary society. The slides 
are projected by an automated 
beamer, accompanying every 
transition of image with an old-
fashioned, machine-like, clicking 
sound. The photos are projected 
onto a round screen, attached to 
the same construction the beamer 
stands on, and it is only about 20 
centimeters in diameter. The round 
shape of the little screen gives a 
more unconventional feeling to the 
photos, emphasizing the fictional 
aspect and playing down the idea of  
the work as documentary slightly.
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  slide 1  
 A foggy mountain landscape   
 with a cow in the centre 
 of the frame, looking into 
 the camera.

  slide 2  
 A close up of two hands   
 underneath the udders of a 
 cow, one catching the trickle   
 of milk coming from it.
 
  slide 3  
 From a different angle, a 
 young man aiming the udder 
 toward his mouth. There are 
 drips and spills of milk on    
 his face.

  slide 4  
 The same man from behind,     
 walking through a field in 
 the same landscape.

  slide 5  
 The man in a field with a     
 struggled face and full mouth.   
 A stream of milk slips from    
 his mouth. 
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  slide 6  
 The upper body of the man, 
 his head is out of the frame.   
 There is milk falling in front   
 of his red sweater from where   
 his mouth should be.

  slide 7 
 The man from behind and   
 far away, alongside a big     
 road, disappearing into the    
 dense fog.
 
  slide 8  
 The man on the other side of a   
 road, now with a brighter sky.
  
  slide 9  
 The man’s head in the bottom    
 centre of the frame. In front   
 of him signs of civilization    
 appear.

  slide 10  
 The man on the sidewalk in a    
 town with cars and people in    
 the streets.
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  slide 11
 Angled from close to the    
 ground, a cat which seems     
 to be meowing walks toward the   
 squatted, openhanded man.  

  slide 12  
 A close up of the man letting   
 the cat lick the streams of    
 milk from his chin.

With the clean and direct 
presentation of this story, 
Santillan maintains a neutral and 
distant point of view toward what 
the value of the action is, while 
no one in particular is criticized. 
At the same time he does criticize 
a popular way of thinking. The 
photos suggest the man walks a long 
long way to bring the milk to a cat 
he doesn’t know, maybe; an action 
which in real life would be judged 
as irrelevant. The odd thing about 
it is that the fictional approach 
of the work makes one forget this 
action is probably executed for 
real, and it comes like a short 

image 9
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poetic fairytale, almost. The 
absence of footage in between the 
photo's create the question whether 
this work is a documentation, or a 
representation of the action. 

The fact this loving gesture 
is so uncommon to see brings up 
awareness on what ís common to see. 
Meanwhile, it destroys concepts 
of the inferiority of humans by 
showing humbleness toward a random 
cat, and even to the cow. Santillan 
shows it's every individual’s 
possibility to create his/her own 
values and truths. He illustrates 
the importance of subjectivity in 
a neutral position by enhancing 
his autonomous freedom as artist. 
He shows that when using the 
subjective characteristics of 
fiction, for instance, the way we 
define and reflect on something 
is more opened, rather than an 
objective approach that would force 
the viewer into a neutral zone, and 
evoking a closed attitude towards 
that which is laid upon him/her. 
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In this sense, Santillan found a 
very simple way to visualize the 
relation between subjectivity 
and neutrality; to be able to 
understand the latter, the first 
should be somehow involved.
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self-reflection

Returning to The Causality of 
Hesitance, (mentioned in chapter 
one): what is proposed in this 
video is to embrace moments 
of pause, with hesitance in 
particular. The person speaking 
calls it 'the practice of dwelling 
in an endless pause.' He says: 

“ Its not just any pause, it's not 
 just living in dead minutes or 
 dead time, it's an art. Its art 
 with the perfect interruption. 
 Just as the crest swells and 
 synapses are itching to fire. 
 There you tardy … there we 
 remain with the idea … that 
 is where we delay execution … 
 Hesitation, it carves time 
 out of time. Every hesitation 
 interrupts. It interrupts the 
 performance of its charge, its 
 something not done, not said, 
 not been. And in that 
 interruption … in its 
 withholding … it makes a 

31 Mario Garcia Torres, Alan Page, The Causality of   
 Hesitance, 2015, HD video, 27 min 43 sec

footnote 31
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 time. It brackets space, it 
 counts out a new time, non 
” finite. Its a watchfulness.

The video gives a potential 
direction to ‘concur’ time, or 
rather, to give up our never-
ending battle against it. Instead 
of racing it, we have to do the 
opposite. He describes hesitation 
as a way to create another space of 
time, within time. He suggests to 
search for a non-linear timeframe, 
an idea that is alien to the 
rational mind but something that 
can be realized through experience. 
I would like to complement this 
notion by proposing 'aimlessness' 
as method to touch this non-linear 
timeframe.
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           It is important 
to repeat The Causality of 
Hesitance was accompanying an 
overview exhibition about the work 
of Seth Siegelaub. The video was in 
fact inspired on his bibliographic 
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project about time and causality. 
As Mario Garcia Torres himself 
describes it: 

“ It consists of a monologue, 
 presented in the form of a 
 video broadcast—essentially a 
 conference, prepared by us 
 and the piece's character, 
 which takes as its starting 
 point Siegelaub's bibliographic 
 project. This half-
 argumentative, half-concrete 
 poetry piece explores an 
 experiential understanding of 
 these concepts, in the form 
 of time delay, repetition, and 
” silence, to name but a few.

Seth Siegelaub was an American art 
dealer and curator best known for 
his indispensable contribution in 
the rise of conceptual art in the 
60’s and 70’s. Siegelaub’s role as 
curator involved the aspect of new 
ways of non-physical exhibitions, 

32 Mario Garcia Torres, “The Causality of Hesitance”,  
 Seth Siegelaub: Beyond Conceptual Art, ed. 
 Leontine Coelewij, Sarah Martinetti, (Verslag der  
 Buchhandlung Walther König, Köln, Stedelijk    
 Museum Amsterdam, 2016), 430

footnote 32
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which manifested itself as books 
(the 'Xerox Book'), telephone 
calls, or letters. This allowed 
them to become independent from 
the market, as it magnified the 
undefinability of the immaterial 
works they exhibited. According 
to him, works shouldn't be 
priced on their size or material 
skill anymore. Their material 
presentations were submissive 
to what happened in the mind 
of the viewer. Seth Siegelaub 
was an American art dealer and 
curator that is best known for 
his indispensable contribution in 
the rise of conceptual art in the 
60’s and 70’s. Siegelaub’s role as 
curator involved the aspect of new 
ways of non-physical exhibitions, 
that manifested itself as books 
(the 'Xerox Book'), telephone 
calls, or letters. This allowed 
them to become independent from 
the market, as it magnified the 
undefinability of the immaterial 
works they exhibited. According 
to him, works shouldn't be 
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priced on their size or material 
skill anymore, their material 
presentations were submissive 
to what happened in the mind of 
the viewer. 

In shifting from matter to ideas, 
conceptual art was convincingly 
able to propose a new form of 
artistic rebellion by effecting a 
new form of art that (initially) 
hardly let itself be controlled 
by the norms of capitalism. For 
instance Inert Gas Series/Helium, 
Neon, Argon, Krypton, Xenon/From 
a Measured Volume to Indefinite 
Expansion (1969) by American 
artist Robert Barry is a work 
invisible to the senses but visible 
for the mind. Barry released 5 
different gases, without smell 
and color, into the sky around Los 
Angeles. A nearly empty exhibition 
poster accompanied the exhibition, 
published by Siegelaub, with only 
a title, subtitle (from a measured 
volume to indefinite expansion), 
address, and phone number on it. 

image 10



131

When the number was called an 
answering machine would play a 
recorded message with a description 
of the work. 

Although documentation of the 
action took place in the form of 
pictures, the poster is the only 
material evidence considered 
part of the work. As the work is 
practically immaterial and took 
place outside of the museum-
context, it is hard to define it in 
economical sense, and one can only 
define for him or herself whether 
the work is personally relevant. 
Because the work doesn’t address 
any specific topic and doesn’t 
criticize anything (directly), it 
becomes a thing in itself that only 
reflects on itself and the media 
it consists of. The representation 
is done in a way that it can still 
communicate to the viewer what 
took place without being contrary 
to the fact that the action itself 
is invisible to the senses and can 
only be experienced in the mind. 
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In this way, the ‘viewer’ is left 
with only his thoughts and notion 
of self, which can only lead to a 
moment of (maybe unconscious) self-
reflection. 

In 1973, collector Seth Siegelaub 
and artist Lucy Lippard, two faces 
closely related to the hart of 
conceptual art, had unofficially 
announced its failure of not 
succeeding in automatizing art in 
relation to economic structures. 
As Camiel van Winkel writes in 
During The Exhibition The Gallery 
Will be Closed: 

“ The desire to eliminate the 
 commodification of art had 
 proved to be unrealistic: 
 dealers were still dealing, 
 even in “dematerialized” art 
 and often with the endorsement 
” of the artists themselves.

Aside from this movement, the 
Fluxus movement, for instance, 
also criticized social values. 
33 Camiel van Winkel, During the Exhibition the Gallery  
 Will Be Closed: Contemporary Art and the Paradoxes  
 of Conceptualism (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2012), 138

footnote 33
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Values not so much based on 
direct governmental criticism, 
or dematerialization, but rather 
an embodiment of the irrational; 
therefore being understood as 
criticizing the value of logic and 
functionality.

In a sense you can say these 
movements were about winning back 
an autonomous position within 
society, and questioning its truths 
and values. Next to an autonomy of 
life, they stood for an autonomy 
of art equally. Nevertheless, when 
looking at modern society today 
(and the problematics addressed 
in chapter one and two), you can 
hardly say these movements have 
been successful. Still, it seems 
there is a need for movements of 
aimlessness.

In “Art as Occupation: Claims for 
an Autonomy of Life”, Hito Steyerl 
also calls for rebellion, by 
explaining that our motivation to 
work has changed: 
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“ What used to be work has 
 increasingly been turned 
 into occupation. This change 
 in terminology may look trivial. 
 In fact, almost everything     
 changes on the way from work 
 to occupation. The economic 
 framework, but also its 
 implications for space and 
 temporality. If we think of 
 work as labor, it implies a 
 beginning, a producer, and 
 eventually a result. Work 
 primarily seen as a means to 
 an end: a product, a reward, 
 or a wage. (…) Occupation is 
 not a means to an end, as     
 traditional labor is. 
 Occupation is in many cases an   
” end in itself.

With Debord still in the back of 
our heads we can link him with what 
Steyerl points out here. Both our 
working time and free time have 
blurred into a blur of occupation. 
It is via this notion that economic 

34 Hito Steyerl, “Art as Occupation: Claims for an   
 Autonomy of Life”,  e-flux Journal #30, December  
 2011, http://www.e-flux.com/journal/30/68140/art- 
 as-occupation-claims-for-an-autonomy-of-life/

footnote 34
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and political control can be 
applied over the autonomous and 
subjective areas of society, such 
as the creative industry. As a 
rebellious counterbalance, and in 
resonance with the message of The 
Causality of Hesitance, Steyerl 
preaches for stagnation: 

“ Let’s merge and rip apart our 
 scenarios of occupation. Break 
 continuity. Juxtapose. Edit 
 in parallel. Jump the axe. Build 
 suspense. Pause. Counter shoot. 
 Keep chasing spring. These are   
 our territories of occupation, 
 forcefully kept apart from each  
 other, each in his and her own 
” corporate enclosure. 

The question is: how to do so?
In an interview from 2009 with 
Italian philosopher Paolo Virno, 
an answer might lie. The Belgium 
sociologist mentioned before, 
Pascal Gielen, asks him, after 
concluding that 'we urgently need 
forms of resistance, developed by 
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and for precarious workers',—the 
precari being artists, laborers, 
people with an insecure situation—
what his take is on such forms of 
resistance. Virno replies: 

“ Developing forms of resistance 
 from, for and by the precari
  means doing so within the very   
 broad context in which they live 
 their lives. It means involving 
 every aspect of their lives, 
 their place of residence, the 
 places they spend their leisure, 
” their communication networks.

Rebellion isn't marching through 
the streets, as he points out, but 
an attitude that involves every 
aspect in a modern life. This asks 
for such radical changes ‘that 
developing a form of resistance 
means inventing new institutions’, 
he concludes. Meaning not only 
art as means to do so, but he is 
talking on a larger, social and 
political scale. The advantage 

35 Pascal Gielen, Sonja Lavert, “The Dismeasure of Art: 
 An interview with Paolo Virno”, open!, November 1,  
 2009, http://www.onlineopen.org/the-dismeasure- 
 of-art

footnote 35
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of the field of art in society 
in this case is that it already 
carries a certain amount of 
freedom and creativity needed to 
start something like a new form 
of institution; art as platform 
has a high potential for political 
involvement. Especially in 
contemporary art, the institution 
is becoming a very popular and 
common phenomenon. Although 
it doesn't involve an active 
rebellion, the Arte Útil movement 
mentioned earlier is a good example 
of artistic thinking merging with 
institutional/organizational 
behavior.

The potential of rebellion can be 
understood through a metaphor from 
Walter Benjamin. In “Constellating 
History”, Thomas Lange refers 
to him: 

“ Benjamin pointed out that 
 ideas relate to things like 
 star constellations relate to 
 planets. They are neither terms 
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 or laws. Instead, they make 
 sense only because of their 
 relative positions. They exist 
 only in the very place that 
 emerges from a given montage. 
 Thinking in constellations 
 is working on the ability to 
 understand the ‘layers of time’ 
 in breaking the one-dimensional 
 idea of timelines (of linearity) 
 as well as the notion of cause 
 and effect or cause and    
” consequence relations. 

In other words, the way to study 
an idea or theory is by not only 
focusing on the idea itself but 
just as much on everything that 
it is surrounded by. Therefore, 
in addition to Virno, in order to 
awaken an 'idea of rebellion', 
Benjamin emphasizes the whole 
context of a certain idea is 
crucial to its potential 
of success. 

36 Thomas Lange, “Constellating History”, What’s 
 The Use?, ed. Nick Aikens, Thomas Lange, Jorinde   
 Seijdel, Steven ten Thije, (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2016), 16 

footnote 36
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free time

So, combining the idea of 
aimlessness/stagnation and the 
form of rebellion as given by Paolo 
Virno, it seems we are in search of 
institutional bodies that practice 
to implement pausing and non-
occupation in daily life. As a way 
to reframe the meaning of ‘free 
time’, in 1995 French artist Pierre 
Huyghe  founded L’Association Des 
Temps Libérés. To introduce its 
intentions the Association issued 
a statement in France’s Journal 
Officiel. Translated it read: 
“to develop unproductive time, 
to reflect on free time and the 
development of a society without 
work. To make its ideas known, the 
Association will be organizing 
various public meetings, 
conferences, publications and 
celebrations.” As Lauren Rotenberg 
explains in “The prospects of 
‘freed’ time: Pierre Huyghe and 
L’Assocation Des Temps Liberes”: 
“ The Association claimed a time   

37 Pierre Huyghe, “L’Association des Temps Libérés”,   
 Journal Officiel (Paris, July 5, 1995)

footnote 37
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 ‘freed’ for imaginative play and 
 social experiments as distinct 
 from the packaged and 
 controlled leisure time of the 
 work economy and can be linked 
 to previous avant-gardes that 
 attempted to mobilize non-work 
 and a radical rethinking of the 
 concept of laziness. The premise 
 of the Association is that 
 time is a malleable medium that 
 can be manipulated and liberated 
 from circuits of production 
” and exchange. 

'Free time', without a context, 
is a very abstract term. In common 
sense it applies to the time we 
spend not working, not studying, 
but more specifically it refers 
to the time we can experience 
as completely independent and 
autonomous from demanding 
capitalist elements. Therefore, 
L'Association Des Temps Libérés is 
not so much, as said by Rotenberg, 
an attempt to mobilize laziness, 

38 Lauren Rotenberg, “The prospects of ‘freed’ time:  
 Pierre Huyge and L’Assocation Des Temps Liberes,   
 Public Art Dialogue (Vol. 3, No.2, 2013) 186-216

footnote 38
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but a well aimed critique on 
the accumulating occupation of 
capitalism in daily life and 
its relation to the understanding 
of time. 

For the Association’s first 
project, Huyghe selected an 
unfinished house in the countryside 
of Burgundy, France, and invited 
the other participatory artists 
to make their own contribution in 
order to finish it. The idea behind 
this was to have the house as 
‘open scenario’ to produce social 
relationships. As written in the 
project’s Note of Intent: ‘in what 
way the relationships between 
these different individuals 
can today produce a new space.’ 

The act itself is presented as 
submissive to its social value, as 
it allows the builders to engage 
in a different way of experiencing 
time. The house itself is only a 
method of achieving a certain 
time experience. 

39 Lauren Rotenberg, “The prospects of “freed” time:   
 Pierre Huyge and L’Assocation Des Temps Liberes”,   
 Public Art Dialogue (Vol. 3, No.2, 2013) 189 

footnote 39
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“ You must do something. You must  
 construct yourself through 
” an activity.

says Huyghe. Huyghe acknowledges 
there is no way to create a time-
experience without including 
a ‘doing’. What makes the 
difference though, is this ‘doing’ 
contributes to a bigger purpose, 
instead of economical growth or 
sustainability. A social or aimless 
spending of time recognizes values 
that are connected to ideas of 
collectivism and love, rather than 
logic or functionality. 
The work was supported by a logo 
with the text The House or Home?, 
being also the title of the 
project. It hints toward a question 
about emotional and functional 
value. A house is an element 
undeniably attached to the working 
and living man, while the term home 
doesn’t necessarily suggest the 
presence of a financial structure 

40 Lauren Rotenberg, “The prospects of “freed” time:  
 Pierre Huyge and L’Assocation Des Temps Liberes”,   
 Public Art Dialogue (Vol. 3, No.2, 2013) 191

footnote 40
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but refers to an experience in 
life. As Rotenburg says: 

“ The House or Home? stages 
 the use of unproductive time 
 for non-work activities that 
 are immediately functional and 
 grounded in the experiences of 
” everyday living. 

Still, it remains open for 
interpretation. The disappointing 
fact about this project is it 
was never realized, just like 
the planned meetings with the 
Association. For Huyghe though, 
it’s not about that. 

“ I can just say that it did, 
 why not? It is enough for me 
 to transmit a thought, an idea, 
” a potentiality. 

Huyghe emphasizes the conceptual 
value, making the idea more 
important than the outcome. 
As mentioned by Rotenberg: 
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“ The Association also uses 
 ambiguity as a safeguard against 
 projecting coherent depictions 
 of a so-called better 'society 
 without work.' The group 
 retains its ambiguity by  
 remaining vague about the 
 outcomes of the projects and 
 how, exactly, accident and 
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 chance constructions in fact 
 produce a different kind of 
 social space. The language of 
 the project's accompanying texts 
 is also ambiguous. Art historian 
 Amelia Barikin observes that the 
 Note of Intent is always 
 situated in the present or 
 future tense as a proposal, a 
 potentiality, and Huyghe never 
 reveals the project's outcomes 
” by issuing postscripts. 

These tactics are understood as a 
way to keep the concept open for 
interpretation and again elevate 
the idea above the execution. 
By emphasizing the idea of the 
project, it seems to be more of 
a critique on how to think about 
spending time, rather than the 
doing itself. Also, it seems more 
logical to propose a different way 
of thinking than doing; the latter 
seems just very difficult to aim 
for, especially when using art. 
Nevertheless, this only goes if 
we suppose an idea is always the 
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catalyst for action. Apparently, 
Huyghe claims so.

In the Association’s second 
project, Temporary School (1996), 
artists Gonzalez-Foerster, 
Parreno, and Huyghe collaborated 
to produce a manual for a 
nomadic school accompanied by a 
video containing clips of their 
experiences with the students. 
The artists entered schools in 
Denmark, Sweden, and Paris, each 
one for three or four days, and 
used imaginative scenarios in 
the manual as starting-point for 
educational sessions. Just as in 
the first project, the outcome of 
the scenario’s was dependent on the 
contribution of the artists. Also, 
they included fragments of science-
fiction texts and excerpts from 
avant-garde histories. Opposed to 
The House or Home?, 
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this project was not bound to a 
specific location and an exclusive 
group of people, meaning, even more 
so, it organically incorporated 
'chance' in project.     

In the case of Huyghe, art is used 
as medium to elaborate the friction 
between occupation and ‘free 
time’. It is promoting moments of 
pause within progress, allowing 
for the evaluation of different 
ways of time spending. In addition, 
Virno's said that rebellion should 
involve every aspect of a life: 
place of residence, the place 
people spend their leisure, etc. 
Huyghe's Association seems to have 
touched quite a large part of it, 
by examining the subjectiveness of 
free time and the spaces it 
lives in. Since what’s interesting 
about the two projects from 
L’Association des Temps Libérés is 
they both show a direct relation 
between time and space. Not only a 
space in physical sense, but also 
metaphysically. How we deal with 
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time is very dependent on how we 
deal with space(s) just as much.
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boredom

In “Comrades of Time”, Boris Groys 
asks the question: 

“ How does the present manifest 
 itself in our everyday 
 experience—before it begins 
 to be a matter of metaphysical 
 speculation or philosophical 
” critique? 

This is an important question in 
relation to the concept of pausing. 
There is plenty of theory on the 
concept of present-time, but the 
actual experience is hard to catch 
in theory and words. Groys writes: 

“ Now, it seems to me that the 
 present is initially something 
 that hinders us in our 
 realization of everyday (or non-
 everyday) projects, something 
 that prevents our smooth 
 transition from the past to the 
 future, something that obstructs 
 us, makes our hopes and plans 
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 become not opportune, not up-
 to-date, or simply impossible 
 to realize.” 

He continues:
 
“ The present is a moment in 
 time when we decide to lower 
 our expectations of the future 
 or to abandon some of the dear 
 traditions of the past in order 
 to pass through the narrow gate 
” of the here-and-now. 

Boredom, in a sense, can be 
understood as a concentrated 
distillation of the experience of 
disappointing reality Groys talks 
about. When the present becomes so, 
so present, and the ideologies of 
the future and the comfort of the 
past are too absent, boredom is the 
result: a pure form of present. 
The contradictory part though, 
is that ‘the present is initially 
something that hinders us in our 
realization of everyday projects’, 

41 Boris Groys, “Comrades of Time”, e-flux, Journal 
 #11, December 2009, http://www.e-flux.com/   
 journal/11/61345/comrades-of-time/

footnote 41
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as Groys says, while this is also 
the only thing that allows the 
realization of everyday projects. 
So, when one is bored, a time/space 
opens up that allows for more to be 
done than initially thought. Later 
on in his essay, Groys explains 
this via the knowledge of German 
philosopher Martin Heidegger. 
He says: 

“ One can say that we now live in 
 a time of indecision, of delay—a 
 boring time. Now, Martin 
 Heidegger has interpreted 
 boredom precisely as a 
 precondition for our ability 
 to experience the presence of 
 the present—to experience the 
 world as a whole by being bored 
 equally by all its aspects, 
 by not being captivated by this 
” specific goal or that one … 

Dutch artist Guido van der Werve 
involves these conceptions of the 
experience of time in his work, 
with emphasis on the present moment 
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and boredom. He manages to create a 
visual dialogue between the useful 
and the useless, the purpose and 
the aimless. In a diptych video 
called Nummer Zeventien, Killing 
Time Attempt One: From the Deepest 
Ocean to the Highest Mountain 
(2016), Van der Werve covers the 
same distance as the height of 
Mount Everest on the one screen, 
while on the other we see him cover 
the same distance as to the deepest 
point in the ocean. By performing 
this in his own house, he creates 
an environment for the viewer to 
question the mannerisms of daily 
life as well as the opposite: the 
ultimate challenge. The question 
arises: what is progress, and what 
is stagnation? What is meaningful? 

The distance to the bottom of the 
ocean is covered in a bathtub. At 
least, the title in combination 
with the two moving images is 
the only aspect of the work that 
gives us a sense of logic. Van der 
Werve himself walks up and down in 
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a layer of water not higher than 
his knees, dressed in basic black 
boxers and a t-shirt. The water 
resembles the ocean. Aside from 
the fact the bathroom is empty 
from any loose elements except its 
basics (a tub, shower, sink, mirror 
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and a toilet paper holder), it is 
clear there has been no styling, 
and the setting communicates 
directness and honesty. There 
is no other storyline than the 
walking man, suggesting the video 
is more a documented performance 
than a representational scene.
For the video on the right, where 
we see the same man falling into a 
bed over and over again, the same 
goes: elements that could lead 
to any unintentional association 
are removed from the frame, while 
the room maintains to communicate 
that Van der Werve shot the video 
in his own house. Contrary to the 
left video, the direction of his 
movement is directed in a vertical 
way. The fact he is moving downward 
to resemble an upward direction 
confirms his illogical and 
contradictory approach. 

The work basically expresses 
inverted boredom. While the actions 
themselves seem ultimately boring 
to execute, they are performed in 

image 15
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a vey determined manner for they 
resemble an example of one of the 
biggest physical accomplishments 
thinkable in a human life. 
The usefulness of the visualized 
boredom doesn’t lie in the fact 
wether the action is useful or 
not, but in the motivation of the 
performer. As much as it seems 
the challenge he works through 
is physical, it is mentally that 
he truly moves. Therefor it's 
hardly to be called boring. This 
notion reflects on the idea of 
the subjectivity of purpose and 
usefulness. It shows that movement 
or action is not necessarily bound 
to progress, and the other way 
around: boredom or passivity don’t 
necessarily mean regress. In this 
way, he succeeded in portraying 
boredom as enemy as well as friend. 

In one of his older, more famous 
works, Nummer Acht, Everything 
is Going to be Alright (2007), 
he already visualized this 
contradictory relationship between 
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friend and enemy. In this video 
we see a man walking toward the 
camera in an arctic landscape. 
The long distance from which it 
is filmed makes it look like he 
doesn’t come any closer. The same 
distance also makes it look even 
more like the massive ice-breaker 
sailing behind him is about to 
swallow him any moment, together 
with the continuously crushed 
ice he was just walking on. The 
sound of the breaking ice is just 
as overpowering as the contrast 
between the size of the ship  and 
the tiny looking man. Although 
the constant threat of the boat is 
accompanied by an atmosphere of 
hostility, the emptiness of the 
landscape leads to the realization 
that same boat chasing the man 
is also the one that brought him 
there, and shall safely escort 
him out after. With this in 
mind, the boredom Van der Werve 
seems to struggle with in Nummer 
Zeventien shows to have the same 
role as the boat in the frozen sea. 

image 16
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He is constantly chased by the 
ungraspability of the time passing 
(the breaking ice), while it is 
the boredom that allows him to 
find a way out of this linear time-
spectrum by inverting valuable 
time into insignificant.

16
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integrity

While writing this text, a 
lot has happened, politically 
speaking. The UK has left the 
European Union, in replacement 
of the first, after the election 
of the first black president in 
2008, the United States has now 
elected a dictatorial businessman, 
and countries like France, 
Belgium, and The Netherlands are 
dealing with comparable radical 
politicians who are creating a 
hostile atmosphere of separation, 
and are booming in popularity. 
These developments ought to be the 
result of socially naïve attitudes 
that are formed around the ideas 
that 'something like that would 
never happen', or, 'he would never 
become president' or 'the biggest 
party.' In other words: a lack of 
social and political engagement. 
Nevertheless, as mentioned before, 
on social media a huge amount of 
politically oriented information, 
discussion and propaganda can 
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be found. Considering these 
developments in relation to the 
potential of aimlessness, it made 
me wonder whether I've been making 
any sense at all, or that if I've 
been unconsciously promoting 
disengagement. To be clear about 
something: the aimlessness I 
address here is a paradoxical 
form of actively embracing 
stagnation; the acknowledgment 
of the absence of progress as 
definite usefulness. Concluding, 
aimlessness is achieved through a 
position of neutrality, which is 
a position that is not an absent 
one, but a recognition of multiple 
truths without any judgement or 
opinion about those. The example 
of the Arte Útil Museum is a great 
example of a practice that is very 
engaged in political structures, 
without becoming a direct piece 
of the system it criticizes, 
therefore making itself able to 
redefine grounded idea's of value. 
In my opinion, the resolution to 
the commercializing of reality 
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and experiences (spectacles) 
is not to be found in actively 
protesting against them, but 
actively emphasizing those things 
that could be a replacement, like 
boredom, neutrality, pausing, and 
wasting time; all those moments 
that recognize the subjectivity 
of use and progress and ignore the 
rules of linear-time. 

The lack of engagement in 
contemporary politics I just 
mentioned is not so much relevant 
for governmental political 
structure, but for all that this 
structure is not. In other sense: 
politics is not only happening 
through politicians and parties, 
but through every action a 
individual civilian makes. These 
'autonomous' actions should be 
enlarged and actively organized, 
starting by focussing on what is 
of use. This is where the relation 
between use and aimlessness comes 
in, for aimless behavior is the 
gateway to self-reflection and 
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questioning. The ancient old 
principle of meditation is nothing 
but practicing this; to sit still 
without any aim. The empty state 
of mind this allows for is what 
makes a human able to reflect and 
relativize about what is true, 
what is valuable, what is purpose, 
etc. Spiritually speaking, it 
stimulates a reasoning from 
'inner' grounds, rather than 
rationalizing on definitions that 
are given from 'outer' grounds. The 
contradictory idea of this is that 
the benefits of meditation can only 
be reached without aiming for them. 
As it is unlikely the whole earth 
will start meditating like hard-
core buddhist monks by tomorrow, 
as metaphor though, meditation is 
very applicable to contemporary 
society. Especially when looking at 
the amount of contradictions that 
appeared throughout this text:

 - Time is spend, in order to     
 create more time.
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- Modern man invests more time 
 in relaxation, in order to cope  
 with more working. A phenomenon  
 confirmed by the current     
 popularity of 'mindfulness'.

- Technological and scientific 
 solutions lead to more    
 difficult to control       
 problematics (Gean Moreno)

- The implementing of reality-
 representing spectacles      
 creates a higher degree of     
 abstraction. (Guy Debord)

- The promotion of the opinion 
 on social media exists      
 parallel to a naïve attitude    
 of political disengagement.

The concept of aimlessness 
consists of a comparable duality, 
for implementing it as solution 
would result in immediate failure. 
Importantly so, it is important 
to not portray it as solution; 
more as proposal for a different 
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perspective. This plea for 
resistance is not one of action, 
but of perception. The context 
of art within society therefore 
plays a crucial role, as art is 
thé field in which perceptions 
are invented, questioned, and 
changed. Looking back at this 
text, to me, the missing link of 
contemporary society is not so 
much one of engagement, but one of 
argumentation in an integer way. 
The current dependence of people 
to create opinions and arguments 
based on outside sources creates a 
lack of self-believe and honesty.  

The idea of an independent economic 
position of art is an old-fashioned 
one, as working society as a whole 
is in transition to insecure and 
unstable situations; situations 
comparable to the romantic idea 
of the poor artist in the attic. 
Accordingly so, the position of 
the artist is also changing into a 
more politically involved one. As 
much as this may seem like a loss 
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of autonomy, it allows for great 
possibilities of social influence 
from a creative and liberal point 
of view, which is a different 
form of autonomy in itself. To 
successfully do so, autonomously 
thinking and heteronomously 
involved institutions, 
organizations, and artists must 
be recognized and supported. 
In times where imagination is 
closer to reality than reality 
itself, subjectivity is more 
transparent than objectivity, 
and uncertainty is more certain 
than certainty, the demand for 
integrity is greater than ever. 
Political instability confronts 
people with their own values and 
own actions. A growth of awareness 
like this is very important to 
give ear to, on an individual 
level, and in a collective way; 
through emphasis on the neutral, 
boring, and aimless. Art has the 
responsibility to function as 
mirror of integrity, for society 
and all its inhabitants. True 
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integrity acknowledges the slow 
as valid as the fast, the neutral 
as valid as the good and bad, the 
boring as valid as the spectacle, 
the negative as valid as the 
positive, the inner as valid as the 
outer, the pause as valid as the 
progress, the discreet as valid as 
the prominent, the aimless as valid 
as the goal.
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conclusion

A conclusion is a piece of text 
found at the end of a larger piece 
of text, that in explanatory 
manner reflects on the different 
topics, subtopics, statements, 
arguments and/or questions from 
the antecedent text. Clearly, the 
conclusion will be containing a 
smaller amount of words than the 
larger text, for else it would ask 
for a conclusion of the conclusion. 
The reader of the conclusion is 
confronted with, most likely, 
a recapitulation of the larger 
text, complemented with additional 
information and/or the writers 
opinion in order to come to such 
an end of the text that it will 
give the reader the idea something 
complex has been solved, or given 
enough new insight in order to 
end reading with a feeling of 
satisfaction. Differently put, 
in comparison to the introduction 
where the coming text is announced, 
to prepare the reader to the action 
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of not-reading, the conclusion 
announces the upcoming absence 
of more text. Needles to say, 
the conclusion is also the final 
impression of the text on the 
reader and therefortherefore it 
brings the writer of it more stress 
than the rest of the text, as it 
will influence the readers value of 
the read text for a large part.
 
While reading, the reader is 
confronted with conclusions, 
arguments and/or potential open-
questions that will confirm the 
reader in its expectations that 
were build up during the text 
before the conclusion, or, if not 
confirmed, might disappoint and/
or surprise him/her. Sometimes 
the conclusion introduces new 
questions that will leave the 
reader with more thoughts to think 
about, or allow the writer to 
prevent him-/herself from making 
foolish statements about the topics 
addressed in the text, or allow for 
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other texts from other writers to 
react on the concerning text. 

Throughout the conclusion such a 
tension might have been build up 
that the reader is guided toward 
a climax being the last sentence, 
commonly used as opportunity to 
carry a certain amount of humor, 
cleverness, poetry, playfulness, 
tease, riddle, curiosity, 
certainty, surprise, romanticism, 
originality, and/or something of 
the sort, as final impression to 
optimize the readers experience of 
reading this text. The motivation 
to do so, which concerns just as 
much the rest of the text, as the 
conclusion, as the final sentence 
of the conclusion, might be ór 
the significance of communicating 
the information in the text to 
the public, ór the status of the 
writer that depends on the quality 
given to his/her texts by the 
readers, r a combination of the 
two. Therefore, a conclusion is 
considered as high-quality when 
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there is a clear balance between 
the matter in which the information 
is approached objectively by the 
writer, and the transparency of the 
writer's inextricable subjective 
position and use of language. This 
sentence, you, the reader, are 
reading now, is the final sentence 
of the conclusion.
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