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Transgression, Cooperation and Criticality in Socially Engaged Art Practice.

The catalyst for this essay has been the noticeable frequency with which the phrase

‘socially engaged art practice’ has arisen at recent seminars, national and local art prizes

as well as in Arts Council England guidelines and public discussions about contemporary

art. It would appear that the realm of practice that has been variously described over the

last century as ‘political’, as ‘social sculpture’, ‘relational’, ‘dialogical’, ‘community-led’

and so on has found its currently favoured expression as ‘socially engaged’. It is not my

intention with this essay to dissect these expressions semiologically but to examine the

broad and sometimes opposing array of art practices that such a term can encompass.

Specifically I am interested in the (not conditional) distinction between art practices that

have at their core the goal of effecting positive social change and those that use the

‘social’ or ‘public’ as their context. For the purposes of efficiency the manner in which I

will draw this distinction will be to look at art practices that have sought to alter the

social fabric through agitation, resistance and transgression in comparison to those that

are engaged in a more cooperative relationship with dominant forces, be they of the state

or the art world. Accordingly, the critical undercurrent throughout this essay is to pose

the question, ‘Can a socially engaged art practice without resistance, conflict and

transgression at its core alter the social fabric fundamentally i.e above and beyond

making repairs to it?’



2

A brief history of ‘socially engaged practice’ in relation to the avant-garde.

Art as a tool for social transformation is not a modern phenomena. It has been well

documented in the texts of our most popular versions of art history that painting

originally served to illustrate and fortify religious ideology; that the enlightenment and

the art of the Renaissance sought to emancipate the individual; and that modernism was a

reaction to changes in the modes of production, the growth of industrialisation and the

new lifestyles it brought about. That said, in the last hundred years a canon of art has

developed that adopts more directly agitational methods than the movements and periods

that preceded them.

Texts that have attempted to plot this history do so through documenting and historicising

‘avant-garde’ art practices. In the main the first half of this history of the avant-garde

runs, when focused on European movements, from Italian Futurism at the beginning of

the twentieth century, through Dada, then Surrealism to the Situationist International and

Fluxus movements of the nineteen-sixties.
1

Following the sixties more numerous paths appear. Of course there are as many histories

of the avant-garde as there are writers, all of which are necessarily abridged and

culturally weighted. Some follow avant-gardism into Punk and then on towards cultural

                                                  
1 For a more detailed overview please see Stewart Home, ‘Introduction’ in The Assault
On Culture, Utopian Currents From Lettrism To Class War (Edinburgh: AK Press,
1991), pp. 3-7.
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activism, new technologies and the human relations they afford (such as peer-to-peer file

sharing); others through counter art industry tactics including minimalism, site

specificity, and ‘new genre public art’.
2
 Figures such as Bourriaud see ‘relational’

practices as appearing on the trajectory initiated by early avant-garde art practices.
3
 In all

these examples though, the legacy of the avant-garde is to have created an art that is

people-focused and not dependent on the gallery as site - two characteristics never distant

from what we might think of as ‘socially engaged art practice’.

Correspondingly, vanguard activity is popularly conceived of as challenging the status

quo of a given environment and upsetting convention. Much Fine Art aspires to this

radicalism and newness in the name of originality. This may explain why audience

participation in art is currently enjoying as much critical attention and presence in

galleries and art schools as it does;
4
 it appears to transgress conventions of the art world,

including the autonomy of the artist as creator and ‘to look but not touch’ (the

problematics of these ‘radical’ tactics becoming commonplace is something I will return

to later in the essay). As such it can be posited that ‘socially engaged art practices’, as a

descendent of the avant-garde, necessarily encompass or pertain to a transgression of the

conditions in which they are produced.

                                                  
2 See Miwon Kwon ‘Introduction’ in One Place After Another, Site-Specific Art And
Locational Identity (Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2004), pp.1-9.
3 See Nicholas Bourriaud, ‘Relational Form’ in Relational Aesthetics (Dijon: Les Presses
Du Réel, 2002), pp.11-24.
4 See for instance Claire Bishop, ed., Participation (London: Whitechapel, 2006) in the
‘Documents of Contemporary Art’ series.
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Before moving on to discuss the form this transgression may take it may be worth briefly

reminding ourselves of the conditions that have born it. Where Dada and early Surrealism

could be seen as reflections of the absurdity of global war, and the more plainly

politicised art of sixties America commented on the USA government’s policy in

Vietnam, the general condition under which most art of the avant-garde has been

produced is global capitalism. Specifically at the beginning of this new century the

boredom, alienation and false-desires of the spectacle and the hyper-real present in

market-dominated societies identified by Debord, Baudrillard et al, have both magnified

and seeped into life in ever more cunning and all-pervading ways particularly in this new

stage of cognitive capitalism.
5

Transgression in Socially Engaged Art

Bearing this history in mind, the point of departure I wish to use for exploring the myriad

forms socially engaged art practice can take is ‘transgressive art’. I am less interested in a

definition of transgressive art that refers to work seeking to break taboos or shock

viewers (such as that by Jake and Dinos Chapman) but instead, for the purposes of this

essay, prefer to focus on art that conduces transgression or transgressive behaviour. By

that I refer to behaviour that may go beyond or break with social, institutional and/or

moral conventions or rules. To simplify to a fault, the art I deem transgressive is that

                                                  
5 See Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle (New York: Zone Books, 1994), Jean
Baudrillard (trans. Shiela Faria Glaser), Simulacra and Simulation (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 2006) and Jeremy Rifkin, The End of Work: The Decline of
the Global Labor Force and the Dawn of the Post-Market Era (New York:
Tarcher/Putnam, 1995) for further reading.
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which actively and directly applies or facilitates a critique of the context in which it is

produced or received.

A most basic illustration of this type of transgressive art is the agitational propaganda

material used by art political movements. As an example we could look at the posters by

Walter Crane associated with William Morris and early socialism where slogans such as

‘The Crime of Labour is the Hope of the World’ are written on banners surrounding

figures dancing around the maypole or classical statues to deliver anti-war messages

(Figure 1, Appendix). Of course the draftsmanship and high quality to which these

posters are finished is not purely for seductive purposes. The labour intensity of such a

process is the actual celebratory putting in to practice of the reclamation of time and

labour away from exploitations of capitalism, as Morris elaborates, ‘when people once

more take pleasure in their work, when the pleasure rises to a certain point, the

expression of it will become irresistible, and that expression of pleasure is art, whatever

form it may take.’
6
 It is both agitational in that it asks the viewer to transgress but is also

a demonstration of this transgression.

Other examples of agitational poster art are the bold screen-printed images used by the

student rioters and factory occupations in Paris of May 1968 (Figures 2 and 3, Appendix).

These images are not only propaganda for transgressive behaviour but were in fact an

essential element in the transgression that occurred over the course of the disturbances in

                                                  
6 William Morris, ‘The Socialist Ideal: Art’ in Will Bradley and Charles Esche, eds., Art
and Social Change: A Critical Reader (London: Tate Publishing, 2007), p51.
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Paris. The posters became a dialogical tool in the activities, helping communicate,

organise and initiate actions across the city.
7

It might be a temptation of the art pundit as yet unfamiliar with ‘socially engaged

practice’ to separate out the ‘art’ in these posters from the application and consequences

they incur. That is, it is easy enough to reduce the action involved in designing and

producing the material as the ‘art’ and the change in the social fabric as ‘something else’

(politics for example). However, in both the aforementioned cases the separation of art

from social activism is impossible; the ‘art’ certainly can’t be seen as a documentation of

a social process because it precedes it, and in addition removing these images from their

context changes them completely;

‘The posters produced by the Atelir Populaire are weapons in the service of

the struggle and are inseparable from it. Their rightful place is in the centres

of conflict, that is to say the streets and on the walls of the factories. To use

them for decorative purposes, to display them in bourgeois places of culture

or to consider them as objects of aesthetic interest is to impair both their

function and their effect.’
8

This may contrast with the piece that won Mark Wallinger the Turner prize in 2007,

‘State Britain’, where the material utilised in Brian Haw’s protest against the UK

government’s foreign policy in Iraq was replicated and exhibited in Tate Britain. At first

glance this artwork seems to operate in the reverse order to those discussed thus far; the

                                                  
7 See Simon Ford, ‘May ‘68’, in The Situationist International, A User’s Guide (London:
Black Dog Publishing, 2005), pp.112-130.

8 Atelier Populaire, Posters from the Revolution, Paris, May 1968 in Will Bradley and
Charles Esche, eds., Art and Social Change: A Critical Reader (London: Tate Publishing,
2007), p. 164.
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art being a re-presentation (an actual remaking and re-siting) of ‘agitational’ or protest-

based material rather than it being agitational or transgressive in itself.
9

In effect then we have two very different forms of social engagement in these practices

despite their similar formal and material appearance. One agitates a social activity by

prompting people to engage in it and the other is a form of social engagement from the

outside world that is bought back into the gallery space for contemplation by an art

audience.

Another form of agitation in art practice that shares similarities to Wallinger’s

exploitation of the gallery as a site for socially engaged practice includes Joseph Beuys’s

Bureau for Direct Democracy (1972). In this work Beuys remade his office in Dusseldorf

for a 100-day installation and live performance at Documenta 5. Beuys was present daily

to discuss with visitors his ideas surrounding a new form of social order based on non-

hierarchical methods and art as a life-process that he termed ‘Direct Democracy’ and its

realisation through referendum.

The relevance of Beuys’s installation performance with reference to ‘transgressive art’ is

that he hoped that the experience that occurred for the viewer or participant in an art

context (the Documenta 5 festival), whilst not necessarily transgressive in itself, would

                                                  
9 Of course the interesting point about Wallinger’s work was the transgression taking
place (but ignored by the authorities) by bringing this material into a zone where public
demonstration had been prohibited.
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transpose itself into his or her everyday experience.
10

 It follows then that the art context

here is a laboratory where forms of social engagement are agitated to find their

transformative potential in the ‘real world’ further broadening what we may define as a

‘socially engaged’ art practice.

To develop this notion of transgression in art practice we can look at a few examples of

art works that go further than simply agitating dissenting behaviour; where the art is the

actual conflict itself. Examples of this can be found in Stewart Home’s history of utopian

currents ‘The Assault on Culture’ where pranks and happenings by the Dutch artist-

activist Provo group of the Sixties and the1980’s anarcho punk movement ‘Class War’

are situated alongside Dada, Situationism and Fluxus actions.

Where the Provo group both considered themselves artists and attracted mass media

attention for their transgressive behaviour (including a ban of their publication due to the

inclusion of instructions on how to make bombs and a satirical cartoon of a Royal figure),

the numerous teenage punks outlined by Home as being involved in ‘Class War’ may not

have considered their ‘anti-rich’ demonstrations in Kensington artistic acts in themselves.

However, as previously mentioned their lineage in an avant-garde tradition of

transgression along with their citation in texts concerning art activity draws them to the

fringe of what we may call socially engaged art.

                                                  
10 See Joseph Beuys and Dirk Schwarze, ‘Report on a Day’s Proceedings at the Bureau
for Direct Democracy//1972’ in Claire Bsihop, ed., Participation (London: Whitechapel,
2006), pp.120-124.
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A more recent example of this appropriation is illustrated by the Copenhagen-based artist

collective Superflex who’s recent publication ‘Self-Organisation’ does not seek to

document the artist group’s own actions but instead collates essays and examples of

‘counter economic strategies’ that exemplify the ambitions of the group and situates them

within a global movement that attempts to transgress the current domination of market-

based relations.

It is no coincidence then that the numerous examples of ‘self-organised’ activity include

artworks and activities that promote or comprise of transgressive actions. They are often

the manifestation of behaviours that highlight the absurdity of governmental laws through

the breaking of these laws in spectacular or humorous fashion. For instance, the street

parties involving planting turf on roadways by the ‘Reclaim the streets’
11

 movement or

the topless protests by the American female Topfree Equal Rights Association TERA.
12

It may be worth reiterating that it is not my intention at this point to enter a debate about

these activities as art or to judge them on their aesthetic merits, but to highlight the fact

that their proximity to the artworld and the texts and works that it comprises of oblige us

to accept them in our definition of socially engaged art practices. I have hopefully

illustrated that a number of transgressive and agitational activities are drawn into the

artworld through their reframing by artists or in art contexts. The quandary we are left

with then is how, when experienced as art, do these activities transfer from the art context

                                                  
11 See Will Bradley, Mika Hannula, Cristina Ricupero and Superflex, eds., Self-
Organisation: Counter Economic Strategies (New York: Stenberg Press, 2006), pp.250-
251.
12 ibid, pp.290- 291.
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to everyday life in order to fundamentally alter the social fabric - to be actively socially

engaged?

Socially engaged art and everyday life.

I have so far described a strand of art practice that engages in social issues through

conflict or by transgressing conventions illustrated by socially engaged practice that

sparks a dialogue by being oppositional. However, in the same manner that the reframing

of transgressive activity by artists widens what we may accept as ‘socially engaged

practice’, art that assimilates with the everyday in a more complicit fashion may aspire to

the same goals and therefore also fall into this category.

There are a number of artists working within the ‘socially engaged’ field who’s practice

blurs with the everyday by its proximity and cooperation with it. Or, put from another

angle, it is a practice that sits on the fringe of the artworld because of its ordinariness

rather than its sensationalism. In some cases the activity and actions of these artists is

near indistinguishable from professions outside of the artworld including those of

bureaucrats, filmmakers, politicians and product-designers and marketers, as is their

compliant and symbiotic relationship with institutions and state.

To illustrate this I would like to concentrate on two artist collaborations that demonstrate

this shifting role for the artist; The UK-based Somewhere partnership who have been

short-listed for the Northern Art Prize 2007 and the Vienesse collective WochenKlausur
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who have also worked in Leeds recently and who’s practice has raised the debate around

socially engaged practice internationally.

Somewhere is a ‘multi-disciplinary organisation’ formed in 2001 by artists Karen Guthrie

and Nina Pope. It is worth noting that their Northern Art Prize nomination was given to

the individually named artists (as a partnership) rather than under the name of the

organisation. This could be interpreted as an indicator of the problematics involved in

including the working methods Somewhere employ in a conventional art context such as

a regional arts prize.

The work that dominantly represents Guthrie and Pope in the Northern Art Prize

exhibition at Leeds Art Gallery is an installation especially developed in which to screen

their 2005 feature film ‘Bata-Ville: We Are Not Afraid of the Future’.  The feature film is

the resolution of an arts process that demonstrates Somewhere’s commitment to ‘directly

engaging with audiences’.
13

 The film is a documentary made of a coach trip organised by

Guthrie and Pope that took employees of a former Bata factory workers from East

Tilsbury and Maryport to the Czech Republic in tribute to Tomas Bata.

A more recent work, ‘Seven Samurai’ (2006) present in the same exhibition, is the result

of a similarly relational practice where, after a month long residency in a small Japanese

village, the artists initiated a series of exchanges between local craftsmen and café

                                                  
13 Fiona Venables, ‘Karen Guthrie + Nina Pope’, in Pippa Hale and Kerry Harker, eds.,
Northern Art Prize 2007 Catalogue (Leeds: Vitrine Publishing, 2007), p.35
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owners that highlighted the shifts in lifestyle necessitated in rural areas by postindustrial

economies. In both these works Guthrie and Pope have a strong presence by featuring in

and narrating the films themselves and through the strong visual aesthetic applied through

costumes and graphic design.

However, their presence as artists in the work is less conspicuous. In a talk organised by

Leeds Art Gallery Karen explained the strangeness arising from their invitation to present

works like ‘Bata-Ville’ in a gallery setting when they now more often refer to themselves

as filmmakers rather than artists.
14

 In fact, the change in roles adopted in their practice

has resulted in a feeling of undue pressure to ‘make art’ from the work they produce

which may normally more easily sit in the film world
15

. In Leeds Art Gallery this has

resolved itself as an ‘honesty table’ interactive installation and vitrines and display

cabinets holding props and posters from the research involved in making the films.

It is inferred in the Northern Art Prize catalogue text that the artistic act of Nina and

Karen is their ability to create a relationship with a community,

‘This film (Bata-Ville) epitomises the ethos of Karen Guthrie and Nina

Pope’s work, which does not objectify its subjects but – by the artists

                                                  
14 Karen explained their role in the production of the films as artistic directors and saw

the entire process as a collaboration between themselves, their cameraman, editors,

distributors and of course the subjects of the documentary (which again is interesting in

reference to the prize nomination being awarded to the individual artists rather than the

organisation name). Their chief input as artists is the choice of subject and to motivate the

processes rather than to contribute any particular technical skills.
15 An illustration of this is Somewhere’s repeat invitation to show work in the SXSW film
festival in 2008 documented on the blog of their website <http://somewhere.org.uk/blog>
[accessed 29/12/2007]
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submerging themselves into any community or environment they are studying

– gives voice to peripheral sections of society and value to folk culture.

I am nominating Karen Guthrie and Nina Pope (…) for their work’s

engagement and non-segregated approach to practitioners, participants and

audiences..’
16

Fiona Venables’s focus on the methods and processes employed by Guthrie and Pope

over the product of this engagement suggests that the artistic competency of the artists is

their ability to successfully integrate themselves into a social group. Much in the same

way anthropologists are praised for their neutrality in field studies, it is thought that this

assimilation will produce a sincere and positive artwork capable of heightening

understanding of ‘peripheral sections of society’. In essence it is Guthrie and Pope’s

talent to blend with the everyday that is key to the transformative potential of this socially

engaged art practice.
17

Under these conditions we can look at Somewhere’s feature-films as the documentation

of a socially-engaged practice (the relationship and interaction between Guthrie and Pope

and their chosen social group) that could in itself become the catalyst for social change

                                                  
16 Fiona Venables, ‘Karen Guthrie + Nina Pope’, in Pippa Hale and Kerry Harker, eds.,
Northern Art Prize 2007 Catalogue (Leeds: Vitrine Publishing, 2007), p.38
17 Nevertheless, it is worthwhile discussing the particulars of this ‘submerging’ with
community. The artist’s direct presence in their work could be interpreted as
compromising the neutrality their work has been lauded for, as the subject of the work
becomes as focused on Guthrie and Pope’s relationship with their chosen community or
social group rather than the social group themselves. Similarly we should consider who
the audience that Guthrie and Pope ‘directly engage with’ is. Both ‘Bata-Ville’ and
‘Seven Samurai’ have primary and secondary audiences; the primary audience being the
social group that is simultaneously the subject of the work and the secondary audience
being those that will see the documentation of this audience-engagement (that is, the
exhibition visitors or film watchers). It is clear that Guthrie and Pope’s  ‘direct
engagement’ occurs with the primary audience with more force than with the secondary.
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(through the wider understanding and ‘voice’ it offers ‘peripheral’ social groups and ‘folk

art’). Still, in terms of ‘fundamental’ social change the impact on the much smaller

subject-audience who experience the relationship with Karen and Nina is greater than the

wider audience who experience the documentation of this interaction. It can be suggested

then that the truly ‘socially engaged’ element of this practice is concentrated to a small-

scale engagement.

Another artist collective working with social engagement at a small-scale level is the

Viennese group WochenKlausur. Formed in 1993 WochenKlausur describe their actions

as specific ‘interventions’ into designated communities or spaces with the title’s of the

work explaining this context, for instance ‘Intervention in a School’ (1995), ‘Intervention

to Upcycle Discarded Products’ (1998), ‘Intervention in Immigrant Labor Issues’ (1995)

and so on. They work by the invitation of an (arts) institution or organisation followed by

extensive periods of research and the agreement of specified timeframes within which to

achieve fixed goals suited to the circumstance.

A much cited example of this is their ‘Intervention to Provide Healthcare to Homeless

People’ (1992) that took place in Vienna. Wochenklausur were invited by the Vienna

Secession to work in the space. The Secession was situated next to Karlsplatz, a meeting

place for homeless people and drug addicts. It is practically impossible for homeless

people to access the free healthcare that the Austrian state provides, meaning that many

homeless people in Karlsplatz went without. In response WochenKlausur’s intervention

was to organise free healthcare from a mobile bus by approaching and negotiating with



15

the government to provide doctors and resources. Eight years after the intervention the

scheme was still running.

The healthcare intervention demonstrates a number of WochenKlausur’s artistic

intentions and strategies. Firstly, it shows the activist quality of their socially engaged

practice, insofar that it not only identifies an area for critique in the social fabric but goes

on to provide a concrete solution towards changing it. For WochenKlausur this activism

aligns them to a history of art that has sought to change its surrounding conditions for the

better through a simple transference of artistic skills;

‘WochenKlausur sees art as an opportunity for achieving long-term

improvements in human co-existence. Artist’s competence in finding creative

solutions, traditionally utilized in shaping materials, can just as well be

applied in all areas of society: in ecology, education and city planning. There

are problems everywhere that cannot be solved using conventional

approaches and are thus suitable subjects for artistic projects.’
18

Secondly, it illustrates their belief that their role as artists allow them a certain freedom to

subvert or use unconventional techniques to achieve the goals of the intervention. As the

group themselves document, in order to get the government to back the mobile free

healthcare scheme a degree of manipulation was required that utilised press figures to

force a commitment from the state. It is this transgression of typical behaviours that can

be seen as separating their methods and practice from the everyday role of bureaucrats or

                                                  
18 Pascal Jeannée, ‘WochenKlausur’ in Wolfgang Zingell, ed., WochenKlausur:
Sociopolitical Activism in Art (Vienna: Springer-Verlag, 2001), p.7
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lobbyists, that is, it is this employment of ‘unorthodox approaches’ that becomes the

substance of their artistic contribution.
19

That said, WochenKlausur’s direct methods for social engagement and the necessarily

quotidian nature of the mechanisms they utilize to achieve their interventions has led to

difficulty executing the work in the past due to its reliance on institutional funding. The

outcome to the collective’s interventions and the processes involved in it are often

indistinguishable from responsibilities held by other sectors in society, and this can

become an obstacle in social systems based on the division of labour and delegation of

responsibilities from a centralised body.

As an example we can refer to WochenKlausur’s experience in Leeds where they were

invited to produce interventions in the Holbeck area that was undergoing heavy

regeneration. The response from local residents was one of confusion verging on hostility

that arose from the ambiguity surrounding their work as ‘art’ when it was clearly funded

with money designated for ‘art’. In fact the ultimate foreshortening of WochenKlausur’s

intervention in Leeds was in part due to the lack of a conventional artistic (visual)

outcome to the project resulting in the withdrawal of funds.

So, from this brief insight into socially engaged practices that make use of, co-operate or

blend with everyday activity, rather than conflict with it, we can identify some consistent

themes. Firstly, that they work more effectively at a small scale or with a specifically

                                                  
19 ibid, p.8
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designated audience.  And secondly, that whilst these practices’ ambiguity as artistic

processes become an entrance point to ‘directly engage’ with audiences, once settled in

this area they can struggle to clearly identify their objectives and methods to an audience.

This in turn increases the danger that a complicit form of socially engaged practice may

have results that are ineffectual or logistically impractical due to the confusion

surrounding their interpretation by their cooperative partners.

Furthermore, the risk entailed in socially engaged art practice’s proximity to the everyday

(and its distance from conventional artistic activity) has implications beyond friction with

public and state co-operation. In the final section of this essay I would like to look in

more detail at the issues surrounding the autonomy and reception of socially engaged

practice with reference to it’s criticality and the resources available to judge its

effectiveness.

Socially Engaged Art and Criticality

Since the appearance of terms like ‘new genre public art’ art-critics have noted that

practices in this category are difficult, if not impossible, to critique using the same tools

traditional visual art has offered. Socially engaged practice, as I have attempted to

illustrate so far, has a wide range of criteria against which it measures its success and one

that is fundamentally different to ‘traditional’ art. It is less concerned with the work of art

as an arrested expression or representation of the artist’s experience of the world and

must instead be discussed in terms of its application in the context in which this

experience occurs.  As such a new language is required to describe this emergent form of
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practice, an issue addressed by Nicholas Bourriaud in his theorising on ‘Relational

Aesthetics’
20

 and described by Arlene Raven in 1995;

‘The body of contemporary public art about social issues needs a language to

articulate its compatibility with and also its difference from art made for

galleries, museums, and corporations and that made as therapy or for private

view. Critical language must take its cue from the character of the

communication of the art it seeks to elucidate.’
21

In the same publication live art and ‘Happenings’ figurehead Alan Kapprow takes this

need for alternative expression of community-based or social practice a step further by

questioning the appropriateness of classifying it as ‘art’ as doing so provides the

practitioner with false justifications for the work;

‘Once art departs from traditional models and begins to merge into the

everyday manifestations of society itself, artists cannot assume the authority

of their “talent”, they cannot claim that what takes place is valuable just

because it is art. Indeed, in most cases they dare not say it is art at all.’
22

This however does not mean that the past forms of cultural criticism that have been

applied to art are completely redundant when discussing socially engaged practice.

                                                  
20 although Bourriaud’s writing on relational practices would be an  appropriate filter to
discuss a criticism of socially engaged practices Bourriaud’s alliance with gallery and
market-based works rather than those that cooperate or transgress boundaries outside of
the artworld inform my decision to focus on a different set of practices to those outlined
in his books ‘Relational Aesthetics’ and ‘Postproduction’. I am of the opinion however
that these examples would figure into a more in depth discussion about what comprises
‘socially engaged practice’.
21 Arlene Raven, ‘Word of Honor’ in Suzanne Lacy, ed., Mapping the Terrain: New
Genre Public Art (Seattle: Bay Press, 1995), p.168.
22 Allan Kaprow, ‘Success and Failure When Art Changes, in Suzanne Lacy, ed.,
Mapping the Terrain: New Genre Public Art (Seattle: Bay Press, 1995), p.158.
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Instead they require an appropriate reframing and reinterpretation in order to enable us to

evaluate the impact of these new practices.

Although socially engaged practice doesn’t feature in Theodore Adorno’s writings

around aesthetic theory and the culture industry (which mainly focus on Brechtian theory,

modernist painting and jazz music as illustrative examples) his insights into the

recuperative nature of dominant market forces and their draining effect on the

transformative potential of ‘art’ are appropriately applicable to the current dilemma faced

by socially engaged practice; that is its position between being an uncompromised force

for social transformation and its complicit relationship with state and art institutions.

Returning to Kapprow’s comment momentarily; the inference can be read as being that

socially engaged practice’s public perception as ‘art’ is inconsequential with reference to

its transformative potential. In fact it may even be desirable to distance itself from the art

world and wholeheartedly embrace its position in the folds of the everyday. Conversely,

Adorno posits an argument for the separateness of art from the everyday in ‘The

Autonomy of Art’ suggesting that art’s social worth can only arise from its distance from

the milieu that makes up capitalist society. If art removes itself from a critical sphere then

it sacrifices its transformative potential.

‘Art will live on only as long as it has the power to resist society. If it refuses

to objectify itself, it becomes a commodity. What it contributes to society is
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not some directly communicable content but something more mediate i.e

resistance.’ 
23

To elaborate on Adorno’s position, the danger entailed by art’s transference into the

everyday is a ‘dumbing-down’ of its material, or a co-option that will lead to its

ineffectuality. Adorno admits that art’s refusal to mix with the everyday lessens the

potential for direct social impact through the communication to a wide-ranging audience

but explains the refusal as an informed choice that would martyr actual (large-scale)

social impact rather than ‘become pawns in the all-encompassing system of

communication.’
24

Nevertheless, Adorno doesn’t see the other side of the coin as any more palatable and

bemoans modernist tendencies and art-for-art’s-sake with equal scorn. His criticism sits

in line with the Situationist’s and other avant-gardist’s struggle against the

monopolisation of art and culture by the bourgeoisie in galleries and other ‘temples’

where it is accessed by a particular social group to reinforce class divisions. In this

scenario the counteraction occurs whereby art develops its own exclusive language

through intellectualisation and is co-opted to ensure the stasis of the society that produces

it. We therefore find Adorno’s suggestions for the realisation of a ‘true’, transformative

art situated between a rock and a hard place:

‘In its relation to society art finds itself in a dilemma today. If it lets go of its

autonomy it sells out to the established order, whereas if it tries to stay strictly

                                                  
23 Theodor Adorno, ‘The Autonomy of Art’ in Brian O’Connor, ed., The Adorno Reader
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 2000), p.242.
24 ibid, p.256.



21

within its autonomous confines it becomes equally co-optable, living a

harmless life in its appointed niche. […] The socially critical dimensions of

art works are those that hurt, those that bring to light (through the medium of

expression and in historically determinate ways) what is wrong with present

social conditions.’
25

So at all points between these poles of an enclosed art sector divorced from social

concerns and the easily recuperated art in the service of the state Adorno highlights the

necessity of a critical or abrasive quality. He explains that the art that has a social

dimension is not one that ‘represents’ or mediates this affront or transgression but art that

practically demonstrates these methods by resisting market-led tendencies all together;

‘What is social about art is not its political stance, but its immanent dynamic

in opposition to society […] If any social function can be ascribed to art at all,

it is the function to have no function.’
26

It is difficult to envisage where any socially engaged art practice with the quite clearly

defined function of ‘positive social change’ fits into this oppositional ‘functionless’. As

previously discussed both WochenKlausur’s and Somewhere’s function is so ordinary,

clearly stated or easily interpreted that they are indistinct as art until reframed in galleries

or explained in terms of their unorthodox methods. Adorno may comment then that the

clarity of this affirmative function, especially when performed in cooperation with the

state (WochenKlausur) and the art world (Somewhere), sacrifices a critical potential and

ultimately lessens the contribution this practice has to a significant transformation of

society. It is here then that a particular crisis for socially engaged art practice exists; a

pull between the direct but recuperative everyday and a pure but exclusionary criticality.

                                                  
25 ibid, p.254.
26 ibid, p.243.
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Adorno’s writings on the autonomy of art can be read as a call for an art that is so

resistant as to have no compatible features that can be cherry-picked and exploited by

market forces. It is in this incompatability that Adorno envisages something that is

wholly oppositional, and as such is capable of transgressesing the alienating structures of

late capitalism. Adorno’s effective socially engaged art practice amounts to a

conventionally ‘functionless’, nihilistic current that critiques society through its elemental

separateness from it.

Although we have looked at examples of confrontational art practice earlier in the essay,

they, by their oppositionality, acknowledge and engage in dialogue with the forces they

wish to change, they incorporate ‘the other’.
27

 Their function is easily read and it could

be argued this makes them more susceptible to co-option and exploitation by the forces

they oppose.

A form of socially engaged practice that goes further to avoid these trappings may be

those with more aburdist tendencies, that is, those where the function, or even the area

that is under critique in a more trangressive practice, is less obvious. As an example we

could use those art practices that revolve around concepts of the public hoax, where the

immediate function seems simply to fool or dupe its audience. Art collective

                                                  
27 It is worth noting here that the concept that underlies this contaminated opposition (that
is that no argument can be utterly devoid of the counterargument) would be best
explained through post-structuralist deconstruction theory such as Derrida, see Rosalind
Kraus, A Voyage on the North Sea: Art in the Age of Medium Condition (London:
Thames and Hudson, 2000), p.32
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0100101110101101.org’s project ‘Nikeplatz’ for instance where they convinced residents

and visitors to Vienna that Karlsplatz was to be sold to Nike and host a giant ‘swoosh’

logo sculpture,
28

 or the film Czech Dream which documents the fabrication and opening

of a non-existent supermarket in a small town in the Czech Republic.
29

Although the subject critiqued through satire is obvious in both these examples, their

function is obscured almost by slight of hand due to the humour that appears as the main

drive of the work. In so doing they manage to retain the distance desired by Adorno, by

mocking from afar rather than directly entering a dialogue. They also succeed in being

both socially engaging and autonomously ‘functionless’. Of course Adorno’s use of the

word ‘functionless’ doesn’t mean it serves no purpose at all but that its function is not

able to be appropriated by market forces and the culture industry. In these examples that

abstain from ‘seriousness’ there is less for these forces to exploit because they refuses to

play on the same field or use the same language as the ‘serious culture’ that acts as the

bridge between transgressive actions and market forces. This in turn opens up another

field of practice we may consider socially engaged by challenging the preconception of

socially engaged art as ubiquitously earnest and sincere, it can be acerbic too.

                                                  
28 See the collective’s documentation on their website
<http://0100101110101101.org/home/nikeground/story.html> [accessed 30/12/2007]
29 ‘Czech Dream’ documentary by Vít Klusák and Filip Remunda, see the film’s website
for the story <http://www.ceskatelevize.cz/specialy/ceskysen/en/index.php?load=ofilmu>
[accessed 30/12/2007]
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Conclusion.

By way of a summation, I hope to have illustrated through the course of this essay that

‘socially engaged practices’ can take many forms and are subject to a wide range of

critical and evaluative approaches. The methods applied in socially engaged practice also

encompass a broad range from the cooperative through to direct conflict.

I also hope to have shown that what might constitute transgressive behaviour, which is

essential to the transformative potential of socially engaged practice, sits on a sliding

scale from full on protest or opposition (artists contributions to the student riots of May

1968), through the détournement, deliberate misuse or resituating of conventional

behaviours (Somewhere, 01.org), to cooperative actions that transgress behaviours when

necessary (WochenKlausur).

What links this extensive array of actions is the presence of resistance; without any form

of transgression they fail to transcend boundaries and are ineffectual as instruments for

social change. Employing this criteria, it is easier to identify practices that are about

social engagement without actually being socially engaged, those that do little to engage

in social issues due to their compliance with dominant market forces. Socially engaged

art practice once recuperated in this way is in danger of losing its transformative potential

by becoming commonplace and losing the power of its unique language.

This leads to a question about the future of socially engaged art practice once it becomes

more widely recognized and accepted as ‘art’ (through its appearance in art prizes,
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national press, educational institutions and so on). Hal Foster has described how the

culture industry’s compulsion to digest those forms that might threaten its stability, and

the condition of ‘pluralism’ where many disciplines are accepted as art, has led to the

neutralisation of past ‘radical’ art forms, because of their co-option by the very forms

they intended to subvert,

‘Against these norms new imperatives soon arose; the perverse and the

marginal were privileged. (Apparent in early happenings, such attitudes were

crucial to early performance art.) At first extremely tactical, these imperatives

in time became all but conventional as the anti aesthetic forms were recouped

and as “alternative” spaces were rendered institutional.’
30

Here, Foster is describing how accepted art movements become commonplace clichés

and as Adorno, Foster, the Situationist International and other avant-garde movements

used as illustrations in this essay have put forward - art must be radical and oppose cliché

in order to operate as art. The irony then, is that socially engaged practice has enjoyed its

position as a tool for social change thus far because of its ambiguity as art and the

accompanying critical thought that accompanies the interrogation of a new, yet to be fully

understood form. Once accepted wholly as art it risks becoming a cliché with a stunted

critical reception.

On the subject of art and cliché Deleuze goes further to suggest that art isn’t just a

collection of objects and actions that resist cliché’s but is the act of resistance to cliche

itself, the equivalent of the search for new languages and effective signs:

                                                  
30 Hal Foster, Recodings – Art, Spectacle, Cultural Politics (Seattle: Bay Press, 1985),
p.14.
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‘What intrigues Deleuze about modern art is its persistent concern with an

ethics of representation, the “great struggle” as Rajchman writes, “to free

sensation … from clichés … We live in a civilization of clichés, in which the

whole question is precisely to extract a genuine image.’ Cliches reduce and

trivialize the infinite complexity of the world around us, sanctioning an

aggressive and hostile relationship to difference. To “break out of stupidity”

according to Rajchman, “a certain violence is required: a shock, an

‘alienation effect’, or else some sort of ‘cruelty.’” The effect of this shock

will be the creation of a “foreign language…to be spoken by a people that

does not yet exist.”’
31

We can take from this that art’s strangeness, it’s separateness from conventional

acquaintance is a crucial element in its impact and its effectiveness. This otherness is its

resistance to dominant social mechanisms, and the audience’s engagement in it is a

transgression that leads to a better sense of ownership and engagement in one’s

surroundings. As such, the provision of experiences devoid of cliché by artists to an

audience becomes in itself a socially engaged practice.

Maybe then, the predicament for socially engaged practice isn’t to ascertain how

transgressive, abrasive or radical it needs to be to effect social change (it is all these

things at once by its nature) but how it can judge a safe distance from the prevailing

market-relations that will allow it to communicate directly whilst simultaneously

retaining its socially transformative power. Socially engaged art that employs co-

operative tactics dissolves cliché’s as well as direct forms of resistance but they then have

to distance themselves further from dominant forces in order to retain that transformative

                                                  
31 John Rajchman, ‘The Deleuze connection’ quoted in Grant H Kester, Conversation
Pieces: Community and Communication in Modern Art (Berkley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 2004), p.153.
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potential.  Conversely, socially engaged art that is transgressive, oppositional or absurdist

in nature can sit closer to the art world with less fear of being co-opted as it is more

problematic for the market forces to exploit. However, it must also recognise that, as Hal

Foster points out, that within the art world even this resistance to clichés, the oppositional

quality of art has become a cliché itself;

‘We tend to see art as the issue of a conflict between the individual artist and

the conventions of an art form. This notion is also a convention, one that

persists even in the face of art that revises it.’
32

                                                  
32 Hal Foster, Recodings – Art, Spectacle, Cultural Politics (Seattle: Bay Press, 1985),
p.18.
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Appendix

Illustrations:

Figure 1.

Walter Crane, ‘The Worker’s Maypole’, print, 1984.
Reprinted from Will Bradley and Charles Esche, eds., Art and Social Change: A Critical
Reader (London: Tate Publishing, 2007), p.45.
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Figure 2.

Atelier Populaire. ‘The Start of a Long Struggle’, poster, 1968.
Reprinted from Simon Ford, The Situationist International, A User’s Guide (London:
Black Dog Publishing, 2005)
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Figure 3.

Uncredited, ‘Beauty is in the Street’, poster, 1968.
Reprinted from Simon Ford, The Situationist International, A User’s Guide (London:
Black Dog Publishing, 2005)
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