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REWRITING RELATIONAL AESTHETICS

•	PRESENTATION

This book is mainly a recollection of scholarly experiences and thoughts on 

how artistic ideas shape and determine artistic practices. In our specific 

case, we study how particular understandings of relational aesthetics/arts, 

or social arts, become artistic practices. Departing from the definition pre-

sented by Nicolas Bourriaud, relational aesthetics is “a set of artistic practi-

ces which take as their theoretical and practical point of departure the whole 

of human relations and their social context, rather than an independent and 

private space”. One can say that this definition is, implicitly or explicitly, the 

cornerstone of the debates carried out in this book and in a way, we re-write 

the field in our own terms. The title of the book starts with the concept of 

‘rewriting’ and it does so for one overall reason: Relational Aesthetics, de-

parting from “the whole of human relations and their social context”, have 

yet to develop a more constructive relation to the formidable competitor – 

the enterprise discourse  as the dominating economic sign system of today 

– that have the very same point of departure as relational aesthetics have. In 

such a competitive situation, relational artists ‘being critical’ or ‘opening up a 

node or two of alternative spaces’, run the high risk of being passé, showing 

low ambition or posing as naïve ‘artists’. This is so because in today’s arts 

world, market actors dominate the scene and are often: a) more self-critical 

than relational artists are; b) more familiar with various domain of aesthetics 

than relational artists are familiar with the increasingly subtle domain of the 

market, and; c) more capable of fast co-option of various forms of critique 
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than relational artists are capable of articulating relevant critique to market 

processes in due time. 

Now, the question may be raised: what is a relational artist? As you will read 

in the following pages (entering this book from wherever you want) a relational 

artist is not an artist in the traditional or modern way, i.e. S/he is not a hero 

or a genius at work, but simply a “facilitator” of aesthetic experiences. As a 

reference point to this, it is easy to refer for instance to Rirkrit Tiravanija’s 

work Thai Soup experiment from 1994, where the white cube is transfor-

med into a cuisine and art goers become unexpectedly guests to a dinner. 

The same goes to Pierre Huyghe’s work Chantier Permanent (2006), where 

the unfinished product, unlike the “artistic object” is the whole point of this 

aesthetic intention, where he “rewrites” the work of art as a zone of activity, 

a form filled with interstices, human interactions and mostly as an economic, 

political and social phenomenon. 

From another point of view, we can also ask: who are the market actors in 

today’s art world? From the point of view of neoliberal aesthetics, we can 

easily point at three easy names that fulfill any classification of this type, but 

that are not part of the relational arts’ side: Damien Hirst, Charles Saatchi, 

Takashi Murakami and Jeff Koons. Saatchi is probably the most conspicuous 

of all, rewriting the entrepreneur discourse in the arts by declaring himself an 

artoholic, but in reality being one of the greatest art speculators in history. In 

any case, this book is not about them, but certainly runs parallel to them, the 

ruling discourse of our times.

To sum up: Our main argument for advocating a need for rewriting is that rela-

tional aesthetics, as conceptualised by Bourriaud (2002/1998) and as prac-

ticed by too many relational artists, lacks satisfactory treatment of econo-

mic and political aspects of their artistic practices and also too often upholds 

self-glorifying illusions that for instance another launch of the Debordian/

Guttarian apparatus in some way should be enough. It is not. ‘Being against’ 

does not require much of an intellectual effort; an elaborated, specific ‘being 

for-agenda’ does and, hence, is required. To avoid being guilty of nostalgic 
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daydreaming and jukebox  anti-capitalistic ‘critique’, relational artists have 

to become semionauts (Bourriaud, 2002/1998: 113) that invents trajecto-

ries to constructive alternative approaches to the dominating economic sign 

system (see our projects Stitching Together or Arte Fika). A semionaut is 

the equivalent to an astronaut but operating within the earthbound semio-

tics and semantics of our ICT dominated societies rather than within extra-

terrestrial spaces and places. In such societies – communication-dense and 

sign-rich – rewriting is an important relational strategy (especially for scho-

lars and researchers as they most often are bound to use text as main me-

dium) why we here put such strategy to practice in order to frame the other 

forms of relational strategies here discussed in the chapters presented. 

It is important to clarify that we use the name of [ORP] to refer to a set of ar-

tistic and academic activities carried out by a group of professional people 

in Sweden and later on in other places through out the world. The evolution 

of these ideas was explored in this book, leading to a critical re-visitation of 

the [ORP] products. Several seminars and arts practices posed questions 

to the participants such as the theoretical foundations of the arts projects, 

the understanding of the conceptual apparatus, its arts methodology, and 

the production and the assessment of the artistic practice. Other questions 

such as the political implications, contents, participant subjects and the te-

chnological foundations were also explored. However, the interpretation 

of the “relational” trait embedded in [ORP] has many different voices in this 

book. Given the nature of the participants and the academic differences that 

emerged in the midst of the project, it is impossible to summarize all the posi-

tions in a single voice. For this very reason, [ORP] participants have prepared 

their views in the academic papers and artistic expressions that have been 

collected here. 

As a word of advice we would like to invite you to enter this book wherever you 

feel like. There are two logics in the book, but in reality there are many entries. 

Pick what you want to read or see, do not expect a linear book but fragments 

of many different books. We would like you to see this book as a labyrinth full of 

surprises, the different contributors to it are different sides of Daedalus (ski-
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llful artists and inventors) and, you the reader, must become the Minotaur. 

You find us, you kill us! 

The editors would like to thank all of the contributors and people who helped 

the project actually conquer its current shape. First of all people: Kristina 

Lindström and Åsa Ståhl from the Interactive Institute; Alberto López Cuen-

ca from UDLA-Puebla, Mexico; Anna Lund from Linnaeus University, Sweden; 

Carlos Vega Escalante from UNAM, Mexico; Francisco López Ruíz  from UIA, 

Mexico; Glenn Sjöstrand from Linnaeus University, Sweden; Karina Olivares 

Jara from UNAM and INBA, Mexico; Luz María Sepúlveda from UIA, Mexico; 

Per Brunskog from Sweden; Pirjo Elovaara from Blekinge Institute of Tech-

nology, Sweden; Angela Piccini from University of Bristol, UK; Boel Lindberg 

from Linnaeus University; Lars Göran Karlsson ”Basso” from Umeå Univer-

sity, Sweden; Roberto Gómez-Soto and his great design of this book, from 

San Carlos Academy of Arts, UNAM, México; Stanley Katz from Princeton 

University; Torun Ekstrand from Blekinge Institute of Technology, Sweden; 

Bengt Adlers from Växjö Arts Gallery, Sweden; Ernesto Córtes García from 

UDLA-Puebla, Mexico; Hellena Collin and Marie Denward from the Interactive 

Institute ; Marie France Desdier from UDLA-Puebla, Mexico; Martin Nilsson, 

Thorbjörn Nilsson, Elisabet Wartof, Cecilia Brandel and Charlotte Wikell, all of 

them from Linnaeus University, Sweden.

Institutions that collaborated and supported the project were the Interacti-

ve Institute, Linnaeus University (formerly Växjö University), Växjö Art Gallery, 

and Vetenskaprådet from Sweden. Also, we had the support from Universi-

dad de las Américas and Universidad Iberoamericana A.C. from Mexico. 

César Villanueva and Hans Lundberg
Mexico City, December 2010
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•	INTRODUCTION	α : 

Relational Strategies as a Scholarly Reflection of the Arts

A relational strategy is a calculated, pre-meditated endeavor which aims at 

finding interaction with others. A relational strategy is also a way to facilitate 

human exchanges having a concrete purpose. Lastly, a relational strategy is a 

way to appropriate others, to colonize, to impose oneself over the rest, to es-

tablish a vision of the world. To which specific perspective does this book relate 

to? None of them. To be sure, in contemporary global art, relational strategies 

are leit-motifs, only in a different way from that of the strategist, the marketing 

expert or the military advisor. Artistic relational strategies are ways of socia-

lizing the artistry or the aesthetic experience, shifting the focus from the ob-

ject, or the concept toward the social relation. 

Now, this is not intended to say that this did not previously exist, simply that 

social relations are lifted out to become the art focus in some practices and 

reflections. However, when it comes to the title of the book, it is possible that 

had it been read by Michel de Certeau, he would have corrected it, by saying 

that what artists do nowadays is better understood as “tactics”, more orien-

ted towards the citizenry, the individuals or the civic society and not a “strate-

gy”, more common to the institutions and structures of power. True! In other 

words, relational strategies in the arts are, in a much more modest form, re-

lational tactics, which in return allow us to explore a very peculiar slice of so-
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cial life embedded in symbols and networks. In any case, the relational tactics/

strategies which we propose in this book must be seen through the construc-

tion of modes of sociability which relate the aesthetics and artistry on the edge 

of the inter-human sphere of action. 

It is now commonsensical to talk about the “right and left” sides of the human 

brain. Neurophysiologists have conquered their discipline by describing in 

detail brain functions and their special locations. In a simplified metaphorical 

form, this scholarly part of the book is the “left side of the brain”. The [ORP: 

Ordlekar, Retruecanos and Puns] project developed both a more disciplinary 

discussion on the issue of relational arts/aesthetics as well as presented con-

crete results of different artistic practices. 

This is a book that contains two different discourses, one more academic 

oriented (left side of the brain), and another more artistic, individual and spe-

culative (right side of the brain). This is the reason why the articles are pla-

ced in two logics using “two beginnings” (‘Introduction 1’ & ‘Introduction II’) 

from the very design: the book can be opened either way. This is a mode of 

interaction within the sphere of the contemporary arts exploring the possibi-

lities of exchanging ideas between artists, scholars and the general public. In 

a way, the book presents a two-fold constitutive debate which is the result of 

ideas developed in the five seminars carried out in Mexico and Sweden during 

2006-2007 where combined artistic and reflective processes allowed the 

participants to hit on key theoretic and empirical concepts, where the idea of 

artistic research in relation to relational contemporary arts was pondered.

The book collects academic papers, arts activities or creative writing (es-

says) based on the participant’s knowledge and their common interactions, 

allowing for a reconsideration of the contemporary relational arts and artis-

tic research. Thus plurality is, perhaps, the greatest strength of the book: 

it has artists, art critics, sociologists, designers, journalists, technology ex-

perts, entrepreneurship scholars, anthropologists, political scientists and 

historians. Indeed, this book is a summary of different approaches and ambi-

tions related to the field of relational arts/aesthetics, but it also pays tribute 
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to Nicholas Bourriaud’s re-centering of the “relational aesthetics” concept 

in the late nineties and early millennium.1 

There are four different issues developed on this side of the book, taken by 

different people. Initially, the idea of Practice-led research is taken by British 

anthropologist Angela Piccini in her article “A cautionary tale of risk manage-

ment, practice-led research and relational aesthetics” where she engages 

the issues around accommodating art practices within academic structures 

resisting the “death drive” of documentation. Her article finds a way to recon-

cile the “entangled relationships between art practices and the production of 

knowledge” betting for the creative intermingling of disciplines, using some 

of the [Ordlekar] relational pieces as references. In a similar take, Swedish 

entrepreneurship scholar and cultural critic Hans Lundberg delivers a paper 

called “A Theory of Creative Decision Making: Potential Implications for Rela-

tional Aesthetics and Artistic Research in [Arte Fika]” in which he makes ana-

logies from theories present in the field of entrepreneurship. This analogies 

are first used to contrast with the artistic assumptions made by Nicolas Bou-

rriaud from a highly theoretical perspective and secondly applied to the rela-

tional piece [Arte Fika] made as a collective contribution to the seminar series 

in Mexico and Sweden. Hans asserts that artistic research can be seen as 

an entrepreneurial activity where risk and uncertainty are core properties 

when venturing into a creative process.

In two articles on the topic of “Relational Arts/Aesthetics”, Mexican art cri-

tic Luz María Sepúlveda and Swedish sociologist Anna Lund make an analy-

sis of how the concept of relational arts has been appropriated by artists in 

both Sweden and Mexico respectively. Anna’s article “Relational Aesthetics: 

Concrete and Abstract” explores the concept of how relational aesthetics 

has been shaped in Sweden, by exploring both what Åsa Ståhl and Kristina 

Lindström have to say about their own work (specially ljudstråk and stitching 

together) in relation to this concept and also, how the Swedish art journal Pa-

letten has taken the topic in recent years. Anna presents two examples on 

1	 	Even	though	he	defined	it	as	«Relational	Aesthetics»	and	latter	on	as	«Postproduction».
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how to approach these concepts, both in concrete and analytically abstract 

perspectives. In contrast to this, Luz Maria’s text “A Creative Alternative to 

Consumerism? Paulina Lasa’s Relational Art” explores Nicolas Bourriaud’s 

definitions and confronts them with the demanding capitalist society we live in, 

exploring the concrete solution suggested in the work of Mexican artist Pau-

lina Lasa as a form of relational aesthetics. In a way, Anna’s and Luz Maria’s 

texts can be seen as a dialogue where they try to realize the relevance of Rela-

tional Arts in the contemporary artistic practices.

Another strand of the book has to do with Artistic Philosophies and Theory. In 

this, Spanish critic and cultural commentator Alberto López Cuenca presents 

his text “Beyond Representation? Relational Aesthetics and Digital Arts”, whe-

re he discusses Nicolas Bourriaud’s Relational Aesthetics within broader de-

bates regarding contemporary art. His task is to draw a parallelism between 

Relational Aesthetics and a major trend in theorising digital art which opposes 

an “affective strategy” to any representational commitments. Alberto argues 

that digital art seeks to generate new realities through affect, but whereas we 

could characterize digital art’s new realities as solipsistic [“interior”], we must 

characterize relational art’s new realities as “social”. These theoretical re-

flections seem to go in line with those presented by Swedish Sociologist Glenn 

Sjöstrand in his article “The Symbolic Meaning of Gifts as Relational Art”. In 

this, he contends that markets are cultural constellations where symbolic ex-

change is highly ritualized, involving a variety of symbols that transfer meanings 

between people who exchange goods and services with each other. Using this 

idea as a platform, Glenn engages in the analysis of [Arte Fika], a piece of rela-

tional art concerned with inviting everyday people to a cup of coffee at coffee 

shops in Sweden and México. The collective piece’s objective is to bring the 

friendly tradition of socializing while drinking coffee, present in many parts of 

the world, under the guise of an “artistic gift”. 

Finally, Mexican culture and arts commentator César Villanueva suggests in 

the last of these academic venues on Methods and Technologies in the Arts, 

that the three main books studied in the seminar series (Bourriard, Danto & 

Hannula-Suoranta-Vaden) relate more or less to the “relational principles” stu-
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died in the contemporary and emerging arts analyzed in this project. His article 

“[ORP] and the Relational Riddle of Artistic Research: Exploring Methodology, 

Criteria, and Principles” is in a way a summary of the discussions carried out 

during the academic seminars, and concludes with a table that summarizes 

some of the distinctions between the modern and contemporary, having as 

empirical references the projects developed under the [Ordlekar] and [ORP] 

empirical situations. In a similar discussion, more related to the use of techno-

logy in the arts, Swedish-Finish technology and participation expert, Pirjo Elo-

vaara, presents a paper called “Participation – a Diffracted Travel Essay” that 

provides a number of heterogeneous ways to approach participation, inclu-

ding the arts, especially focusing on participation as a democratic action from 

a women’s perspective. In this scope, her analysis of the work of [Ordlekar] 

and [Visklek] help her to illuminate the concept of Participation as a Method-

Approach in the relational arts field. In the same venue, but taking himself a bit 

less serious, Roberto Gómez-Soto writes his article Technology of the Arts, 

a Challenge for la Estética Relacional, in a Spanglish tone, contributing to the 

profane discussion from a periphery, politically speaking.

As the reader has realized, we are bracketing some specific concepts throug-

hout the text. This is an inspiration coming from Jacques Derrida’s discussion 

on how in language, there exists a division between space and time that breaks 

the unity of experience. In this, the bracketing functions as “The Hinge” [La Bri-

sure], [La Bisagra], which is a way to designate in a single word both difference 

and articulation. Art projects and processes are experiences that we designa-

te in brackets here since they signify the trace of experience where space and 

time are united, where concepts and materialization converges and where 

theories and practices can co-exist. Thus, [Ordlekar], [Arte Fika] or [Stitching 

Together] are artistic manifestations made a project, symbolic products of ex-

perience which comprise a living unity, and which are precisely “the hinge” bet-

ween the art world of theory and practice. However, some authors have de-

cided not to use this idea to denote the art processes, and this is equally fine.
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[ORP]	and	the	Relational	Riddle	
of	Artistic	Research:	Exploring 

Methodology,	Criteria,	and	Principles

César Villanueva
Linnaeus University, Sweden

I can’t understand why people are frightened 

of new ideas. I’m frightened of old ones.

John Cage

 These two projects were part of the [ORP] project explained at the begin-

ning of this book and serve as a basis for theoretical explorations of the emer-

ging arts scene today. One of the questions explored in the seminar, in relation 

to these types of artistic experiences, is if we are witnesses observing the end-

of-art, and in any case, what type of expressions these are. During a seminar 

held in Växjö, Sweden in early November, artist and researcher Lars Göran 

Karlsson (Basso) helped us discuss Arthur Danto’s book (1997) in relation to 

the same question. We concluded that, in relation to Danto’s discussion, it is 

not that “art is dead” (read at face value), but that the grand-narrative of mo-

dern art is dead, giving way to the plurality of narratives (in the contemporary) 

and thus, a more democratic arts arena (or so says the story).
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For Danto, the end-of-art is in reality a form of art that emerged in the 1800s 

and “came to and end” with Pop Art. Contemporary art is what emerged after 

Pop, in all its variations (e.g. installations, video, performance, computer-art, 

earthworks, body media, digital-art, “craft-art” and of course mixed media en-

compassing painting, sculpture and  engraving, for example). And the so called 

“postmodern” is, for Danto, just a style. All in all, Danto does not account for 

Relational Aesthetics as such in his book, but one can only infer it in his text as 

a sort of post-narrative expression, a possibility in the diversity of a field where 

“There really are no rules… [and] accommodation is the key to survival in an art 

world in which anything goes” (1997: 171-172). So, to Danto, the coming of di-

fferent artistic expressions (including Relational Arts) is possible and that fact 

is not a signal of the end-of-art, but just a redefinition of what art is. To be preci-

se, Danto argues that in particular, Andy Warhol’s Brillo Box posed a riddle to 

the modern arts because “as far as appearances were concerned, anything 

could be a work of art, and it meant that if you were going to find out what art 

was, you had to turn from sense experience to thought” (1997: 13). In effect, 

one of the shifts from the modern to the contemporary lies in its emphasis on 

the “idea of the art”, that is, in the intellectual and philosophical interrogation 

of the artistic properties of the piece. Something Danto does not consider di-

rectly in his analysis is the possibility of shifting from the “idea” to the “socially 

relational experience” as art, as most of the pieces inside [ORDLEKAR] and 

[ORP] defined as relational arts would require.

This leads to a point addressed in the seminar series, related to freedom, plu-

ralism and democracy in the arts, which was the theme for one of the days. For 

the most part, Danto paves the way in his philosophy to open up the artistic 

world of pluralism (particularly in the contemporary arts). The way he does this 

is quite original and useful. He argues that the art-narrative progress towards 

mimesis was exhausted after the invention of photography, and the “accura-

te imitation” of the real became insufficient, opening up for the art-narrative 

that defined painting as purity, in terms of shape, surface and pigment, or the 

formalistic approach. Danto suggests that this narrative also exhausted itself 

after abstract expressionism, since the movement could not be declared as a 

progressive one (leading any further). As such, it was impossible to produce a 
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grand-narrative that disqualified pieces like Andy Warhol’s Brillo Box or Beuys’ 

squares of chocolate struck to a piece of paper as a work of art. Why? Becau-

se art became detached from its objectuality (material and local) and became 

conceptual (raising philosophical questions about itself). The history of modern 

art came to an end at that point and the contemporary, defined as a sort of 

“post-historical pluralism”, became the currency; boundaries were blurred 

and anything could be a work of art. 

Within the discussion in our seminar series, Basso made it clear that Danto’s 

model of pluralism is welcomed but insufficient to account for a model of demo-

cracy in the arts since the material aspects (such as production, arts market 

and social inclusion) are left aside in his model. Danto says that “The pluralism of 

the present art world defines the ideal artist as pluralist” (1997: 114) and this 

may be a temptation to declare that art has reached a point of freedom in history 

equal to the Hegelian epitome of the End-of-History. Far from that, Basso remin-

ded the seminar that in his analysis of artistic processes and structure, Pierre 

Bourdieu made fewer concessions to the essentialist transcendental promise of 

“arts democracy”, setting up a materialist agenda of how prestige and cultural 

capital is accumulated in contemporary societies (see Bourdieu 1984). 

The relevance of Danto’s discussion here can be seen in his articulated justifi-

cation of the multiplicity and plurality of discourses on the arts, where an unli-

mited plurality is mostly welcomed and encouraged (there are totemic taboos 

that I hope this “openness” never transcends, such as “real human killings”, 

the glorification of totalitarian regimes or the destruction of nature “as forms 

of art”). At the same time, it is important to realize how to make sense of this 

“arts plurality” in terms of evaluation, professionalization and minimal arts cri-

teria. Danto partially answers these questions when saying that “A pluralistic 

world calls for a pluralistic art criticism, which means, in my view, a criticism 

which is not dependent upon an exclusionary historical narrative, and which 

takes each work up on its own terms, in terms of its causes, its meanings, its 

references, and how these are materially embodied and how they are to be 

understood” (1997: 150). This pluralism may be, as limited and unspecific as 

it looks, the starting point for a discussion on artistic paradigms criteria and 
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possible research methods (see chart 1). I will come back to these issues later 

on in the chapter.

• • • • •

It is fair to say that the idea of “Relational Arts” or “Relational Aesthetics” ap-

pears in a time where much of the contemporary arts scene is saturated with 

pastiche, parody and the renewal of established art traditions of modernity 

and neoclassicism, disguised as postmodernism. Moreover, it is a time when 

the prices of artwork skyrocketed and the art market became a multi-million in-

dustry with very well established global names, reputations and pieces to pos-

ses. This is not that earlier times did not show these tendencies, but the global 

times made it more obvious and easier to spread the dominant hegemonic ar-

tistic symbols and names of the times. We “could almost count” the artistic 

value of the pieces by their “price tags” attached and the places of legitimizing 

display. A whole global business mentality permeated the art scene which was 

reflected in museums, galleries and alternative styles and techniques. Nicolas 

Bourriaud was one of those who read the signs of the time rather clearly, and 

wrote a book that draws a line of demarcation of a fresh artistic concept, cata-

pulting at the same time a few artists into the global scene. He distinguishes 

this era by saying “When a collector purchased a work by Jackson Pollock or 

Yves Klein, he was buying, over and above its aesthetic interest, a milestone 

in a history on the move. He became a purchaser of a historical situation. Yes-

terday, when you bought a Jeff Koons, what was being brought to the fore was 

the hyper-reality of artistic value. What has one bought when one owns a work 

by Tiravanija or Douglas Gordon, other than relationships with the world ren-

dered concrete by an object, which, per se, defines the relations one has to-

wards this relationship: the relationship of a relationship?” (1998: 48).

During our seminar series in Växjö, Sweden, we engaged in a rich and fruitful 

discussion on Bourriaud’s concepts elaborating on a number of issues that I 

will briefly touch upon. Initially, we conceded that relational aesthetics (or arts) 

can be seen as a contemporary strategy by the arts camp to give way to mean-

ings and significances, having the social relations proper as the foundations, 

support or platforms from which to work. In this instance, “the object is no lon-
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ger materially or conceptually defined, but relationally” (Luz Sepúlveda). It was 

clear to us that social interactions themselves are not enough to make artistic 

claims since they lack the “artistic significance”, e.g. context, reference and 

intention. In other words, “relations for relation’s sake” do not allow for artistic 

significance. In Bourriaud’s world, however, this point is different. For him, “Es-

sentially, thought, the history of art can be read like the history of successive 

external relational fields, propped up by practices determined by the internal 

development of these fields. It is [the history of art!] the history of the produc-

tion of relations with the world, as publicized by a class of objects and specific 

practices” (1998: 28). In Bourriaud’s world, thus, the inter-connection of peo-

ples, places, artistic practices and objects cannot be understood apart from 

each other, but it is immanent to the relational proper. My understanding of 

this ambition, on the positive side, is that of a need to make evident the artistic 

product as a holistic or organic process, challenging the atomistic and hyper-

specialized analysis. On the negative side, nonetheless, the relational aspect 

of art in “relations for relations sake” may be actually legitimizing conditions of 

status quo and disadvantage.

Take for example Arte-Fika: On November 1, 2006, a group of thirteen people 

gathered in the evening at a coffee shop in a little town in southern Sweden 

to play an artistic game called [Arte Fika]. The idea of the game was simple: 

sit down, drink some coffee and anonymously invite other customers to a free 

cup.  The leaders of the project explained the situation to the owners of the 

coffee shop in writing and via informal conversations, repeating the basic infor-

mation to the coffee attendants and waiters minutes before the show, so that 

the arts project would co-exist with the everyday dynamics of the coffee shop. 

After having said and done all that was necessary, we sat down and waited to 

see what happened. We had a good time together, ate pizza, drank coffee and 

tea and played board games, hoping that the more than twenty coffees given 

away to incoming customers would be graciously delivered to them for free, 

altering for a moment the for-profit mechanism of the political economy of cof-

fee at a micro-scale. The ritualistic arts exercise took place and the results are 

explored elsewhere in this book (Glenn Sjöstrand and Hans Lundberg). Arte-

Fika’s concept of conviviality, gift-giving, meeting and friendship, were explored 
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as a reaction to the market dynamics of capitalist society where profit-games 

are fixed beforehand. I guess the declaration of “having coffee together among 

us” does not suffice to make the experiment a work of art in itself (relations for 

relations sake do not hold!). The idea of using the already installed networks to 

challenge the logic of the for-profit mechanisms, through “relations of signifi-

cance” via art is what makes a difference. This may be a case of claiming that 

relations arts are embedded needs to be critical in a progressive sense of the 

world, if anything is to happen. 

This is close to what Alberto López Cuenca concluded in one of the art semi-

nars in Växjö, Sweden. He said that artistic significance is embedded with so-

cio-political commentaries, i.e. relational arts pose a critique of the art world 

itself and/or the social reality it is part of. At the same time, the art world is the 

platform from where to implement strategies not necessarily “artistic”, in a 

traditional or modern sense of the word. Consider for example Rirkrit Tiravani-

ja 1992’s Thai-food cooking piece (Untitled 1992 Free) where people gather in 

a So Ho gallery in Manhattan to have soup.2 The act itself took place inside the 

“white cube” but was a form of declaring another signification of the art pro-

cesses as socially conditioned. In this sense, the artists, becomes a service 

provider or a facilitator (see chart 1). In this, the concept of “artist” is much 

thinner in Bourriaud’s world; to him “The most common denominator shared 

by all artists is that they show something. The act of showing suffices to de-

fine the artist…” (1998: 108) even though he declares that the artist today is 

more a type of entrepreneur, politician or director.

2	 This	piece	has	been	referred	to	many	times	as	the	marker	for	the	beginning	of	relational	arts.	

However,	this	is	all	a	matter	of	definitions	and	intentions.	For	instance,	during	the	Cholula	se-

minars	(March	2007)	Mexican	Artist	Felipe	Ehrenberg	mentioned	a	“relational	piece”	of	his	

own,	from	1972.	He	began	a	project	in	the	small	and	marginal	town	of	Xico	in	the	Mexican	sta-

te	of	Puebla,	where	he	set	as	a	goal	for	himself	to	meet	every	one	of	the	residents	in	the	town	

during	his	short	stay	of	a	few	months.	He	then	woke	up	everyday	as	usual,	and	took	as	his	job	

to	go	out	and	knock	at	the	door	of	every	house	in	town	to	introduce	himself	and	get	to	know	

others.	During	his	stay	he	came	to	recognize	that	many	of	the	people	in	the	town	possessed	

precious	photographs	of	older	times	in	the	town,	some	of	them	from	as	far	back	as	the	late	

19th	century.	He	decided	to	collect	some	of	them	into	a	show,	trying	to	find	the	oldest	picture	

of	the	town.	After	a	while,	he	established	himself	as	the	“artist	in	the	town”.	
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On the relational art world’s side, an initial political commentary is directed to-

wards the ontological standing of the arts, its institutional role and the forms 

of exercising power within the field. Secondly, relational aesthetics also chal-

lenge the everyday social relations of people (to people) that are assumed to 

be steady and natural, but in fact are artificial and contingent. Relational Aes-

thetics can also lift out the status quo mechanisms that “normalize” and “nat-

uralize” the social relations, thus producing interstices, micro-utopias or am-

biences of reflexivity, as Bourriaud claims. 

From a sociological point of view, in our arts seminar in Växjö, we concluded 

that the “thin relational” idea is seen as human action causing how situations 

are defined, or in other words an understanding of the relational proper must 

be inferred from what s/he does: focus on what people do in situations (prag-

matism). The more “thick relational” idea, I concluded, lies in a further ques-

tioning of the pragmatic arrangement: the society/groups is not “out there” 

waiting, but the interaction process that we are part of is always dynamic and 

underdetermined. Glenn Sjöstrand made it clear that social kinds (arts in-Sjöstrand made it clear that social kinds (arts in- made it clear that social kinds (arts in-

cluded) are defined according to their use, but they may (or not) be seen as 

symbolic or significant, depending how the situation is framed, represented or 

actually “constructed”. This is, in brief, the foundation for lumping in relational 

arts as part of a constructivist philosophy, since the assumption is that the 

artistic relation proper is actually “constructed” in the social interactions and 

not given or pre-established (see chart 1).  In this point, Bourriaud is superficial 

and inconsistent, regarding the arts as “the production of relationships with 

the world with the help of signs, forms, actions and symbols”, but failing at fur-

ther questioning the foundations of the relational proper beyond the superfi-

cial “thin relational” pragmatism.

• • • • •

How does relational aesthetics connect with artistic research? Trying to un-

derstand this connection, we studied the famous Scandinavian book by Mika 

Hannula, Juho Suoranta and Tere Vaden (2005). The book is constructive in 

the sense of opening venues for what can be taken as artistic research and 
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participation, including the authors’ efforts to connect philosophy and theories 

of social sciences in the debate.  The point of departure of the book is quite 

sympathetic with the idea presented earlier by Bourriaud: “Artists carry out 

research about themselves, about their instruments of work, and about the 

complex networks linking these” (2005: 5). One could take this as an “open 

definition” of the arts field that will find very few objections. The emphasis of the 

book is placed, however, on the idea of artistic research, as a field if inquiry and 

production that sees “practice-based and practice-driven research within the 

large entity that is called ‘contemporary culture’” (2005: 9). The authors try 

to detach themselves from the agenda of scientific research (including history 

and sociology of art), and proclaim the field of artistic research being about 

“the self-reflective and self-critical processes of a person taking part in the 

production of meaning within contemporary art, and in such a fashion that it 

communicates where it is coming from, where it stands at this precise mo-

ment, and where it wants to go” ((2005: 10). Although they admit the field is 

“best described as one of confusion”, their bet is for “carefully argued crite-

ria, principles and guidelines that are situated in both qualitative research and 

artistic practices” (2005: 11).  After an analysis of the field’s state-of-the-art, 

the authors -surprisingly- “encourage an institutional anarchy that nurtures 

and raises courageous researchers” delimiting their definition of anarchy as a 

“methodological and research-based experimentation, pluralism and toleran-

ce. In terms of institutions, it refers to the necessity of allowing experimenta-

tion, pluralism and tolerance, while at the same time having coherent and openly 

stated policies and aims” (2005: 14-15).  Similar to Danto’s arguments, the 

authors claim that plurality and diversity are important components of today’s 

arts scene and claim that artistic research must have a focus on the artwork, 

artistic experimentation, the self-reflective and self-critical capacity, diversity 

of methods, collective research situations and the hermeneutic-interpretati-

ve quality of this type of research.

Contrary to the authors’ ideas, I claim that what the field of artistic research 

urgently needs are analytical distinctions and delimitations. In that, Hannula-

Suoranta-Vaden’s  book is too broad in their research claims as more or less 

“anything goes” as artistic research as long as the “researcher” comes with 
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an intelligent “elucubration”, leaving aside any relevant debates and substan-

tial distinctions. Pushing the envelop a bit further, I also mentioned that I found 

that the book failed to address the “artistic” proper, bringing examples of how 

major artists in the field of arts production and theorization have reached their 

conclusions. In spite of some cases analyzed, it is my opinion that the authors 

failed to use a more intensive study of different artists’ stories and examples 

of their work in relation to their theoretical claims. For example, to what extent 

could Man Ray, Luis Buñuel or Joseph Beuys be taken as “research artists” 

and their methods as “experimental arts research”? Again, what then are the 

distinctions?

I dare to suggest that Relational Arts in the way we explored it in the ORP pro-

ject has an artistic research agenda that I found to be a combination of experi-

mentation, practice and theoretical reflections. On the experimentation side 

(see Carlos Vega’s paper), the art projects allowed for the intervention and par-

ticipation of many different people with different backgrounds (philosophers, 

sociologists, political scientists, designers, journalists, entrepreneurs, and 

artists). The projects departed from clearly interdisciplinary platforms where 

the exchange of concepts and the shaping of new meanings came into place in 

the academic networking, formal and informal. When it comes to practice, the 

[ORP] project was actually a sub-set of the previous [ORDLEKAR] platform, 

which comprised three specific projects. In practice, there were three artis-

tic experiments as the base of [ORP], [Wearing Conversations], [Stitching To-

gether] and [Arte-Fika]. Based on a construction of customary interactions, 

that are taken for granted the three projects aim at reflecting on our social 

positions and identities, our ability (or lack of ability) to interact and socialize and 

our rationalization and profit maximization as dominant discourses in society. 

The work was very much in line with ideas presented by Bourriaud, particularly 

in his most recent book Postproduction (2005) where he assumes that the 

current works of art are more based on the economies of service, particu-

larly focused on the socializing angles of the entertainment industries where 

free-appropriation, technological production, and the aesthetization of inte-

ractions become a precondition to post-produce.  Take the example [Stitching 

Together]: on March 8, 2007, Åsa Ståhl and Kristina Lindström invited people 
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to gather at their embroidery workshop at a student’s gallery in Cholula, Pue-

bla called Six by Six. They actually sat down in the garden, set up the automatic 

mechanism of a computerized system that allows people to send cell-messa-

ges to them and have them stitched on an electronic machine. Many people 

joined in. There is a nice restaurant ran by an Austrian chef who enjoys arts 

which also served as a magnet to the whole event where people shared their 

ideas, SMSs and their meals. The project is further explained elsewhere in the 

text (Lund, Lindström and Ståhl).

A Brief Contribution to the Relational Discussion

As a conclusion, taking into consideration the ideas presented in the books and 

also the debates carried out in Mexico and Sweden, I wanted to make a few 

distinctions for the relational arts. If we were to confront the main concepts of 

relational arts with a schematic division of Objectual Arts and Conceptual Arts 

for example, the characterization would look like this:

Chart 1: Schematic Distinctions in Three Artistic Paradigms

CRITERIA OBJECTUAL CONCEPTUAL RELATIONAL

ACTION Perceptual Ideational Participatory

INTERFACE Monological Dialogical Interactivity

AGENT Artist as hero Artist as star Artist as facilitator

LEGITIMIZATION White cube Curatorial clan Network

MATERIALITY Commodification Documentation Experience

ECONOMY Marginal utility Immaterial economy Service economy

SUBSTANCE Atomic Imaginary Connectivity

PHILOSOPHY Modernism Neo-idealism Constructivism

POLITICAL Ideological Philosophical Social-reflexive

SCOPE National International Global
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In sum, I argue that Relational Aesthetics consists of judging works of art 

on the basis of the inter-human relations seen as a participatory playground 

where people actively construct new meanings based on a reflection of their 

social context and networks. This is an artistic multidisciplinary practice where 

traditional “field” boundaries are broken, and the artist is a facilitator of expe-

riences. In this sense, Relational Arts is a sort of postproduction of cultural 

services: get people together, give them some guidelines and provide an expe-

rience. Art as an activity consisting of producing reflective relationships with 

the social world with the help of networks, direct or indirect, technologically 

mediated or not. The work of art is then the social networks, the connectivity, 

the production and reproduction which loses its materiality and only becomes 

possible in the dynamics of the exchanges. This is a marked redefinition of the 

arts participants and the possible places for display and interaction. Institu-

tions are, in theory, much less important and the idea of art in situ becomes 

more significant in the sense that any place is possible, or no-place is possi-

ble, as long as interactions shape the signifying connectivity. Art in situ can be 

a computer, a bar, a coffee shop or a gallery. Mass-media and the culture of 

commercial spectacle can be ideal places to metaphorically or literally interact 

in practice. In this, national models of art are passé. International and global 

participants are keen to hook and interact with this form of art more than any-

one else. Finally, culture becomes a toolbox for communication and creating 

relations between human beings.

References

Adorno, Theodor, Teoría estética. Madrid: Taurus, 1973.

Bourdieu, Pierre, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste. London: 

Routledge, 1984.

Bourriaud, Nicholas, Postproduction. NY: Lukas & Stenberg, 2002.

Bourriaud, Nicolas, Esthétique relationnelle. Dijon: Presses du réel, 1998.

Carrol, Nöel, Philosophy of Art: A contemporary Introduction, UK: Routledge, 1999.

Danto, Arthur, After the End of Art. Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1998.

Derrida, Jacques, Of Grammatology. USA: Johns Hopkins UP, 1997.



22

Diamond, Elin (ed.), Performance & Cultural Politics. UK: Routledge, 1996.

Hannula, M., Vadén T., Souranta J., Artistic Research - Theories, Methods 

and Practices. Academy of Fine Arts, Helsinki Finland and University of 

Gothenburg, 2005.

Kester, Grant H., Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in 

Modern Art. USA: University of California Press, 2004.

Silverman, Hugh (ed.), Postmodernism - Philosophy and the Arts. UK: Rout-

ledge, 1990. 



23

REWRITING RELATIONAL AESTHETICS

Relational	Aesthetics
and	Digital	Art:

Beyond	Representation?

Alberto López Cuenca
Universidad de las Américas-Puebla, Mexico

The purpose of this text is to locate Nicolas Bourriaud’s Relational Aesthetics 

within broader debates regarding contemporary art. On the one hand, a para-

llelism will be drawn between Relational Aesthetics and a major trend in theori-

sing digital art which opposes an affective strategy to any representational 

commitments of art. Just like Bourriaud’s relational art, digital art seeks to 

generate new realities through affect, but whereas we could characterize digi-

tal art’s new realities as solipsistic, we must characterize relational art’s new 

realities as social. In both cases, the question is how to understand the prima-

cy of affect in art theory during the last decade. How should we understand 

the ongoing assertion that art ceases to represent, even to be ironic or cite, 

in order to start generating affective relations? On the other hand, Relational 

Aesthetics will be located on the path of modern art with its demand that art 

generates new realities. Given that relational art aims at ephemeral connec-

tions between individuals, avoiding the transformation of symbolic systems 

with their corresponding affective implications, the question here is whether 

relational aesthetics can really succeed in transforming the “standardized so-

cial relations” from which Bourriaud longs to escape. In other words, without a 
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direct destabilization of symbolic, representational spheres, can we substan-

tially modify social and affective life? 

Two assumptions in relational aesthetics

Relational Aesthetics (1997) must be read within a larger context –the en-

during question of art’s social function during the twentieth-century. For the 

avant-garde, from futurism to surrealism, including Dadaism, constructivism 

and the Bauhaus, this was the issue of how art could transform social exis-

tence. That is, how art could deliver alternative ways of being. In this sense, 

Bourriaud asks us to understand relational art as a continuation of a modern 

concern, if only adjusted to art in the 1990s. 

It is clear that art today continues that combat [the modern], advancing 

perceptive, experimental, critical, and participative models in the direction 

pointed out by Enlightenment philosophers, by Proudhon, Marx, the Dada-

ists or Mondrian. If public opinion finds hard to acknowledge the legitimacy 

or the interest of these experiences, it might be due to them no longer pre-

senting themselves as phenomena which anticipate an inevitable historic 

evolution: to the contrary, they appear fragmented, isolated, orphan of a 

global vision which would, on the other hand, hinder them with the weight of 

an ideology. It is not modernity which is dead, but its idealist and teleological 

version. (12-3)

Moreover, Relational Aesthetics is informed by a number of almost classic 

French authors whose influence on Bourriaud is clear, although not everywhe-

re acknowledged through his text. Such authors help situate Bourriaud’s 

thoughts on contemporary art within the frame of post-industrial society, 

one distinguished by the “spectacularization” of daily experience, if we may 

borrow the term from Guy Debord, according to whom “the entire life of so-

cieties where modern production conditions prevail announces itself as a 

massive accumulation of spectacles. Everything directly experience has tur-

ned into a representation” (2000, §1). Bourriaud shows explicit agreement 
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with Debord’s theory of everyday life’s spectacularization. He asserts that 

this theory is “impeccable” (88).

To develop this point further: “The situationist concept of “constructed situa-

tions” seeks to substitute [for artistic representation] the experimental relea-

se of artistic energy in quotidian spaces (…) The work that forms a “relational 

world”, a social interstice, actualizes situationism and reconciles it, as far as it 

is possible, with the world of art” (88-9). Together with Debord, Jean Françoi-

se Lyotard, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari help the most to make sense of 

Bourriaud’s text. Now, taking this as a point of departure, it becomes clear 

that Relational Aesthetics assumes at least two things: 1) the perversity of 

contemporary society, where representations and images dominate lived ex-

perience and reality and, therefore, 2) art, understood as avant-garde, is du-

ring the 1990s a practice which reclaims direct experience as opposed to re-

presentations. Bourriaud is rather blunt in this respect:

In other words, works no longer set themselves the goal of delivering imagi-

nary or utopic realities, but they seek to construct modes of existence or 

models for action within existing reality, no matter which scale the artist 

chooses for treating any of the latter’s categories. (14)

Already in the text’s introduction, Bourriaud refers to Debord: “…human rela-

tions in today’s society are not directly lived but articulated through their spec-

tacular representation (vid, p. 9). Hence, due to shopping centers, restaurant 

chains, thematic parks, etc., “social space has become a standardized arti-

fact” (9). Departing from this situation, Bourriaud understands that art in the 

1990s brings to the fore what we could term a new “ontology of intersubjecti-

vity” – new realities, new social spaces produced in affective encounters. Thus 

“…intersubjectivity within the frame of a ‘relational’ theory of art does not re-

present merely art’s social reception, which would constitute its ‘medium’ or 

‘field’ (Bourdieu), but becomes the essence of artistic practices” (23). In other 

words, the characteristic of artistic practice comes to reside in “the invention 

of relations between subjects” (22). In the same vein, Bourriaud asserts in his 

later Postproduction (2002) that Relational Aesthetics “described the collec-
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tive sensibility within which new forms of art have been inscribed... Relational 

Aesthetics dealt with the convivial and interactive aspect of this revolution (why 

artists are determined to produce models of sociality, to situate themselves 

within the interhuman sphere)” (13-14).

Digital Art: Ontology of Affect

Bourriaud’s Relational Aesthetics responds to a very specific situation, that of 

a particular art practice undertaken in the early 1990s. However, his belief that 

art is, fundamentally, an impact on reality, a creation of new spaces of sociabi-

lity and, therefore, an ontological exercise (as opposed to a symbolic or repre-

sentational one) has been revived and extended more recently within discour-

ses on digital art. This might be explained by the fact that many of those who 

have theorized digital art have done so through Deleuze and Guattari (1997), 

(think of Brian Massumi (2002), Anna Munster (2007) and Simon O’Sullivan 

(2001)). This means that they share a conceptual platform with Bourriaud. In 

any case, even if these theorists of digital aesthetics understand that digital 

art has ontological implications, their position suggests a special and distinct 

tone if we compare it with Relational Aesthetics. This can be clarified by reca-

lling part of the argument put forward by Mark Hansen in his New philosophy 

for new media (2004), and more precisely in the latter’s chapter “The affective 

topology of new media art”.

Hansen’s contention is that digital images bring forth a process that goes be-

yond perception, or more precisely, that is not exhausted by recognizing tho-

se images as representations or an exterior space to which they would refer. 

Rather, in their ‘impenetrability,’ digital images release an affective response 

on the part of the viewer-participant. That is, before the impossibility of thin-

king oneself as occupying the space presented by the digital image, one reacts 

by creating a ‘tactile’ spaciality, which is ‘interior’ and affective, according to 

Hansen. Hansen illustrates his point through Robert Lazzarini’s work Skulls 

(2000): small well lit rooms in which what seem to be four sculpted human skulls 

are placed on the walls in a way that challenges the viewer’s perception (197). 
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There is something strange and disconcerting about these sculptures: they 

are deformed. They cannot be perceived adequately with our habitual modes 

of seeing. It does not matter how closer or farther you get, nor how much you 

contort or move, there is no way of ‘focusing’ the skulls. The outcome, says 

Hansen, is “a growing sense of estrangement” (198), of physical discomfort 

before the images (vid. 199).

Skulls confront us, in short, with a spatial problematic we cannot resolve: 

with the “fact” of a perspectival distortion that can be realized... only with-

in the weird logic and topology of the computer... Our experience of these 

warped indices does not end, however, with the frustration of our visual 

mastery over them, but gradually and seamlessly shades over into the do-

main of affective bodily response. (202)

According to Hansen, Lazzarini’s work challenges our sensory perception be-

cause we cannot assimilate it in terms of perspective or even spatial repre-

sentation. An estrangement is produced in the viewer that prevents her from 

“understanding and relating” visually to the image, in such a way that she is 

forced to respond from her body. In this logic, “[b]ecause our constitutive em-[b]ecause our constitutive em-

bodiment prevents us from following along such modulation at the molecular 

level and in real time, whatever possibility we may have for experiencing it can 

only come via an affective ‘analogy’ produced by our bodily response to it and 

whose ‘content’ is a warped space felt within the body” (203).

The visual challenge of digital images, their uninhabitable spatiality, calls for the 

body to generate a ‘supplementary’ spatiality, a singular activity precisely to 

the extent that it is undertaken by the body. Thus “[i]ndeed, the synthetic im-ndeed, the synthetic im-

age might be said to occasion a shift in the ontology of our spatial experience 

as such– a shift from an optically grounded spatiality in which object matches 

image according to a strict correspondence to a topology where image infi-

nitely exceeds object” (205). We must conclude from this that the digital im-

age is no longer an image of a represented space, but the awakening of a ‘sub-

jective tactile sensation,’ an interior, corporeal spatiality. Further, this leads 

Hansen to assert that: 
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Rather than deploying the digital as a new vehicle of expression, Lazzarini 

mobilizes the digital in order to provoke a virtualization of the body. What 

Skulls afford is, consequently, not a direct apprehension of an alien space 

that is digital, but a bodily apprehension of just how radically alien the formal 

field of the computer is from the perspective of the phenomenal modes of 

embodied spatial experience. (206)

 
What I wish to highlight in Hansen’s argument is that the digital image is no 

longer a space of recognizable representation. It is not understood but expe-

rienced and, moreover, not as vision but as touch. According to Hansen, this 

is so because the digital image challenges us as an uninhabitable space. It re-

leases an affective response in the viewer, a response which is no longer visual 

but tactile. Hansen then asserts that “here space becomes tactile precisely 

to the extent that it ceases being visual or mapable through vision (whether as 

distance or near viewing, i.e., in optical or haptic modes). It is tactile because 

it catalyzes a nonvisual mode of experience that takes place in the body of the 

spectator, and indeed, as the production of place within the body” (211).

Ultimately, the experience of a digital image reveals to Hansen that ‘the virtual’ 

is not the space of representation but the experimentation and affective po-

tentials of the body. Thus, “(…) rather than a virtuality emanating from the im-(…) rather than a virtuality emanating from the im-

age itself... what the digital modelling of space both introduces and solicits—as 

an activity necessary for its own constitution—is the virtuality of the body itself” 

(215). The foregoing leads Hansen to hold that digital experience makes the 

viewer “see with the whole body” (citing Derrick the Kerckhove, 231): with the 

digital image is over the empire of vision, of representation, and released is the 

interior spatiality of affect.

Political Economy of Affect 

Both Bourriaud and Hansen believe that art (relational or digital) directly affects 

reality, not by creating objects or representations, but by releasing affective 

relations among individuals (“modes of existence or models for action within 
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existing reality,” 14; “pleasure or conflict exchanges,” 17) or affective spaces 

(“an interval within the body,” 218; “the virtuality of the body itself,” 215). Bou-

rriaud describes how relational art releases ‘empathy’ and ‘sharing feelings,’ 

whereas Hansen refers to ‘affect’ as the very product of digital art.

It seems worthwhile to ask why such a primacy of the bodily through the affec-

tive in the theorizing of the last decade’s artistic practice. Why do these peo-

ple think that art no longer represents, and that it is now devoted to genera-

te affect? Political philosopher Michael Hardt (1999) –and later himself with 

Toni Negri in the controversial book Empire (2000)– has described the major 

spheres of production in contemporary society, arguing that affect is one of 

the main goods within contemporary modes of production. For him and Negri, 

affect is part of what they call ‘immaterial labor,’ which produces immaterial 

goods such as knowledge, services or communication. These authors sum-

marize their position in the following way:

…we may distinguish three kinds of immaterial labor that have put the ser-

vice sector at the top of informatic economy. The first of them takes part of 

an industrial production that was informatized and that incorporated com-

munication technologies in a way transformative of the production process 

itself. Manufacture is considered a service, whereas the material labor of 

producing of durable goods is enmeshed with increasingly predominant im-

material labor. The second kind is the immaterial labor proper to analytic and 

symbolic tasks, which is divided in creative and intelligent manipulation, on 

the one hand, and retinal symbolic labor on the other. Finally, the third kind of 

immaterial labor is that involving production and manipulation of affects and 

requiring human contact (virtual or real); it is work in the embodied mode. 

These are the three kinds of task leading the posmodernization of global 

economy. (2005: 316-7).

Hardt characterizes affect’s immaterial labor in terms of its “binding element”, 

and he includes areas such as health-care, entertainment and those cultural 

industries concentrating “on the creation and manipulation of affects” (1999: 

95). This affective labor plays a role throughout the service economy, where-
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ver communication processes integrate “personalized attention”, be this at 

the bank or at the fast food counter. In Hardt’s view, “this labor is immaterial, 

even if it is corporeal and affective, in that its products are intangible: comfort 

sense, feeling good, satisfied, excited, passionate –even the sense of belon-

ging to a community” (96). There is, then, an industry of affect altogether em-

bodied by contemporary modes of production, which nonetheless may be con-

tested through ‘anti-capitalist’ practices, as Hardt points out when he says 

that: 

Affective labor is one face of what I will call ‘immaterial labor’, which has as-

sumed a dominant position with respect to other forms of labor in the global 

capitalist economy. Saying that capital has incorporated and exalted affec-

tive labor and that affective labor is one of the highest value-producing forms 

of labor from the point of view of capital does not mean that, thus contami-

nated, it is no longer of use for anticapitalist projects. (1999: 90)

It is worth mentioning that what Guy Debord proposed to do when he talked 

about “creating situations” back in the 1960’s was a direct boycott of the ca-

pitalist administration of social relations. Taking this into account, the question 

is thus whether digital art and relational aesthetics are in fact able to avoid the 

administration of affect undertaken by those industries which make a living of 

it. In other words, do relational aesthetics and digital art manage to transform 

‘standardized social relations’ through the production of affects?  

Art’s social function and the ontology of meaning

Some of those who give affect a central role in cultural theory or in the theory 

of art seem to operate, as Clare Hemmings has noted (553, 557), through 

a basic contraposition between epistemology (the sphere of meaning and re-

presentation) and ontology (the sphere of subjective and affective states). 

Although talk on the production of affects and subjectivity is certainly not ho-

mogeneous, it does signal a tendency to emphasize dynamic, emotional and 

even ‘virtual’ aspects of artwork-spectator interaction. In Relational Aesthe-
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tics, Bourriaud refers to sociologist Michel Maffesoli in order to vindicate the 

image, though not by virtue of its representational or semantic character, but 

because of its relational powers: “One of the image’s virtualities is precisely 

its power to connect, to rescue Michel Maffesoli’s term: flags, initials, icons, 

signs, all produce empathy and a disposition to share; they generate links” 

(Bourriaud, 15). Naturally, Bourriaud does not reject the image’s symbolic or 

meaningful dimension, nor he rejects that of representation in general, but he 

privileges its ‘connective’ and ‘emotional’ work. For example, when referring 

to Turkish Jokes –a 1994 project in Copenhagen by artist Jens Haaning– Bou-

rriaud notes that transmitting Turkish comical stories through a loudspeaker 

in a public square “instantly produces a micro community with those united by 

a shared laugh” (Bourriaud, 17). According to Bourriaud, Turkish immigrants 

in this project are not united through language or narrative content –this is to 

say, representation– but through laugh, that is, shared affect.

On the other hand, should we say that digital images just lack meaning? Do they 

represent nothing, as Hansen suggests? This is obviously not the case, for 

affective approaches tend to dismiss not merely the image’s semantic dimen-

sion but its historical grounding and its practical significance in world politics as 

well. Is it impossible to elucidate what Tiravanija’s Pad Thai or Lazzarini’s Skulls 

represent from the stance of contemporary artistic practices? It is obviously 

not impossible, although, as should be clear by now, Hansen and Bourriaud 

would characterize such enterprise as a misguided one. Thus we encounter 

a tension between ontological and epistemological implications of this kind of 

art; a kind of art that consists precisely in questioning art’s representational 

character.

The foregoing tension is not merely about the primacy of affect, but signals, in 

my view, a deeper and more significant dispute. At the beginning of this article 

I mentioned two assumptions in relational aesthetics. So far I have concentra-

ted on the first assumption, which refers to a context of generalized spectacu-

larization (these days ‘digitalization’) of contemporary experience. I have barely 

touched the second assumption, which I think refers to a certain duty assig-

ned to art: to change life as we know it, a preoccupation which we can trace 
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back at least to the avant-garde. Well, Bourriaud explicitly holds that art has 

something of a (micro) political and critical function -with which Hansen could 

agree if we pay attention to his Deleuzian background. Bourriaud comments 

that: 

 
General mechanization of social functions progressively diminishes relation-

al space … machines executing tasks which not long ago opened exchange, 

pleasure or conflict possibilities. Contemporary art faithfully develops a po-

litical project when it efforts to assume and problematize a relational func-

tion. (17) 

However, both the political sphere and its critique are usually articulated sym-

bolically, through representation, as we can see in publicity, Internet use, pain-

ting, photography, cinema and ethnic TV series. Is it for this reason lacking in 

affective implications? To put it otherwise, in Michel Foucault’s vocabulary (wi-

dely used by Michael Hardt), do we have reasons to believe that the symbolic 

sphere is now irrelevant to the mode of producing and administering life itself, 

to the biopolitical constitution of the subject, to who we are, how we concei-

ve ourselves and project ourselves onto experience? I dare maintain that the 

symbolic sphere is not irrelevant for these matters, precisely because it is 

symbolic. It might be that affective strategies in either digital or relational art 

do generate communities now and then, punctual sparkles from other worlds, 

but they clearly do not do away with the intricate web of representations fee-

ding biopolitical production and actual forms of life. Hence, understood through 

Bourriaud and Hansen, relational aesthetics and digital art might temporarily 

elude the symbolic, representational sphere, but without modifying it. On the 

other hand, it might be true that this is no longer possible by recourse to grand, 

mass-oriented utopias, that profound dialectical changes cannot longer be es-

tablished in order to confront hegemony. Nonetheless, art has a double con-

dition which permits it to confront a potential dualism between representation 

and affect, for this pair appears somewhat out of balance in Bourriaud as well 

as in Hansen. As Adorno already underlined, art is form (a concept dear to 

Bourriaud) in the sense of incarnation and aesthetic manifestation, sensory 

and affective, which belongs to a social reality which it both symbolically mani-
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fests and confronts epistemologically. Art is ‘ontology of sense’. Whether this 

is seen from the vantage point of representation or that of affect generated 

in subjective relations. Hence, representations must be somehow affective as 

much as affects must be somehow meaningful.

The candor in Relational Aesthetics shows up precisely when the symbolic cha-

racter of art is relegated but Bourriaud contends that art takes human inte-

raction and their social context as its theoretical horizon (14) and therefore it 

turns into a political project liberating us from ‘standardized social relations’ 

(9). Thus, Bourriaud asks himself: “How does a [relational] art centered in the 

production of such modes of living together put itself in the situation of re-laun-

ching, completing it, the modern project of emancipation?”  (16).

If re-launching the modern emancipation project does not modify any standar-

dized symbolic systems (as Bourriaud himself suggest it should in Postproduc-

tion, 2004: 23-30) but it means just going through a moment of hilarity as in 

Turkish jokes (Hanning), of degustation as in Pad Thai (Tiravanija), or as a mi-

cropolitical space within a photograph (Gabriel Orozco) then I find no reason 

to think that relational art (or for that matter digital aesthetics) is more than a 

momentary emotional rescue from crude realities which might be acknowled-

ged but hardly changed. In other words, without some kind of destabilization of 

the symbolic sphere, affective incidence by means of interaction (digital or not) 

has no political effects upon the modes of representation which structure the 

social display of affect.
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Two concrete projects 

Interactive Institute is a regional institute in the southeast of Sweden. It is lo-

cated in the largest city in the region, Växjö with approximately 75,000 inhabi-

tants. The region is called Småland. Interactive Institute focuses on youth, new 

technology and democracy issues. Kristina Lindström and Åsa Ståhl were em-

ployed there in 2004. Kristina is an interaction designer and Åsa is a journalist. 

They were both born in 1976 from Swedish parents, and while Kristina has an 

upper middle class origin, Åsa has a working class background. Kristina gra-

duated from Malmö University, Sweden in 2003 and Åsa in 2001 from Golds-

miths, University of London (UK). The projects they initiated at the Interactive 

Institute have artistic intentions and goals.3 Some of their concrete projects 

developed during 2004-2006 are called [visklek], [ljudstråk], [glasrörd]4 and 

stitching together. In these projects stories are told together with other peo-

3	 Kristina	Lindström	and	Åsa	Ståhl	have	a	web	page	that	presents	them	and	their	art	pro-

jects.	http://aok.el-ljud.se

4 These	three	projects	go	under	the	umbrella	term	[ordlekar].



36

César Villanueva and Hans Lundberg

ple using communication mediums such as text messages, glass objects, re-

cordings, embroidery, answering machines and face – to – face meetings. As 

examples of the projects I will present two of them, [ljudstråk] and stitching to-

gether.

Their projects are carried out in “alternative places” such as the streets, 

through answering machines and in people’s private homes. The work is about 

relational practices where the aim is bringing people together and trying to get 

both participants and onlookers to see themselves in a slightly different way 

after interacting with the art work. Participation, communication and dialogue 

are important. 

Kristina and Åsa are relaxed in relation to their multiple roles as project lea-

ders, artists, researchers, interaction designer or journalist. They use these 

roles in a rather pragmatic way. When it suits the goals of a specific task they 

have the possibility to direct the attention of the people involved according to 

their varied sets of competences. They also find their different educational bac-

kgrounds very useful in creational processes. For example Åsa’s knowledge of 

journalism has been of great help in the collaborative storytelling pieces they 

made. Kristina’s knowledge of interaction design has been of great help when 

it comes to the interactive technology they use in their projects. The most im-

portant standpoint on “the field”, while making art with a participatory goal, is 

to be “human beings”. They say their work is not intended at creating hierarchi-

cal relations. Rather the opposite, in order to create participatory-based art 

it is important, they reason, to give something of themselves in order to get 

something back from the participants. Social rituals, such as games and the 

sewing circle, are used in order to promote participation. The documentation 

made in [ljudstråk] was through a concrete audio walk and in stitching together 

a quilt. 

The artistic practice of letting powerless or neglected groups and practices 

influence the art project [ljudstråk] has emanated from a media critique. Åsa, 

with experience in Swedish radio production, explains: “When I started at Inte-

ractive Institute I was fed up by the fact that some of the stories I wanted to tell 
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in P3 [Public Service radio] were not accepted. Due to people’s dialect or lack 

of a well argued leading character.” Åsa’s experience is that the dramaturgy 

of the media is “discriminating”, because “there is not room for everyone”. 

The chosen technology is rather basic, although the projects have been made 

at an institute for new technology. This, however, is a form of discussing and 

debating the ideology linked to the “new technology”. Kristina and Åsa expe-

rience that they, at the Interactive Institute and various settings in the region 

have met “an unbelievable blind faith in people’s uses of new technology”. This 

has not corresponded with experiences made while working with collaborative 

story telling. Kristina says: 

We have a space for our project at Interactive Institute. But many times we 

have been forced to explain that the physical meeting is important, if any-

thing is going to happen on the web.

Interactive Institute in Växjö is located in a region that young people wishes to 

leave for a more urban setting, such as Stockholm or Gothenburg. The region 

awakens a yearning for urbanity. A survey shows that 84 percent of the young 

adults in the region are eager to move to bigger cities (Trondman 2003, p. 121). 

Regional policy and private interests strive to create a discourse, for exam-

ple through the media, about Växjö and Småland as a place of growth, crea-

tivity and progress. This is done by combining new technology and youth into 

a success story. Interactive Institute and institutions representing Småland 

are drawn into this discourse where art projects become a way of linking youth 

questions with new technology. The theme new technology and youth was well 

represented when Interactive Institute and their partners or collaborators 

were written about in local newspapers in 2004 and 2005. Some headlines:  

 • The possibilities of technology

 • Knowledge and new technology can give quick answers 

 • Experimental laboratory for the future

 • To attract youth to the region (by digital media and creative arts)

 • The Southeast region is suitable for the development of film and game 
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The political issues of [ljudstråk] deal with young people’s right to their own 

stories and ways of expressing them in collaboration with the artists and with 

youths of the same age. The audio walks (concerning the youths relation to their 

own city) made their voices official. It is also possible to argue that the risk of “ins-

trumentalising” the projects, that is the risk for the art project to be a tool of the 

regional policy discourse to create a “modern, youth oriented and technological 

fairytale of success”, turns through countercultural ways of using technology 

into an artistic practice. The media criticism and the reluctance to fully believe 

in modern technology, as Åsa say “as a panacea/cure-all/omnipotent cure/all-

embracing cure”, are two viewpoints the projects deal with. 

Feminism is another important viewpoint. During their university studies Åsa 

and Kristina found that people had consensual views about gender and equa-

lity. But their working experiences in different places have shown something 

else. An example given is that the culture of technology is often a masculine 

world. Therefore stitching together (embroidering of personal chosen SMS-

messages by hand or by sewing machine) became a feminist statement. Åsa 

says: ”the social context of the sewing circle is feminine” ”intimate” and ”so-

mething you engage in at home”.  And ”the industrial revolution started off with 

Spinning Jenny. It was a female sphere. A feminine sphere made way for a re-

volution”. And the possibility of exhibiting stitching together in a show on digital 

technology means a whole lot for the artists, mostly for the message it sends 

to the masculine oriented world of technology. Kristina says:

It’s not uncommon to see re-programmed old game toys and computers 

in digital art exhibitions. But, you rarely see sewing machines, even though 

most sewing machines today are built on digital technology. It’s a boy’s cul-

ture.

To take the female culture of sewing into an official place adds zest to the politi-

cal statement.5 Concrete meetings with people are used as tools for commu-

nicating these ideas. Even if exhibitions in museums and galleries are secon-

5 Stitching together	was	exhibited	at	the	show	Digitally	Yours	at	Aboa	Vetus	and	Ars	Nova	Mu-

seum	in	Turku,	Finland,	March	31-May	13,	2007.	
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dary it is their art process, the interaction and participatory storytelling that 

is prioritized. And just as it is for many other contemporary artists, it is the 

small changes in everyday life that seem to be most important. Åsa says: “My 

interest is not on the macro level. It is on the micro level, concerning how we 

interact with each other.” 

Perspective art practice and art theory

From an art theory perspective how is it possible to understand [ljudstråk] and 

stitching together? For me it is natural to connect presented art projects to 

the abstract discussion and perspective that the French art critic and cura-

tor Bourriaud raised in relation to the non-material art of the 1990s. He calls 

this relational aesthetics. What the engaged artists share is “the fact of ope-

rating within one and the same practical and theoretical horizon: the sphere of 

inter-human relations. Their works involve methods of social exchanges, inte-

ractivity with the viewer within the aesthetic experience being offered to him/

her, and the various communication processes, in their tangible dimension as 

tools serving to link individuals and human groups together.” That is “the rela-

tional sphere” (Bourriaud 2002, s. 43). Thus, “participation” is the buzzword 

and becomes the most important part of the artistic process.

According to Bourriaud the historical and sociological background for relatio-

nal aesthetics is urbanisation and the mechanisation of human relations (2002, 

p. 16-17). The artists’ “foremost fight” (p. 83) is the supplier-client relations on 

every level of human life. In the end relational aesthetics is a Marxist grounded 

critique of non-subjective and capitalistic exchanges; these are the opponents 

of relational aesthetics. Even if Kristina and Åsa work on a micro level their 

projects can be seen as an attempt to problematize the relationship between 

the political and economical institutions in Småland. As they work in an institu-

te with regional funding that strives for monetary growth, including a wish to 

create a picture of the region as one which is gaining ground for the future, 

their standpoint is: “Growth is not only about money it is also about personal 

growth.” Supply and demand cultural relations of today are at a rapid pace. In 
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Sweden you can buy a million dollar house or take a new bank loan with an SMS-

message. With stitching together this quick modernity is made obvious. And 

by using traditional techniques such as embroidery, a critique against moder-

nity is made clear.6 For instance, to embroider one SMS-message can take 

four to five hours. 

Relational aesthetics does not deal with prophecies about the future. The gos-

pel of relational aesthetics is a re-humanisation of present society. This means 

that relational aesthetics deals with the problems of everyday life. Bourriaud 

(2002) believes in micro utopias and argues “It seems more pressing to invent 

possible relations with our neighbours in the present than to bet on happier 

tomorrows” (p. 45). It means also that relational aesthetics can engage in di-

fferent problems and relations in different places all according to the imme-

diate interests of the society that artists work and live in. And it is the quality 

of relations created by relational aesthetics that should be in focus when this 

type of art is evaluated and not its aesthetic values (Bourriaud 2002, p. 109, 

112). Criteria that should be used for the evaluation of art are “Does this work 

permits me to enter into dialogue? Could I exist, and how, in the space it defi-

nes?” (p. 109). Bourriaud also stresses the value of open art works where the 

viewer has a “chance to complement them”. He does this by opposing what he 

interprets as the closed art works of totalitarian regimes (p. 109).  

Before I go back to Kristina’s and Åsa’s works I will place relational aesthetics 

into its Swedish context. This might throw light on the experiences Kristina 

and Åsa have had while working in a relational aesthetics frame of reference.  

The Swedish reception of relational aesthetics and changes on the art’s 
field

A starting discussion for relational aesthetics in Sweden was its presentation 

in the oldest Swedish art journal Paletten. It was in 1995 that the editor Åsa 

6 For	further	discussion	on	how	traditions	can	be	used	as	a	tool	 for	social	critique,	see	Ron	

Eyerman	and	Andrew	Jamison	(1998).
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Nacking, in a positive and interested tone, introduced the concept in an issue 

(4/95) devoted to the theme of relational aesthetics. A correspondence bet-

ween Bourriaud and one of the key artists of the time Phillippe Parreno was 

reported. The works of the artists Liam Gillick, Pierre Huyghe, Carsten Höller, 

Phillippe Parreno and Rirkrit Tiravanija were presented at length.7 The editor 

used the words ”Five excellent, current artists” in order to describe the topi-

cality of their artistry. She continues, ”Their works construct social methods 

for interactive exchange between the beholder and the exhibited artistic situa-

tion. The communicative processes are conducted on different levels with the 

purpose of bringing together individuals and groups of different kinds” Nacking 

(1995, p. 3). The way relational aesthetics was introduced in Sweden indicates 

a belief in an art where the audience stops being separated from one another 

and from the artist and becomes more of interlocutors or, in a Bourriaud ter-

minology, “a neighbour” (Bourriaud 2002, p. 43). 

A comparison between how relational aesthetics was introduced in the middle 

of the 1990s in Sweden and how it is discussed today shows that changes in 

attitudes towards it have occurred. When I return to present day issues of 

Paletten art critics and curators talk about relational aesthetics in a different 

voice. The issues of 2005/06 discuss relational aesthetics in terms of ”wate-

red down” (Ekroth 2006, p. 55), art with no edge and politically correct art, 

that “rub the audience the right way” (Arvidsson 2006, p. 29). Critical voices 

argue that relational aesthetics is only a “relational comforter”, that it “has 

become the comfort blanket for the political power” or “a dildo in the county 

councils’ hands” (Ekroth 2006, p. 55). Critical voices have expressed a fear 

of it becoming an overtly instrumentalised tool for contemporary art (Ravini 

2006). One contributor refers to international proclamations of the death of 

the relational aesthetics as something natural when also Bourriaud now has 

left his position at the Palais de Tokyo (Ravini 2006, p. 4). The attitude towards 

relational aesthetics in this particular art journal has certainly changed from 

that of 1995.

7	 Artists	also	well	represented	in	Bourriaud	(2002)	and	over	the	last	decade	have	they	been	

part	of	the	international	art	world,	as	international	biennials.	
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Even if there might be some truth that relational aesthetics in some projects 

has been too timid and “watered down”, my interpretation of the current dis-

cussion in Paletten is that the Swedish art field is undergoing a change. Be-

cause, even if all relational projects have not been successful the projects are 

still about art that disarranges a social order on the field of art. The continuing 

role of relational aesthetics vis-à-vis conceptual art is to challenge the essen-

tial art object and the artist as a genius (Herolf 2006, p. 28). But when the art 

object as an artefact has lost its status the role of art institutions have gained 

in power. Established institutions, such as museums of contemporary art and 

art galleries have the power to influence the conditions of the arts. They have 

control over the art discussion and when and where art is exhibited. As a con-

sequence, as a way of getting the initiative back from art museums and galle-

ries to the artist, relational aesthetics has in Sweden come to mean places 

and arenas other than the “white cube” (Herolf 2006, p. 28) and new ways of 

“using” artistic competence. Places such as streets and projects in ethnically 

segregated areas are examples of relational aesthetics in Sweden. 

Relational aesthetics has also become a way of continuing the Swedish tradi-

tion with art in official buildings such as hospitals, day care centres and munici-

pality offices. But instead of paintings on walls “the art is relational” and has as 

an intention to both question and improve the relations within various occupa-

tional groups. Two examples are improving communication between nurses 

and patients (qub. Konstnärligt utvecklingsarbete bup, 2006) and letting civil 

servants in a municipality send potted plants to each other (Carlsson, 2005). 

These examples show that one tendency in the field is that the uses of art have 

turned more into “a social service” for citizens rather than a distinctive fea-

ture for people with high cultural capital. For instance, Mazanti (2006) show 

that the current relationship between art and handicraft is characterized by 

that art coming closer to the handicraft and not that handicraft is getting clo-

ser to the arts. The tendency is that contemporary art is trying get nearer 

to everyday culture. Another feature of artists trying to get the initiative back 

from the traditional conservative art world is by looking at the amount of ar-

tists who own galleries themselves. This trend has increased in the last ten 

years (Ribbung 2007).  
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The concept of art that has developed towards is that there is no specific or sharp 

border of what is art (Danto 1997). As a consequence, art has opened up for 

groups of artists with new abilities. According to Bourriaud art nowadays offers 

a possibility to reflect about society where other practices have come to an end. 

Art offers an immediate “right of asylum” to all deviant practices which can-

not find their place in their natural bed. So many forceful works of the last 

decades only arrived in the realm of art for the simple reason that they had 

reached a limit in other realms (Bourriaud 2002, s. 102).

Today a traditional artistic education is not always a prerequisite in order for 

a person to call oneself an artist. Kristina Lindström and Åsa Ståhl are exam-

ples of that. Joseph Beuys’ expression “Jedermann ein Künstler” has some 

truth on the practical art field in Sweden today. Hybrid positions are a common 

feature of the art field. In the middle of the 1990s the distinctions between ar-

tists, curators and art critics in Paletten were clear in the presentations given 

of them. They were artists, curators or art critics. For instance, Paletten’s is-

sues from 2005 and 2006, have a majority of people contributing from mixed 

occupational backgrounds. The way they are presented indicates that they 

are, at one and the same time, artists, authors, curators, teachers and art 

critics, etcetera.

This means that one characteristic feature of contemporary art in Sweden is 

arts in alternative places with relational practices where the outspoken aim is 

usefulness, created by artists with new competency and backgrounds through 

self-organized networks. I call this, with support from the Swedish cultural so-

ciologist Lars Göran Karlsson (2007, p. 14) the extended role of the artist. 

Collaborators and reactions

Kristina Lindström and Åsa Ståhl are linked to the contemporary art field by 

being part of the extended role of the artist. They represent an artist group 

where alternative competency and other occupational backgrounds, rather 
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than “pure” artistic education, prevail. They even question if it is possible to talk 

about a specific artist when as they work with collaborative storytelling pro-

jects. Åsa says: 

As I see it, this is a work about sharing and collaboration – everybody has 

to make an effort. Not only the artists. Is there even a need to talk about 

artists? Who is the artist here? The same way artists work to try to under-

stand themselves and the world and perhaps themselves in the world, these 

kinds of projects invite the participants to ask themselves the same ques-

tions and, since it is a collaborative work, there are other people to share 

these thoughts with.

The extended role of the artist is a double-edged position to hold. At the same 

time as it opens up a space of freedom from expectations following a presti-

gious artistic education it can at the same time foster a position as an outsi-

der. An example of the latter is the story of how the projects [ordlekar] and 

stitching together were funded. The employment at Interactive Institute was 

not enough. In the end seventeen different finance sources were linked to the 

art projects. For example four different municipalities in the region, one county 

council, SVID (Stiftelsen Svensk Industridesign/Foundation of Swedish Indus-

try design) and Stiftelsen Framtidens Kultur (The Foundation for the Culture 

of the Future). In collaboration with Linnaeus University gave Vetenskapsrå-

det (Swedish Research Council) the projects funding. The glass museum of 

Småland, the art gallery in the city of Växjö and the regional network for storyte-

lling also funded the projects. Funding came from both regional and national 

institutions, often representing divergent spheres of interest. As a conse-

quence the projects were carried out in environments of conflicting interests 

and contradictory expectations. Kristina explains her feeling about this: 

We work in many different fields and as a result we don’t fully belong in any 

of them. At the Interactive Institute our work is not considered technical 

enough, and at Linnaeus University it’s not academic enough. And with no 

artistic education I sometimes feel alienated by the art world.
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The experience is that social categories, representing different spheres of in-

terest, interpret the artists and their competency from the point of view fo-

llowing different institutional belongings. This has created some tensions in the 

projects. The different expectations experienced by the artists were maybe 

reinforced by their lack of a more traditional artistic background. It is easier 

to express claims on people being identified as project leaders or interaction 

designers than artists. While collaborative storytelling was the aim, ironically, 

non-collaborative practices were part of the narrative and the prerequisites in 

order to develop the ideas with the projects (in relation to personnel and fun-

ding sources). Some form of instrumental relation between a financer and an 

artist is probably a prerequisite. But one thing that the artists learned is that 

not all forms of collaboration are worth the price. It could be argued that the 

autonomy of the extended role of the artist lies in choosing in which system he 

or she wants to be an active artist (cf. Svensk 2005/2006, p. 52).

And as Åsa and Kristina have not only made art in alternative places they 

have also brought established art institutions and alternative places for art 

together. In this sense they have also experienced the more traditional and 

established ways of exhibiting and review art works. Their experiences of the 

so-called gatekeepers of the artistic world are mixed. The position of the ex-

tended role of the artist when it comes to artists with other competency and 

educational backgrounds sometimes create ”other types of questions” than 

artists with more traditional artistic educational backgrounds would receive. 

Kristina explains: 

Sometimes we get the question: ’Why are you doing this?” And that is a to-

tally legitimate question. But on one of the residencies we applied for and re-

ceived we were the only ones that got that question. But I do not think that 

we did more inexplicable things than others.

Åsa continues “For example a person with an artistic education who is on the 

go with residency or is cashing in rather big grants can always answer the 

question: ‘Why are you doing this?’ with ‘To understand myself and the world 
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around me’. And that is okay. But we have to explain more than that”. Åsa says: 

“Often is it someone else who has the need for categorizing and in that case, 

let them do that. But if it disputes with something in specific I will tell him or her 

that.” The extended role of the artist can create a position where an artist is 

forced to reflect on the ways people categorize artists. When Kristina and Åsa 

are categorized as “outsiders” other types of questions are put to them com-

pared to the questions “pure” artists get. To inhabit the role of the extended 

artist in the field of contemporary art can sometimes mean to be an outsider.

 

Art projects related to collaborative storytelling are sometimes difficult – ac-

cording to the artists – for the more traditional and established institutions 

or newspaper reviewers to make up their mind about. Åsa experienced: “We 

aren’t always acknowledged by those who judge taste.” And she goes on by 

saying that …

The smallest things can become provocative. That we want to do things can 

be provocative, that we have an opinion can be provocative. That we are 

concrete instead of abstract can be provocative. It is something you do not 

know before you do it. ‘Oh!, this did not work.’ It puts power or taste at stake. 

In the city of Växjö, during an exhibition of [visklek] – a version of the game Chi-

nese Whispers – the possibilities of creating a forum for strangers to meet 

and collaborate through storytelling were explored with the help of answering 

machines.  This project was described in an arts review in the local newspa-

per Smålandsposten as ”provocative”. Kristina says: “That came as a shock. 

It would not have been a shock if the reviewer had not considered it as fine art; 

but to write that ‘you can be sure of provocation if you visit the art gallery’, I am 

not at all certain of that.”

The artists have experienced that established institutions and art reviewers 

can create attitudes of distance and scepticism to their projects. But it is not 

possible for artists to stay completely apart from all the rules of an artistic field. 

In order to receive financing is it important to have a good curriculum vitae. Cri-

teria that count are, according to interviewed artists, exhibitions in museums 

or galleries, reviews and appearance in newspapers and art journals and an 
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acknowledged education. Even if they lack a more traditional artistic educa-

tion Åsa defines her masters from Goldsmiths in London as a door opener. In 

the field of contemporary art a balance between new and existing arenas, self-

organised networks and established art institution seems to be a necessity 

for a successful career when working in the framework of the extended role of 

the artists. In order to shed some light on the difficulties relational influenced 

projects suffered from and also the critique they have gained, for example in 

Paletten, I will comment with the help of the French cultural sociologist Pierre 

Bourdieu.

Sociological reflections

Bourdieu discusses the social relations of dominance and power in cultural 

spheres within the concept of cultural capital. Cultural capital is about valuable 

knowledge, artefacts and behaviour in specific fields (Bourdieu 1986). When 

people or groups are in possession of cultural capital, they have the possibility 

to exchange cultural capital to economic (financial transactions) or social capi-

tal (valuable contacts and social networks). These can also be of use in other 

social fields. It can therefore be of importance for groups with high amounts 

of cultural capital that capital in a specific field stays “the same”, or that they 

themselves have the ability to direct the change. Cultural capital is ultimately 

about power. And a change, for example in the field of contemporary art, be-

yond the control of those in power can perhaps become a power struggle bet-

ween separate groups of interest (Becker 1984). 

It seems also as if the established art world defends its frontiers against arts 

made in the perspective of the extended role of the artist. An illustrative exam-

ple of this is the exhibition presented in 2006 at the Museum of Contemporary 

Art in Stockholm. This exhibition (Modernautställningen 2006) had the aim of 

giving an overview of interesting and current artistic work in Sweden. It is ma-

ybe more interesting to look at the art that was not selected than the works 

that were actually exhibited: No textile art, no graphic art, no graffiti, no per-

formance or process based art. The works exhibited were first and foremost 

from the most prestigious art galleries in Stockholm or from other powerful 
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institutions in Sweden. Only three of the 49 artists had no earlier relations to 

the members of the selection committee or to the art galleries in Stockholm 

(Kimvall 2006, p. 13-19). In polarized terms it is possible to talk about a divided 

arts scene – established art museums and galleries as opposed to alternative 

places for art and self-organised networks.

Can we understand the negative attitudes or practices of invisibility towards 

relational aesthetics as an indicator that relational aesthetics has disturbed 

the social status order of institutions working with consecrated art? Can non-

material but socially useful art in alternative places perhaps threaten the cul-

tural capital of certain gatekeepers? If art can be made outside “white cubes” 

in non-material ways in order to bring people or groups together or streng-

then their health might not only the gatekeepers’ cultural capital be at risk? 

The usefulness of valuable social networks that distribute and exhibit art works 

in places that increases cultural capital and create economic capital through 

selling art works might also become less profitable. 

Is it possible to interpret the Swedish art field as a field where power is rene-

gotiated and what kind of art will be acknowledged is under scrutiny? It is on 

this field that the gatekeepers – who have the most to lose in recognizing art 

with social usefulness as interesting – operate. At the same time, other ins-

titutions (municipalities, hospitals, regional institutes) see the possibilities of 

relational aesthetics in order to solve problems or promote ideas and new 

meaning systems. 

The political agenda of our time is to arrange and re-arrange citizen’s sys-

tems of ideas (Eyerman and Jamison 1998). There can of course be a risk- as 

critics of relational aesthetics have expressed- in using art as an instrument, 

in other words, relegating the artistic tone to a secondary or subsidiary role, 

or by inserting social, economic or political agendas into the art’s discourse 

and practice. “The value of art, irrespective if it is an object, an idea, a project 

or a process, is that it is supposed to lead to new ways of looking at the world. 

That is a sought after effect for the State as well as private interests in an in-

creasingly globalized market situation” (Svensk 2005/2006, p. 54-55). This 
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has also to be taken into account when new art practices and new systems 

of funding develop. 

Democracy and the black hole of relational aesthetics

If relational aesthetics is about intervention in existing social relations then is it 

possible to say that contemporary art in Sweden has moved from the idea of 

democratization of citizens through art to democratization of arts institutions 

through bringing the citizens in to the art world, for example by collaborative 

storytelling projects? It is possible to argue that art is getting nearer to peo-

ples’ everyday lives, and this might also mean that art institutions are more 

conscious about opening up to new audiences and the extended role of art and 

artists? This is the interstice that Kristina and Åsa are also trying out in their 

projects.

But bringing “the other” into the established art world means also responsi-

bility vis-à-vis the traditional truth bearing status of the museums. How should 

the artists and social scientists interested in the audience or the participants 

be linked to reception studies? What does relational aesthetics mean – inside 

and outside the white cube? What relational aesthetics needs is a more cons-

cious critical and advanced multifaceted artistic practice. Just as the power 

structures of art institutions have been unmasked a more profound knowled-

ge about the socio-cultural differences among the citizens needs to be achie-

ved. Relational aesthetics has been criticized for being a romantic and naïve 

art form where room for conflicts and differences have not been fully taken 

into account. The citizens are understood in a rather homogenous way. Claire 

Bishop (2004) argues that in that sense relational aesthetics is not “intrinsi-

cally democratic”, since it ”rests too comfortably within an ideal of subjectivity 

as a whole and of community as immanent togetherness” (p. 67). One way of 

dealing with the critique and of getting closer to citizen’s lives and relations to 

modern art is reception studies. This is not something that Bourriaud would 

have liked. In an interview he opposes reception studies as market relations. 

He thinks that the audience should be left to itself (Ravini 2006, p. 4). The non-
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interest of audience reactions to art projects is a problem in Bourriaud’s way 

of thinking. I would say that the neglect of an understanding of the audience as 

socio-culturally varied is a black hole in relational aesthetics. For example, even 

if it is possible to discuss stitching together from an art theory perspective 

it is much more difficult to say something about its sociological implications. 

What kind of social relations did it actually disturb? What thoughts did it crea-

te among the participants? Who felt included or excluded? How did reactions 

differ along lines of gender, age, social class, etc.? These are all open empirical 

questions. 

Social scientists interested in contemporary art need to ask themselves ques-

tions such as: What is happening in the field of contemporary art? What kind of 

power is under re-negotiation? If the democratisation of art is true, what does 

that mean for a sociological understanding of the rules of art? And is recep-

tion studies a possibility to come closer to what relational aesthetics actually 

can mean for the audiences, participants, interlocutors, neighbours, citizens 

or what ever we call people interacting in relational aesthetics? [ljudstråk] and 

stitching together are elements in an art field concerning abstract questions 

of what art is, the role of the art institutions, participation, instrumentalisa-

tion, democratisation, etcetera, but they are also a concrete case. And it is 

in the tension between the abstract and the concrete where new practices in 

the field of art are being developed and new discourses are being formulated 

and reformulated.
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The	Symbolic
Meaning	of	Gifts	as	
Relational	Art8

Glenn Sjöstrand
Linnaeus University, Sweden

How would you react if someone anonymously offered you a cup of coffee when 

you went to the counter to order coffee in a coffee shop? The definition of rela-

tional art (aesthetics)9 as developed by Bourriaud (2002/1998) has inspired 

the art project Arte Fika. In this project one of the central ideas is that the pub-

lic are invited to be a part of the art activities and can add or rearrange the 

original work. Relational art should (when it’s performed according to the ideas 

of Bourriaud) create a consciousness of political issues among the public. The 

relational art projects usually brings up issues that the public do not normally 

think about in their everyday lives and the goal of many relational art artists is to 

make them aware of this in order to change some aspects of society (Garfinkel 

8	 I’d	 like	 to	 thank	 the	participants	of	 the	working	group	 in	Economic	Sociology	at	 the	 yearly	

Swedish	Sociological	Association	conference	and	the	seminar	in	sociology	at	Växjö	University	

for	comments	and	fruitful	suggestions	for	improvements.	

9	 Relational	art	is	a	set	of	artistic	practices	that	take	as	their	theoretical	and	practical	point	of	

departure	the	whole	of	human	relations	and	their	social	context,	rather	than	an	independent	

and	private	space	(Simpson	B.	2001).
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2002, Wright 2004).10 According to Bourriaud (2002/1998), the planned 

social settings in society are often designed to reduce unwanted behaviors, 

instead of encouraging participation and interaction. In the case of relational 

art the idea is to set up a temporary micro-utopia (Bourriaud 2002/1998) 

an arena for interaction, meetings and collaborations within the dominating 

commercial and social systems of society. The aim is to invite everyday peo-

ple to get involved not as consumers, but as co-producers of the activities in 

relational aesthetics. In that way, the given norms and structures of society 

can be questioned by reciprocal dialogues hopefully produced by the relation-

al art. One of the most important ideas behind relational art is to establish 

and reproduce cooperation. One way of creating the preconditions for just 

that is to offer art for free. If participants are not expected to pay for art (as 

with objectual art) or to be part of an installation (as with conceptual art) it is 

easier to get people involved and to cooperate in creating the micro-utopia 

Bourriaud is looking for. So, art for free is a kind of gift that preconditions 

trust and solidarity between people (Wright 2004).11 Relational art is usually 

not a subject of price. Since it is offered to unaware citizens not looking for 

art, it cannot be sold, hired or otherwise be bought. So what happens to the 

perception of the participants and their construction of the meaning of art 

when it is given away for free? Do gifts as relational art challenge the struc-

tures of the economy?

Arte Fika is a piece of relational art concerned with inviting everyday people, not 

specifically the museum and gallery public (i.e., active visitors), to be offered a 

10 Wright	gives	a	number	of	examples	of	this	from	Argentina	were	the	group	Grupo	de	Arte	

Callejero	annually	puts	up	posters	around	Buenos	Aires	to	commemorate	the	people	who	

“disappeared”	during	the	military	dictatorship.	The	posters	show	maps	were	the	people	who	

committed	these	hideous	actions	live	today	with	their	names	and	addresses.	The	Mexican	

artist	Paulina	Lasa	is	conscious	about	the	political	aspects	of	relational	art	when	naming	one	

of	her	projects	“I’m	going	to	change	the	world”.	Relational	art	has	also	been	called	Dialogical	

art,	New	genre	public	art	and	Connective	aesthetics	(Karlsson	2006).

11 There	are	exceptions,	some	relational	artists	try	to	sell	their	art	on	the	market,	but	then	they	

are	not	inviting	the	public	in	general.	Of	course,	all	artists	have	to	be	financed	for	their	work	

(depending	on	the	market,	the	state,	private	donors	or	a	mix	of	these)	or	pay	for	the	costs	

themselves,	but	most	of	the	works	I	know	of	are	offered	for	free	to	the	participants.	
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cup of coffee at coffee shops. The core objective is to bring the friendly tra-

dition of socializing while drinking coffee, common in many parts of the world, 

under the guise of an “artistic gift”. In Sweden this coffee tradition has been 

shaped to the extent of producing a social practice called “fika”, understood 

as a social space and time where people get together for a brief break in their 

daily routines to share a conversation in the company of their colleagues or 

friends.12 Departing from this social tradition the relational art project invites 

people to socialize in a real coffee shop, integrating them in an informal net-

work of gifts. Coffee is an ideal gift with strong symbolic connotations: it is invit-

ing, small and relatively inexpensive and it is common for people to invite others 

for coffee or tea. It can make people feel at ease with a relationship, to start or 

end a relationship in the company of a cup of coffee. But accepting free coffee 

may also cause feelings of intimidation; hesitation and alienation that causes 

people pull away. Inviting people to coffee in the form of a mediated and anony-

mous gift can be defined as an artistic experience if it manages to be placed in 

a real life network, where commodities are exchanged in a capitalist for-profit 

society. In other words, the project aims to mount a temporary not-for-profit 

network of gifts to the already functioning for-profit capitalist structure in line 

with Bourriaud’s exploration of the interstices of capitalist societies (see Lun-

dberg’s chapter in this volume). 

This paper deals with the relational meaning participants ascribe to Arte Fika 

as an example of relational art and the prospects of relational art as a means 

to reflexive and critical perspectives of the taken for granted in society.13 By 

using the theoretical perspective of gifts (Mauss 2002/1925, Sahlins 1972, 

Bourdieu 1985, 1990, 1997, 1999, 2000, Cheal 1988, Carrier 1995), gen-

eral economic sociology and reception analysis inspired by symbolic interac-

tionism (Becker 1982, 1990, 2006) and ethnomethodology (Garfinkel 2002) I 

will try to explain what, and how meaning of relational art is created.

12 Fika	is	somewhat	similar	to	the	English	Tea	Time	and	the	Mate	habits	of	South	America.	

13 I	am	not	going	to	discuss	the	preconceptions	that	relational	artists	might	have	of	what	they	

are	doing	and	to	evaluate	the	outcomes	of	projects	in	general	or	discuss	the	phenomenon	of	

relational	art	as	such.
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Gifts as relational art

Markets are cultural constellations in which market exchanges are highly ri-

tualized and involve a wide variety of symbols that transfer rich meanings bet-

ween people who exchanges goods and services with each other. Usually the 

goods and services exchanged transfer a specific meaning from the giver or 

seller to the receiver and new owner. These symbolic meanings cannot be 

easily detached from the products and services themselves – they are infu-

sed in market exchanges. Art, as commodities like any other in the market, 

is no exception. But the meanings of exchange emerge from an intersection 

of situational circumstances, specific social relationships and frames which 

economic actors actively construct (Velthuis 2005). In recent years the 

prices of paintings have reached unprecedented levels and records have 

been broken. Art is by that token a not only a commodified object, but also 

an object whose price-setting seems not to be an outcome of the general 

price mechanism of the market – the prices are not created by the effects 

of supply-demand as is the case with many other products. It inherently has 

to do with symbolic meaning and it’s economic exchanges are socially and 

culturally situated. The meaning of art is central to the understanding of its 

ascribed value. 

In sociology, a wide range of tools for understanding meaning have been rec-

ognized, for example, cultural beliefs, ritual practices and ceremonies, as 

well as the use of language, gossip and stories in every day life.14 Price of art 

14 The	American	sociologist	Howard	Becker	has	heavily	 influenced	the	social	analyses	of	“art	

worlds”	 (1982,	1990,	2006).	 In	his	analysis,	art	 is	relational	 in	many	aspects:	The	relation	

between	artist	and	their	audiences	(public),	between	the	artist	and	actors	in	the	production	

process,	artist	and	art	institutions,	artist	and	reviewers	and	so	on.	The	processes	of	rela-

tional	art	include	creation,	manufacture,	marketing,	distribution,	exhibiting,	inculcation,	evalu-

ation,	and	consumption	(Gilmore	1990).	Much	of	these	processes	and	exchanges	between	

the	artist	and	others	are	based	on	conventions	created	to	coordinate	and	solve	practical	

problems.	Art	is	social	not	just	because	it	is	affected	by	social	variables,	but	also	because	it	

is	the	product	of	collective	work,	the	work	that	all	these	different	people	do,	which	organized	

in	one	way	or	another,	produces	the	result	that	 is	eventually	taken	to	be	the	artwork	itself	

(Becker,	Faulkner	&	Kirshenblatt-Gimblett	2006:	3).	In	relational	art,	all	of	these	relations	af-
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is just one, but an important, aspect of how meaning of art is constructed. 

Olav Velthuis (2005) has in a study of the symbolic meaning of art in galleries 

argued that prices convey dramatic symbolic meanings to dealers, buyers, 

artists, curators and critics. To a large extent Velthuis’ view is consistent 

with Viviana Zelizer’s ideas of “circuits of commerce” in which exchange is 

invariably accompanied by “conversation, interchange, intercourse, and mu-

tual shaping” and gives rise to “different understandings, practices, infor-

mation, obligations, rights, symbols, and media of exchange” (Zelizer 2000, 

2006). Among these social ties in exchanges is gift giving and exchanges in-

spired by status, love, care, pride or power, not just by utility maximization. 

This, I argue, goes also for gifts as relational art. 

The exchange and distribution of goods and services affects social relations 

(and vice versa – social relations affect exchanges). When products (material 

and immaterial) are exchanged, meaning is transferred in the process. The 

products receive their meaning because they embody social relations that 

are required at the production and because they produce and re-produce 

social relations at the distribution of gifts (Mauss 2002/1925). Through the 

exchange of gifts a mutual dependency is created, as a result of socially con-

structed ties between people. The contents in these ties are defined by the 

actor’s expectations on the reciprocity. Gifts could signal relative power, in-

timacy, an independent life, close relationships and so on. A person involved 

in gift-transactions has three obligations: 1) to give. 2) to receive and 3) to 

return the gift. Marcel Mauss, (2002/1925) who first made the anthropo-

logical study of the gift, argues that the exchanges that take place in the gift-

economy, compared to other forms of exchange, are obviously voluntary 

and generally without demands of reciprocity, but actually have strong social 

limitations that turn both the giving and receiving as well as the reciprocation 

into an obligation. The limitations can be either that: 1) the social relations 

that exist between people are expressed in the gift’s material obligations. 

fect	the	outcome	of	the	final	result,	but	of	special	interest	are	the	different	actors	participat-

ing	 in	the	project	other	than	the	artists	themselves.	Once	the	artist	has	started	the	pro-

cess	they	are	not	usually	particularly	interested	in	the	outcomes	per	se.	That	is	the	interest	

of	social	scientists.	
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2) The gift has an inherent quality that makes the receiver feel that he must 

return the gift. There is a more or less necessary reciprocity in the giving/

returning. The reciprocity that is created in the gift-economy is in this ver-

sion defined as a moral norm that structures the giving and returning of the 

gift.15 When we are discussing reciprocity two variables are important: 1) 

that the value of the gift is acknowledged to have similar value of all parts in-

volved. 2) How much time has passed between the giving and the returning 

of a new gift. In the case of relational art being offered to anyone without the 

receiver knowing who the giver is, something new is added to the situation. 

In Mauss’ analysis the giver is always known, or at least, their face is shown 

to the receiver. In relational art the artist is unknown – at least before the 

event. 

Of importance to understanding the meanings created by gifts as relational 

art, are different forms of reciprocity.  Marshall Sahlins (1972) discusses 

reciprocity from the social distance between people in the social structure. 

He makes distinctions between three types of reciprocity: 1) generalised 

reciprocity, 2) balanced reciprocity, and, 3) negative reciprocity. In genera-

lised reciprocity the value of the gift reciprocated does not have to be of 

equal monetary value. It is not important in a context where the moral norm 

of reciprocity is very strong, for example in small local societies. It is not a 

one-to-one correlation between the gift and the repayment when it comes 

to the value of the goods or the services that are exchanged. Gifts are ex-

pressions of social relations in such a way that they can never achieve the 

status of being measured in equal value. Reciprocation is necessary, but 

not of equal (monetary) value. Also the expectations of how much time bet-

ween when the gift is given and when it is returned are unclear. Generalised 

reciprocity describes exchanges that take place in a social context where 

people are more or less in debt to each other all the time. The insecurity 

in the exchanges strengthens the social ties through obligations and the 

subordination of material interests into obligations. To give a gift is, in this 

15	 The	 ideas	of	seeing	 the	expectations	 that	a	gift	shall	be	returned	as	a	norm	 includes	sociolo-The	 ideas	of	seeing	 the	expectations	 that	a	gift	shall	be	returned	as	a	norm	 includes	sociolo-

gists	and	anthropologists	such	as	Emil	Durkheim,	Marcel	Mauss,	Bronislaw	Malinowski	and	Lévi	

Strauss.	
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context, always a return of help or resources one has received earlier by 

someone who is socially close to you. The stability in the social system is a 

function of everyone owing everyone something that at some (unclear) time 

must be returned.

The balanced reciprocity exists where the social ties are looser than in gene-

ralised reciprocity and the social ties are separate from material interests. 

That is why exchanges of goods and services are regulated to have equal 

value and the time it takes to return the gift is usually immediate. The ideal in 

this type of exchanges is a simultaneous exchange of identical gifts. In these 

types of exchanges social and symbolical ties between individuals and groups 

are developed through material goods where the similarity in the exchanges 

is expressed in the value of the goods and that people try to refrain from 

owing someone something. Generally speaking, balanced reciprocity is a way 

of describing exchanges where the giving and returning compensates each 

other within a specific (short) time frame. The material exchange in the tran-

saction is still embedded in social relations and is used as a means to produce 

and reproduce social ties without being subordinated in the material exchan-

ge. Balanced reciprocity characterises societies where the social distances 

between people on middle-distance, like distant relatives, relations between 

people living in different villages and so on.

Finally, negative reciprocity is created where the social distance is largest 

and material interest is the only motivation for the transaction. Typical 

examples are stealing, theft and bargaining where the negative social re-

lation is a direct result of the material profit that the stronger party in the 

bargaining process makes. The transactions are characterised by a recei-

ving (taking) without a giving and are concluded as soon as one has received 

what one has expected to receive. Participants in relational art may follow 

any of these different forms of reciprocity. I’ll come back to this in the con-

cluding remarks. Before the presentation of the empirical experiences in 

Arte Fika, a comparison of gift economy and the formal market economy 

has to be discussed. 
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A comparison between market and gift exchanges

In a gift-economy participants offer, receive and repay services and goods that 

follow a different logic than that of the market economy. This circle of reciprocity 

follows a logic that at least on four points differs from regular market exchanges. 

1. The qualities of gifts are social, not economic. The gift economy has cer-

tain economical qualities attached to it and both the giver and the receiver 

knows that the gift has a specific economic value. But as soon as we attach 

an economic value to the gift, it will cease to be a gift and become ordinary 

goods. In that sense we have to misrecognise the economic value of the gift 

if it is to remain a gift (Bourdieu 1990, 1997, 1999a, 1999b, 2000). To re-

tain the quality of a gift the norm regulated demand for reciprocity has to be 

implicit, if not, the gift will transform to something else, for example bribery 

or ordinary goods with a price tag. The social meanings of the gift have to be 

maintained and this can only be done by covering up the economic value of it. 

The gift-economy differs from other types of economies since in the same 

moment as the participants begin to see the gift-exchange as if it was a pure 

economical affair it will cease to exist as a gift (Cheal 1988).

2. Through the qualities of the gift, the object given will be identified with the 

giver even after the exchange has been made (Carrier 1995). Gifts are ina-

lienable compared to ordinary goods that are alienable. This means that in 

legal terms one declines all rights to an item when it is traded against other 

goods or money. Gifts, on the other hand, have the characteristic that a 

donor’s rights to a gift can never completely be abandoned and it is this qua-

lity of the gift that creates an obligation to reciprocate. In other words, “The 

defining characteristic of gift exchange is therefore… that it is an exchange 

of inalienable things between persons who are thereby united in a state of 

reciprocal bondage.” (Cheal 1988: 10). 

3. The analysis of the gift-economy has traditionally been used to draw con-

clusions on how archaic societies worked, but the analyses can also be used 

to say something about contemporary societies characterised by modern 

capitalism. From a strictly (neo-) classic economic point of view the gift as a 
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good is totally redundant. It has been suggested (Cheal 1988) that exchan-

ges in a modern society with high division of labour are taken for granted. 

We have to make sure that we can provide goods and services to all that 

express a need. The gift must therefore be something that provides us with 

something more than can be provided for by exchanges in the market. It 

must give us something more than what we already expect, in that sense 

the gift is redundant. First, in terms of goods and services, the gift does not 

add anything that could not be bought in the market. If someone really wants 

and needs an object, and they have the funds, it can be obtained without an 

offer from someone to give it as a gift. Secondly, gifts are redundant in the 

meaning that they do not provide any net-value to the receivers. This goes 

particularly for the balanced reciprocity. The value of a gift that has been 

given has been calculated to balance the value of a gift previously received. 

The result is that neither participant has profited, in economical terms, by 

the exchange of gifts. Thirdly, it is often argued that gifts are redundant be-

cause the gifts that are received can, if one would really like to, be procu-

red without any expectations of receiving the gift as a present. The fourth 

and last reason as to why the gift has a redundant character is that it is a 

result of ritual gift offerings in situations where a normal visit of courtesy 

would have been enough. Despite this redundancy, the gift economy exists 

and therefore makes good arguments for why it differs from the ordinary 

market economy. 

4. The last point of comparison between the gift-economy and the ordinary 

market economy is how value is understood and created and in what ways 

competition is possible. In the market it becomes vital to compete and ex-

pand, but in a gift-economy such aspirations might be fatal to the system 

because it will be difficult to sustain economically. A modern gift-economy 

must restrict the number of participants, as well as how much value one 

invests on the gift. Most economic goods and services values are destro-

yed or devalued when they are consumed, while others are consumed in or-

der to create and maintain social ties by continuing the transactions and in 

the consumption process the value is preserved or even increased. Gifts 

are valued by their use and the more they are exchanged the more value 
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they will have. Furthermore, in “normal” economic situations we regard the 

participants who have low costs and big returns as “winners”. But in a gift-

economy it is usually the participants who give more than they receive who 

are accorded the highest status. The above-mentioned aspects of the gift-

economy make it radically different from other forms of economies. 

Arte Fika proceedings

In the relational arts project called Arte Fika people are invited to a cup of co-

ffee in Swedish and Mexican coffee shops for free with the overarching aim to 

get the participants to scrutinize and question the ordinary rules of the eco-

nomy. There are at least three different relations that have been investigated 

in the Arte Fika: 1) the relation between the artists/researchers and the staff 

of the coffee place, 2) the relation between artists/researchers and the parti-

cipants, and 3) the relation between the staff and the participants. 

Relational art is an interactive and relative experience, different for each of us 

over time (Katz 2006). As such it is difficult to study the reception that audien-

ces (the public/participants) have of relational art (Höijer 1998). It is usually 

not a problem to observe the public as they take part in a relational art project, 

but in this case we do not always know who they are and they may be scattered 

amongst different locations within the locale. We tried, as best as we could, 

to define who was offered coffee by the waiter or waitress and then observe 

them, before we would ask them for an interview. It takes considerable amount 

of audience cooperation to be able to get answers on interview questions in 

near relation to the art experience (Gilmore 1990). Usually the goal of artistic 

work is effective communication, but reception of relational art also requires 

active responses from the participants, not just passive watching. This is the 

reason that many argue that consumption of art is a complex transaction that 

entails a subtle balance of hiding and revealing information. As Gilmore (1990: 

166) formulates it: “An effective balance requires artistic consumers to orga-

nize information cognitively so that they can interpret aesthetic expression”. 

It is ordinarily easier to coordinate information and reach effective communi-
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cation when artists and audiences share some degree of common aesthetic 

orientation. But in many types of art, particularly avant-garde forms of art, the 

artist and the audience share little knowledge. In order to get information on 

what meanings are ascribed to gifts as art, observations and interviews with 

a sample of the participants must be performed. It has been crucial to obser-

ve how the staff and the participants reacted to our proposals. To get a bet-

ter understanding of how meaning is constructed, interviews have also been 

made with the participants after they have had some time alone with their co-

ffee. Issues concerning how they understood the offer they got, from whom it 

was given, what feelings the gift stirred and in what senses they felt obligated 

to accept and return the favour were asked. Whether or not the project made 

them consider how the market economy works when coffee as a gift was offe-

red, was also investigated. 

The empirical observations

This is how we went about Arte Fika: The first time we did this (1st of Novem-

ber 2006) there were 12 people who all invited (paid for) at least one coffee 

to anonymous customers at a coffee shop and restaurant called Palladium 

bar. This particular bar was chosen because of the owners’ and staffs’ in-

terest in art. They frequently have paintings, photographs, performances, 

films and other activities on display for the art-interested public in Växjö. In 

this way we knew it was going to be easier to gain access to the bar and that 

at least some of the customers enjoy art in different forms. To make sure 

that we would not interfere with the ordinary activities of the bar, we e-mailed 

and met with one of the owners to prepare them and make sure they were 

comfortable with our proposal. We used two different tables, so not to look 

like a massive crowd that is impenetrable to other guests.. We played games 

such as Chinese sticks, memory and similar games that are common when 

having coffee in the Mexican context. 

The waiters and waitresses were then instructed to give away a cup of coffee 

or tea to customers randomly during a period of 1.5 hour (18-19:30) without 
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telling the customer why or who had paid for it. Many coffees and teas were 

offered to guests arriving during the time period, but we learnt afterwards 

that none of the guests had accepted any gifts. This result was not expected, 

but could be explained by the fact that despite the information to the staff, the 

staff failed in passing the gift properly by giving incorrect information to custo-

mers. The staff told the customers that to accept the coffee would mean that 

they had to sit down and socialize with us, something no one was interested in.  

The next phase was to bring the Arte Fika to another setting. Four times we 

performed different versions of Arte Fika at one of the coffee shops at Lin-

naeus University. This time we made sure,, to inform the waitress as best as 

we could that we wanted her to give away five Café Lattes to anyone who asked 

for that particular drink. The first time we did this no one asked for a café lat-

te, so the next time, any type of coffee should be offered to every fifth person. 

We were nearby to observe what was happening. The most interesting exam-

ple of what happened was when a guy went to order coffee for his two female 

friends. He quickly came back to the girls after being told that the coffees were 

gifts from anonymous persons. They then changed their order from plain co-

ffee (cheaper than espresso or latte) to latte. They were talking and giggling 

for a long while after they have been served their more expensive coffees and 

were looking around to find out whom the giver/s was. They seemed to enjoy 

the whole thing not knowing who was generous enough to give them coffee. 

After a while I introduced myself and asked if I could ask them a few questions 

about what they thought had just happened. They were responding saying that 

they were happy that they now could get the more expensive coffee without 

paying for it. They thought about who and why someone had given them coffee 

and were very curious to find out, but didn’t know who to ask. Other partici-

pants though, felt that it was comforting not to know whom the giver was, just 

to make sure they didn’t have to reciprocate. They felt it was good not knowing 

because, they then would have a guilty conscience for not returning the gift. 

The 20th of February 2007 we played Arte Fika at Palladium Bar for the sixth 

time and we only paid for three coffees. This time there was a male waiter. Af-

ter about an hour we asked him if anyone had accepted the free coffee, and he 

said: “Well, it went wrong. There were three girls that were offered coffee, but 
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they thought I was hitting on them so they didn’t accept”. Obviously gender is 

at issue when offering and accepting coffee because of the connotations of 

sexual invitations, at least in the Swedish case. I wonder if the girls would have 

turned down the gifts if the offer had come from a female server, or if it had 

been something else than coffee? 

Arte Fika has been performed a few times in Mexico in different cities. First 

time in Aguascalientes, Karina Olivares Jara performed it, to who I owe the fo-

llowing descriptions. When she invited her relatives to take part they did not 

understand why, they questioned why they should invite someone they did not 

know for coffee, but they agreed and they went to Rosinal, a coffee shop down-

town. She went directly to the manager (who is also the cashier) and explained 

the situation.  She did not accept even though she was told that it was an art 

project. Instead she called on the owner. Then, after explaining the art project, 

the seminars and our activities in Sweden, he was very happy to participate. 

Karina told the waitress that the next six cappuccinos would be a gift, and at 

the moment she gave the coffee to the people she must say: “This is a gift”. At 

the end two cappuccinos were offered and accepted! Karina was very surpri-

sed, they thought all six coffees would be given away and accepted, and may-

be they would have been if they had arrived earlier (they arrived around 8: 00 

p.m.). The reactions of one of the women (in her forties) who accepted were: 

“Ok, then I only have to pay for one coffee”, because she was with a friend.  The 

other was a man with his girlfriend and he said: “Thank you”. Karina concluded 

that they assumed that it was a gift, but from “Rosinal”, not from another per-

son or artist. 

In Mexico City neighborhood of la Roma, Karina felt it was easier. Karina’s 

friend didn’t have a problem making a gift. They explained Arte Fika to the wai-

ter and he asked them to talk to the manager. They were surprised that the 

coffee shop, “Atrio”, was a small cultural centre, so the female manager was 

pleased that their place was chosen (although it was chosen at random). Ka-

rina and her friend played the game Lotería and waited. When asked for the 

bill, the waiter said that he offered only two cups, which were accepted. When 

he told the participants that it was a gift from people who were doing art ac-
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tivities, they wanted to meet us. They were very pleased (to Karina’s surpri-

se), and they were artists that made handmade scarves during the Christmas 

season and they did that with the objective of doing something beautiful… “like 

you”. According to Karina, Arte Fika worked well in this setting because it was 

a cultural place.

In another Mexico City neighborhood, Cerro de la Estrella, Karina invited two 

friends to play Lotería and to make a coffee gift. They surprisingly accepted 

without knowing that it was part of Arte Fika. The coffee shop was a small place, 

a family business, with the chairs and tables in the garage. They were playing 

Lotería, something that is more common in traditional places like this (low in-

come area). They decided not to tell the waiter about Arte Fika. They only said: 

“We are in a generous mood and we want to make a gift, each one will pay for a 

coffee for someone else”. The activity went on for three and a half hours, and 

they were talking, having fun and waiting. At the end two people had accepted 

to receive the coffee, one of them did not understand why, but accepted, and 

the other was pleased. 

In Växjö there was an article in the local newspaper about Arte Fika the same 

day we were going to perform it back at Palladium again. This was the first and 

only time when the public knew of the people behind the project. Suddenly the 

artists’ anonymity disappeared but this did not have any crucial effects on how 

the participants defined the art project itself. But there was an older couple in 

their mid seventies that a couple of hours into the project came and said that 

they had read the paper and were hoping to be lucky to get a couple of coffees 

for free. And they were lucky, they got them for free. For the staff, Arte Fika 

was a challenge. They generally had a hard time understanding why someone 

would give coffee away without something in return. The usually asked a lot of 

questions such as why, to whom and what’s the point. It took some explaining 

in order to get the transactions done. Especially at the Espresso bar in Växjö, 

the staff was hesitant to give away coffee. People’s reactions to a free fika 

stretched from being very happy and embracing of the whole idea to hesitant 

and withdrawn and in some cases turning it down in a hostile way. In all circum-

stances Arte Fika did stir up different emotions. 
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“There is no such thing as a free fika!”

The understanding of Arte Fika as gifts is highly dependant on the situation in 

which the project occurs. It is dependent on time of the day, the gender of the 

waiters/waitresses (hetereonomity), cultural context, if it is performed in a 

rich or poor neighborhood, if the art is performed in the city, at a university or 

in the countryside, age of the participants and so on. The meaning of coffee 

as art is by that token relative. The connotations about offering coffee might 

affect the emotions and the symbolic meaning created in the process. Unfor-

tunately we can not say too much about this due to lack of sufficient data, still 

a short concluding discussion will end this chapter where some aspects of the 

theoretical presentation of gifts will be referred to. 

The norms of reciprocity are at the centre when discussing gifts as relational 

art. For artists to be able to reach new categories of participants, offering re-

lational art for free is important. People can react in at least three different 

ways to the offer: they can deny the giver and turn it down (a situation were no 

expectations of reciprocity is created), they can accept the gift and the parti-

cipants will not return the gift (negative reciprocity) or they can accept the gift 

and return it to someone else (either a balanced reciprocity, if the participant 

shortly afterwards returns it, or generalized reciprocity, if the participant in 

the long run offer others and makes it a part of traditional behavior). In the first 

version of Arte Fika at Palladium bar we failed to invite anyone for coffee. We 

were giving, but no one accepted coffee, or rather the social relation we were 

offering was turned down. No social relation was established and we do not 

know what type of emotions it stirred up in the people who turned down the 

offer. On many occasions people accepted and received the free coffee, but to 

our knowledge, did not return the favor to someone else. But on at least one 

occasion we have information about people who did not even receive the free 

coffee but argued that the whole idea was so nice that they were going to anon-

ymously offer other people coffee themselves (after the newspaper article 

people blogged and commented on the newspaper’s homepage). This would 

then be a nice example of generalized reciprocity taking place. Gift giving can 

create new social relations and strengthen existing relationships, but only if 
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the norms of reciprocity are acknowledged. The norms of reciprocity demand 

social control in order to work. 

One could further raise a number of questions on how different types of rela-

tional art can be considered gifts (questions that were also raised at our se-

minars in Mexico). For instance does it matter whether the gift as art is a ma-

terial thing, as coffee, or if it’s a relation per se? Other questions are relevant 

for further elaboration on gifts as relational art: What are the political implica-

tions of getting coffee for free? How is someone who has received relational 

art going to reciprocate? Is it at all possible, when there is no one specific to 

reciprocate to? Should a gift of equivalent value to an anonymous receiver do 

the trick and would that actually happen? Another issue at stake is whether 

relational art in this form actually leads to a changed world via micro-utopia or 

not? For the purpose of creating a political awareness, does it matter if the 

participants are made aware of what they are a part of? One could argue that 

the participants are affected emotionally, whether they are aware of the fact 

that they are a part of the art project or not. To these questions I cannot give 

definitive answers, but my feeling is that the attention that the project received 

lasted for a short period of time, and that during this time it had an impact on 

the participants. But not necessarily to the degree that it was going to change 

the world even though it had an impact on the concrete participants. Gifts as 

relational art create specific preconditions for presumed participants to be-

come a part of the art. The four points of comparison between gift economies 

and the formal market economy that were presented earlier, shows that gifts 

might be an excellent tool to start debunking and creating reflexive thinking 

about the taken for granted reality in which the formal economy is crucial. It is 

easier for relational artists to reach people who usually do not go to galleries 

or museums, but even if someone other than the participants finances the ar-

tists, they still have to find a way to reach the goals of the art and get the atten-

tion from media, the art establishment and the public it needs and deserves. 

To reach this relational art might be a reasonable way to go about it. Although, 

the above questions are just a few to consider in order to be successful: To pa-

raphrase a famous saying, for relational artists and their participants: “There 

is no such thing as a free fika”. 
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A	Theory	of	Creative	Decision	Making:
Potential	Implications	for
Relational	Aesthetics	and

Artistic	Research	in	[Arte	Fika]

Hans Lundberg 
 Linnaeus University, Sweden 

Coffee drinking is commonly seen as an enjoyable and relaxing social practice. 

Such everydayness transformed via a theoretically informed relational art 

project [Arte Fika] becomes a multifaceted practice that operates in interstic-

es16; in spaces in-between 1) relational aesthetics (Bourriaud, 2002/1998) 

16 ‘Interstice’	is	a	concept	“used	by	Karl	Marx	to	describe	trading	communities	that	elude	the	

capitalist	economic	context	by	being	removed	 from	the	 law	of	profit.	 […]	The	 interstice	 […]	

suggests	other	trading	possibilities	than	those	in	effect	within	this	system.	This	is	the	pre-

cise	nature	of	the	contemporary	art	exhibition	in	the	arena	of	representational	commerce:	

it	creates	free	areas,	and	time	spans	whose	rhythm	contrasts	with	those	structuring	every-

day	life	(Bourriaud,	2002/1998:	16).	While	convincingly	contextualising	those	“other	trading	

possibilities”,	Bourriaud	fails	to	provide	arguments/underpinnings	why	those	“other	trading	

possibilities”	might	be	dynamic	alternatives	to	the	system	they	oppose.	Also,	he	does	not	give	

any	hints	on	what	theoretical,	conceptual	and	empirical	ground	those	“other	trading	possibili-

ties”	might	rest	upon.	To	his	defence,	one	might	say	that	such	endeavour	is	out	of	scope	of	his	

text,	why,	in	a	more	jovial	reading	of	Bourriaud,	attempts	here	and	elsewhere	in	this	book	to	fill	

this	gap,	might	be	seen	as	efforts	to	catch	up	where	Bourriaud	left	off.				



72

César Villanueva and Hans Lundberg

and artistic research (Hannula et al, 2005), 2) the economy of signs (du Gay, 

1997; Pine & Gilmore, 1999) and the gift economy (i.e. Mauss, 2002/1925; 

Sahlins, 1972; Hyde, 1983; Cheal, 1988), and 3) objectual/conceptual Art 

and relational art. Most chapters in this publication deal with issues regarding 

the third point. Also, the gift economy as well as what [Arte Fika] concretely is 

about is in detail elaborated upon elsewhere in this publication. Therefore, this 

chapter focuses on the concept of ‘the economy of signs’ (and its various deri-

vations) and its potential implications for artistic research like [Arte Fika] and 

for relational aesthetics in general. 

More specifically, this chapter provides two arguments: 

1) Relational aesthetics, as conceptualised by Bourriaud (2002/1998), lacks 

satisfactory treatment of economic aspects of artistic practices. To once 

again launch the Debordian/Guttarian anti-capitalistic apparatus is seductive 

but not enough. To avoid being guilty of nostalgic daydreaming and sloppy juke-

box anti-capitalistic ‘critique’, relational artists have to become semionauts 

(Bourriaud, 2002/1998: 113) that invents trajectories to constructive alter-

native approaches to the dominating economic sign system. The gift econo-to the dominating economic sign system. The gift econo-

my is one such alternative. Saras D. Sarasvathy’s theory of creative decision 

making, emanating out of alternative stances within entrepreneurship theory, 

is here introduced as another alternative. 

2) Opposing the dominant signifier (capitalism) is for at least two reasons only a 

point of departure. Firstly, because philosophies of aesthetics are high-jacked 

by market/ing aesthetics why relational artists uninformed by rapid develop-

ments in entrepreneurship theory and practice kick open doors when launch-

ing all to familiar ‘critique’ against a machinery that have since long turned such 

‘critique’ into mainstream offers within their everyday practice. Secondly, fol-

lowing from the first point, with aesthetics in the pole position in various power 

systems’ front seats, there is vast competition on human experience between 

those power systems. If to matter, relational artists have to take concrete po-

sition within such a market situation regardless of whatever preferences on 

the concept of ‘market’ one might have. 
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Regarding these two points, Bourriaud is unfortunately of little help. When 

framing the communicative acts undertaken by market/ing aesthetics 

(seen as the systematic distortion of human perception in order to direct it 

to preferred ways of acting and seeing) within the seductive, convincing and 

over time reoccurring Debordian spectacle-apparatus, Bourriaud shows 

the lasting strength with this apparatus when analysing developments within 

capitalistic practices. But, beyond that achievement, Bourriaud fails to pro-

vide concrete analyses to support catchy phrases like “So, after the con-

sumer society, we can see the dawning of the society of extras where the 

individual develops as a part-time stand-in for freedom, signer and sealer of 

the public place” (Bourriaud 2002/1998: 113). Such postmodern jargon 

may convince various fan clubs, but others may require more thorough anal-

yses and interpretations of economic processes of today. Presented here, 

are just a few fragments of some texts that introduce ways to think about 

such processes. I have chosen one normative/management consultant ori-

ented text (Pine & Gilmore, 1999), one critical/cultural theory oriented text 

(du Gay, 1997) and one alternative/rewriting-the-field oriented text (Saras-

vathy, 2001) in order to provide a minimum of variation in perspectives. Du 

Gay may set the scene:

The growing aestheticization or ‘fashioning’ of seemingly banal products – 

from instant coffee to bank accounts – whereby these are sold to consum-

ers in terms of particular clusters of meaning indicates the increased impor-

tance of ‘culture’ to the production and circulation of a multitude of goods 

and services (du Gay, 2003/1997: 5, emphasis in original).

He concludes that this aestheticization process “indicates the extent to 

which we now live in an economy of signs” (du Gay, 2003/1997: 319) whe-

re economic value production has become thoroughly ‘culturalized’. With 

the use of the concept of ‘cultural economy’ throughout the text, du Gay 

highlights “the crucial importance it [the concept] allots to language, re-

presentation and meaning – to ‘culture’ – for understanding the conduct 

of economic life and the construction of economic identities” (du Gay, 

2003/1997: 5-6). 
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Mainstream capitalistic creation of economic value in post-industrial 
societies

Capitalistic mode of value creation reproduces itself through ‘renewing’ it’s 

practices and through inventing ‘new’ forms of practices mainly via co-opting 

existing, non-economic ones. Mainstream capitalistic creation of econom-

ic value in post-industrial societies targets the full richness of human expe-targets the full richness of human expe-

rience with its offerings. Hence, in the extended cultural economy (du Gay, 

2003/1997) the so-called ‘experience economy’ (Pine & Gilmore, 1999), the 

customer is the product and experiences and transformations are the offer-

ings aiming at improving ‘this product’:

The experiences we have affect who we are, what we can accomplish, and 

where we are going, and we will increasingly ask companies to stage experi-

ences that change us. Human beings have always sought out new and exciting 

experiences to learn and grow, develop and improve, mend and reform. But 

as the world progresses further into the Experience Economy, much that was 

previously obtained through non-economic activity will increasingly be found in 

the domain of commerce. That represents a significant change. It means that 

what we once sought for free, we now pay a fee. […]

As economic activity shifts further and further away from goods and servic-

es, those companies that stage experiences alone […] will eventually see their 

experiences become commoditized […], best exemplified by the increasingly 

voiced phrase, “Been there, done that.” […]

Companies can escape the commoditization trap by the same route as all oth-

er offerings can take: customization. […] When you customize an experience, 

you automatically turn it into a transformation. […]

Indeed, with transformations, the economic offering of a company is the indi-

vidual person or company changed as a result of what the company does. With 

transformations, the customer is the product!  The individual buyer of the trans-

formation essentially says, “Change me” (Pine & Gilmore, 1999: 163-172). 

This new form of human passivizing, allowing “a minimum of activity” (Bour-

riaud 2002/1998: 113) compared to traditional consumerism (operating 
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with passive and repetitive human objects17), rests fundamentally upon the 

constructed desire ‘to change’ one self. This construct feeds from many dis-

parate bodies of knowledge, adopted and adapted by consumer behaviour 

research in constant search of new technologies and insights from fields as 

space sciences, warfare/surveillance technologies, life sciences, sensorics 

and neuroscience, just to mention a few. All together and all put together at 

corporate R & D departments around the world, supported by a new kind of 

consultancy firms18, the effect is an extreme kind of penetrative knowledge on 

how human desires operate and thereby how it can be affected and manipu-

lated to operate in preferred ways by the management of preferences. Simply 

put, these activities are very expensive stuff. So how can it be profitable? I think 

anecdotes and short narratives about mundane, concrete examples might be 

a vivid way to introduce this new form of very profitable human passivizing, why 

the example of coffee may be illustrative:

Immediately upon arriving in Venice, Italy, a friend asked a hotel concierge 

where he and his wife could go to enjoy the city’s best coffee. Without hesita-

tion they were directed to the Café Florian in St. Mark’s Square. The two of 

them were soon at the café in the crisp morning air, sipping cups of steam-

ing coffee, fully immersed in the sights and sounds of the most remarkable 

of Old World cities. More than an hour later, our friend received the bill and 

discovered the experience had cost more than $15 a cup. Was the coffee 

worth it, we asked? “Assolutamente!” he replied (Pine & Gilmore, 1999: 2).

17 See	Debord’s	 idea	about	the	mature	phase	of	the	society	of	the	spectacle,	the	society of 

extras,	a	kind	of	overall	framework	for	the	analyses	undertaken	by	Nicolas	Bourriaud	in	Rela-
tional Aesthetics	(2002/1998).	

18	 “Neuromarketing:	Look	 inside	the	brain!	 It	knows	more	than	 it	admits!	Much	of	human	de-

cision-making	is	based	on	subconscious	(unconscious)	information	processing.	Most	often	

we	are	not	even	aware	of	actually	deciding	all	the	time.	Neuroconsult	 is	able	to	 investigate	

subconscious	 information	 processing	 underlying	 every	 day	 decision-making.	 Having	 that	

knowledge,	one	can	more	effectively	describe	and	predict	human	behaviour!	Applied	Neuros-

cience	for	Neuromarketing,	Neuroeconomics,	Neuroesthetics	and	Neuroscience	[…],	Neu-

roconsult	consists	of	a	 team	of	professional	scientists	 from	various	disciplines	and	coun-

tries	covering	Biology,	Psychology,	Medicine,	Philosophy,	Computer	Science	and	Physics	as	

well	as	experts	in	the	field	of	business	and	marketing”	(www.neuroconsult.at/,	2007-04-09).	
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The vast multiplying effect on profitability when coffee move upwards at the value 

creation chain (commodity – good – service – standardized experience – trans-

formative peak experience), especially the last two steps, is illustrated in table 1: 

Table 1: Value of Five Different Coffee Offerings

Step Example Value
1. Commodity  The coffee bean 1-2 cents/cup      

2. Good     From bean to product 5-25 cents/cup 

3. Service  Brewing & serving  50 cents/cup 

4. Standardized experience See quote below19 2-5 $/cup 

5. Peak experience See Venice quote above 15 $/cup or more

Source: Adapted from Pine & Gilmore (1999: 1-2).

With market/ing aesthetics fully buying in on what once was the domain of 

aesthetics (the full richness of human experience) and also fully having unders-

tood how to capitalize this [re]source of richness, aesthetic domains are rea-

sonably forced to buy in on the domain of market/ing aesthetics in equally de-

tailed ways, if to have any chance at capturing attention in the competition on 

human experience. This time, the pop art strategy of subversive action that 

later on became standard practice within for instance anti-consumerist mo-

vements (like ad-busting) is not at hand. Why? Firstly, whatever one might have 

ideas of being subversive about is already co-opted mainstream practice for 

the object of subversion. One example is the co-option of postmodern and 

poststructural philosophy:

[Jean-François] Lyotard’s name would not be the first that springs to mind 

when tracing the roots of contemporary retailing and business. […] Yet, 

there is a curious (and, given their contempt for consumption, somewhat 

ironic) relationship between today’s shops and the ideas of the French post-

19	 “Serve	that	same	coffee	in	a	five-star	restaurant	or	espresso	bar,	where	the	ordering,	crea-

tion	and	consumption	of	the	cup	embodies	a	heightened	ambiance	or	sense	of	theatre,	and	

consumers	gladly	pay	anywhere	from	$2	to	$5	for	each	cup”	(Pine	&	Gilmore,	1999:	1).
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modernists [Lyotard, Barthes, Foucault, Derrida] (The Economist, Decem-

ber 23rd 2006). 

‘Guilt’ to what the journalist from the Economist coin as “a curious relations-

hip” might to considerable extent be ascribed to A. Fuat Firat & Alladi Venka-

tesh and some of their influential articles on marketing and postmodernity in 

the 1990´s (Firat & Venkatesh, 1993a; 1993b; 1995a; 1995b). Another re-

cent example directly associated to relational aesthetics and the importance 

of the concept of ‘micro utopia’ there held forward, is the co-option of the con-

cept of utopia: 

I’ve typed the word ’utopia’ a moment ago on my computer screen, and the 

Google searching machine have returned 4 400 000 websites. […] I would 

not pretend that I have browsed through all four million four hundred thou-

sand entries […], but the impression I received after reading a statistically 

decent random sample is that the term ‘utopia’ has been appropriated 

mostly by holiday, interior design and cosmetic companies, as well as by 

fashion houses. The websites have something in common: all of them offer 

individual services to individuals seeking individual satisfactions and individual 

escape from individually suffered discomforts (Zygmunt Bauman, Utopia in 

the Age of Uncertainty, speech at Växjö University, 2006-03-17).    

Secondly, the pop art strategy is as well emptied from within the art world of its 

eventually remaining subversive power. Neo-conservative art critique voices 

already perceive having experienced the entering of the experience economy 

logic within the art world once. And that one time, for sure, was one to many in 

their view:

As a movement Pop Art came and went in a flash, but it was the kind of flash 

that left everything changed. The art public now was a different public – larg-

er, to be sure, but less serious, less introspective, less willing or able to dis-

tinguish between achievement and its trashy simulacrum. Moreover, every-

thing connected with the life of art […] was now cheapened and corrupted. 

The museums began their rapid descent into show biz and the retail trade. 
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Their exhibitions were now mounted like Broadway shows, complete with set 

designers and lightning consultants, and their directors pressed into ser-

vice as hucksters, promoting their wares in radio and television spots and 

selling their facilities for cocktail parties and other entertainments, while 

their so-called education programs likewise degenerated into sundry forms 

of entertainment and promotion. The critics were co-opted, the art maga-

zines commercialized, and the academy, which has one taken a certain pride 

in remaining aloof from the blandishments of the cultural marketplace, now 

proved eager to join the crowd – for there was no longer any standard in 

the name of which a sellout could be rejected. When the boundary separat-

ing art and fashion was breached, so was the dividing line between high art 

and popular culture, and upon all those institutions and professions which 

had been painstakingly created to preserve high art from the corruptions of 

popular culture. The effect was devastating. Some surrendered their stan-

dards with greater alacrity than others, but the drift was unmistakeable and 

all in the same direction – and the momentum has only accelerated with the 

passage of time (Kramer, 2006: 146-147).

Ironically, the aesthetic version of the experience economy discourse that 

hit the art world through the pop art movement and radically transformed 

it into a perceived condition described by Arthur C. Danto as a “post-histo-

rical phase [where] there are countless directions for art making to take, 

none more privileged, historically at least, than the rest” (Danto, 1997: 

135-136), also paved the way for the market/ing aesthetic version of the 

experience economy discourse to hit the art world in a second wave in as yet 

unknown ways. 

Maybe art simply cease to be a viable alternative for experience economy dri-

ven change seekers with a desire for transforming experiences? Not because 

art has nothing to say about those matters but because it has so much to say 

about it. Too much, if one ask its competitors, why the competition simply has 

to be eliminated (co-opted). So; the ‘promising’ Danto argument about count-

less directions for art making to take (above) become less promising when 

taking into account the vast competition between various power systems 
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competing with aesthetics. Power systems gatekeepers discursively guard 

all these ‘potential countless directions’ which, in concrete everyday practi-

ces, restricts the countlessness considerably and also constitutes a classical 

market situation on the attention from change seekers hunting for transfor-

mations. In order to matter, aesthetics in general and relational aesthetics in 

particular have to become a player in this competitive game if to have a say in 

the renaissance for the ‘combat of our souls’.

Human experience: A renaissance for the ’combat of our souls’

In a speech (2007) and in the introductory chapter above, César Villanueva po-

sitions the materiality of relational aesthetics within the realm of human inter-

subjective experience. This is a realm where vast competition between various 

power systems as well as between various positions within each power system 

is at hand. Some roughly carved out illustrations to this argument might be: 

Within aesthetics, relational art positions itself as open-ended relative to objec-

tual and conceptual art (perceived as not open-ended). Within religious aesthet-

ics, various religions offers transformative peak experiences through coher-

ent value systems (not open-ended), while spirituality movements (open-ended) 

offers transformative peak experiences through pick-and-choose value sys-

tems: “People are looking for transformative experience, not just a new creed 

or dogma,” says Surya Das, a US-born Tibetan lama whose spiritual journey be-

gan in 1970” (Newsweek, Aug. 29/Sept. 5, 2005: 54). Market/ing aesthetics 

is constituted as the essence of non open-endedness but has an alternative in 

that organizational aesthetics can be seen as an open-ended alternative within 

organizational theory.20 To sum up first part, it is here argued that:

20	 	 Exemplified	by	the	 following	quote:	 “When	the	utopia	of	complete	rupture	with	the	past	 is	

gone,	it	remains	to	understand	the	crucial	role	of	aesthetics	for	managing	social	action	and	

organizational	 life	 in	private-public	realms.	Aesthetics	that	turns	away	 from	virtual	dream-

ing	faces	new	challenges	of	concrete	embodiment	in	anti-nostalgic	reconnection	to	history.	

In general, aesthetics aims at the re-embodiment of social action by taking our senses into 

account”	(Announcement	of	3rd	Workshop	on	Art	&	Aesthetics	for	Organizing	and	Manage-

ment,	Gattières,	France,	July	18-20,	2007,	organized	by	EIASM,	The	European	Institute	for	

Advanced	Studies	in	Management, www.eiasm.be/index1.html,	2007-03-02).
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• It is solipsism to think that relational aesthetics can stand beside the com-

petition that is around in the combat of our souls, just ‘opening up a node or 

two’ in carved out ‘free areas’. 

• There is today an intense market situation in relation to human experience, 

whether relational aesthetics advocates like it or not. 

• If to matter (socially, politically, artistically, economically) relational aesthet-

ics has to take concrete position within such a competitive situation. 

• Micro acts, operating in interstices with an elaborated theoretical agenda 

on all four aspects why it is so doing, may matter. [Arte Fika] is an example 

of such a micro act. 

• From my reading of project literature/participating in the seminar series, I 

lack satisfactory treatment of the forth aspect (economically). To once again 

launch the Debordian/Guttarian apparatus is seductive but not enough. 

• If not gaining the attention - a classic characteristic of a market situation - 

of the people it seeks to attract, relational aesthetics may risk a crumbling 

away to something of interest only for a narrow group within artistic circles. 

If so, a destiny fully contradicting the core ideas with relational aesthetics.

•Given my reading, there is a need for considering various theoretical tradi-

tions about economic value production that resists the logic of “the society 

of extras” as much as relational aesthetics advocates do – but also in detail 

elaborate on alternatives. 

To conclude this first part: when discussing the place of artwork in the ove-

rall economic system from the concept of social interstice, Bourriaud expli-

citly stresses the need for relational aesthetics to develop a political project 

(2002/1998: 17). This, in order not to become “a politically correct, watered 

down dildo in the hands various power systems” (Anna Lund, speech 2007). 

Of course, political projects inevitably are embedded in economic aspects. 

Here, anyone can be jukebox anti-capitalistic, Monday subversive and Friday 

revolutionary. But it demands an intellectual effort from the relational artist to 

elaborate upon the alternative economic theory that underpins the relational 

aesthetics act. Theories on the gift economy provide dynamic thinking in this 

respect (elaborated upon by Glenn Sjöstrand). Here, this chapter ends with a 

brief introduction of another alternative.
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A theory of creative decision making

Saras D. Sarasvathy’s theory of creative decision making for experienced en-

trepreneurs is elaborated upon in several influential articles during the 2000s 

but, given the introductory purpose here, I only use her main article from 2001. 

This theory is introduced, not because artists need to learn more about crea-

tivity, but because entrepreneurship theories more in tune with the creative 

world of artists may be of use in order to do away with the image that econo-

mic practice and theory by some kind of natural law should be a mortal ene-

my to the arts. If so, the ‘enemy’ is a shared one from the entrepreneurship 

theory perspective here embraced. Mainstream economic theory still to a lar-

ge extent operates with an idealized actor of unbounded rationality, a calcula-

ting profit maximizer. But beyond mainstream and its reproductive everyday 

practices, a view on bounded rationality as a more empirically founded concept 

about creative decision making, is gaining ground since decades back.21 The 

idea to bring up Sarasvathy´s theory emerged after having read Hannula et al 

(2005), who introduces the relatively new field of artistic research as follows:

It is no surprise that courage is always needed when something – anything 

– is undertaken for the first time or when one strives to continue some-

thing new and different, something deviating from previous. We claim that 

at this very moment – when artistic research has been carried out for a 

period varying from a few years to a couple of decades, depending on the 

artistic discipline – one must be able to deal with uncertainty (Hannula et al, 

2005: 15). 

It is a quote about classical entrepreneurship in that it highlights what it takes 

to create something new and different. But the quote fails to discriminate bet-

ween some core entrepreneurial concepts. They actually discuss risk but are 

21	 It	has	been	shown	that	“human	beings	in	general	are	not	strictly	rational	(Simon,	1959).	In-It	has	been	shown	that	“human	beings	in	general	are	not	strictly	rational	(Simon,	1959).	In-

stead,	their	rationality	is	bounded	by	cognitive	limitations,	such	as	physiological	constraints	

on	computational	capacity	[…],	and	psychological	limitations,	such	as	biases	and	fallacies	[…].	

Yet,	this	does	not	imply	that	decision	makers	are	irrational.	Rather,	the	evidence	suggests	

that	within	certain	bounds,	decision	makers	use	heuristics	and	inductive	logics	that	very	of-

ten	lead	to	effective	decisions”	(Sarasvathy,	2001:	251-252).
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using a uncertainty-vocabulary without knowing it. Risk management is a well-

defined game in which risk is managed, distributed, shared, reduced and so-

metimes even done away with. Uncertainty is a concept with distinctly different 

qualities and is, at least since Frank H. Knight’s seminal work Risk, Uncertainty, 

and Profit (1939/1921), a core concept within entrepreneurship research. 

Sarasvathy’s (2001) theory of entrepreneurial decision-making is rooted in a 

Knightian framework and gives insights into the bounded rationality of creative 

decision-making within the ontology of uncertainty. As contrast, I read Hannula 

et al (2005) as an attempt of the opposite; as an attempt to impose the view of 

unbounded rationality of decision making from the ontology of certainty upon 

artistic research. When presenting a framework for artistic research to gain 

legitimacy and methodological doxa as a research practice, I think they bow at 

the dominating corners of the research community. There is too much aim to 

please, too much misdirected humbleness, and too little courage, and an ove-

rall lack of capacity to understand the concept of uncertainty they themselves 

advocates. Instead returning to Sarasvathy, I next will illustrate the differen-

ces between risk and uncertainty seen from causation processes (“[that] take 

a particular effect as given and focus on selecting between means to create 

that effect” (Sarasvathy, 2001: 245)) and from effectuation processes (“[that] 

take a set of means as given and focus on selecting between possible effects 

that can be created with that set of means” (Sarasvathy, 2001: 45). In order 

to illustrate this, she uses a well-known metaphor with an urn consisting of balls 

of different colours. The way to go about in causation processes is as follows:

Problems involving risk are akin to speculative game involving an urn contain-

ing five green balls and five red balls. Whoever draws a red ball is awarded a 

prize of $50. For any given draw, we can precisely calculate the probability of 

getting a red ball. […]

Problems involving uncertainty involve the same award of $50 for the draw 

of the red ball, except we do not know how many balls are in the urn, what co-

lours they are, or even if there are any red balls at all in the distribution. In sta-

tistical terminology, decisions involving the first type of urn, with the known 

distribution, call for classical analytical techniques, and decisions involving 

the second type of urn, with the unknown distribution, call for estimation 
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techniques. Once the underlying distribution is discovered through estima-

tion procedures, the urn with the unknown distribution is transformed, as it 

were, into the urn with the known distribution, and it becomes susceptible to 

analytical techniques (Sarasvathy, 2001: 250-251).

When leaving this traditional managerial view on things, governed by images 

of unbounded rationality, instead entering an entrepreneurial view on things, 

informed by images of bounded rationality, the way to go about in effectuation 

processes is as follows:  

I do not care what colour the balls are in the urn or what their underlying dis-

tribution is. If I am playing a game where drawing a red ball wins $50, I will go 

require red balls and put them in the urn. I will also look for other people who 

have red balls and induce them to put them in the urn and play the game as 

my partners. As time goes by, there will be so many red balls in the distribu-

tion as to make almost every draw a red ball. Furthermore, if neither I nor 

my acquaintances have red balls, but only green ones, we will put enough of 

them in the urn so as to make the original game obsolete and create a new 

game where green balls win (Sarasvathy, 2001: 252).

Sarasvathy summarizes the core of a theory of effectuation as follows 

(2001: 252): 

• Affordable loss rather than expected returns: Causation models focus 

on maximizing the potential returns for a decision by selecting optimal stra-

tegies. Effectuation predetermines how much loss is affordable and focuses 

on experimenting with as many strategies as possible with the given limited 

means.

• Strategic alliances rather than competitive analyses: Effectuation 

emphasizes strategic alliances and pre-commitments from stakeholders as 

a way to reduce and/or eliminate uncertainty and to erect entry barriers. 

• Exploitation of contingencies rather than exploitation of pre-existing 
knowledge: When pre-existing knowledge, such as expertise […] forms the 

source of competitive advantage, causation models might be preferable. 
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Effectuation, however, would be better for exploiting contingencies that aro-

se unexpectedly over time. 

• Controlling an unpredictable future rather than predicting an uncertain 
one: The logic for using causation processes is: To the extent that we can pre-

dict the future, we can control it. […] The logic for using effectuation proces-

ses is: To the extent we can control the future, we do not need to predict it. 

It is not possible to do Sarasvathy´s theory justice in the space at hand. But 

after having participated in this relational aesthetic project, I think this theory, 

adapted to the artistic context at hand, might have implications for the issues 

here elaborated upon above for at least three reasons. 1) It might have capac-

ity to contribute to the (lacking) fourth aspect, the economic one, regarding 

relational art acts. 2) It might provide an economically oriented perspective 

on creative decision making in tune with processes of artistic research and 

relational art acts. 3) It represents another way of thinking about creativity in 

contemporary economy that opposes the dominant way of thinking (here rep-

resented by Pine & Gilmore, 1999). This opposition does not take a subver-

sive stance, though, but instead raises claims out of its own merits as a fully 

elaborated theoretical, conceptual and empirical platform. In summary, the 

intention with this short introduction is neither to bless someone nor to sell 

something. It is a try-out, a test of eventual viability of ideas across disciplinary 

borders. Maybe someone even will see it as a small gift, like a cup of coffee as 

in [Arte Fika]. 
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Practicing
Participation	–	Some

Footsteps

Pirjo Elovaara
Blekinge Institute of Technology, Sweden

Introduction

While working on this essay, I started to have serious doubts about the core 

theme – participation – while every single more or less bad television program 

bearing either a label of entertainment or politics was speaking loudly about 

the active participation and interaction of the audience. Is it (still) really meanin-

gful to speak about the importance of participation when our, at least, Wes-

tern societies seem to have occupied and poisoned the concept by turning it 

into a meaningless collection of stupidities?

However, something keeps me attached to the notion of participation and my 

memories take me back to the late May afternoon a couple of years ago when 

I was defending my doctoral thesis. One member of the evaluation committee 

asked me why I did not have a more theoretical basis and frame for my discus-

sion of democracy and citizenship. And of course this question was more or 

less a hidden criticism directed against my approach. At that time I unfortu-
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nately could not give a concise answer to this gentleman. For a longer time 

my vague non-argumentation on that May afternoon bothered me until I finally 

found a response that satisfied me: Well, what I am interested in is the activity 

of doing democracy: how citizens in their diverse everyday activities shape and 

re-shape democracy and where the key activity actually is participation. Demo-

cracy is not about theorizing; quite contrary it is about doing and practicing 

democracy. 

The connection between democracy and participation and performing citizen-

ship are far too important and interesting issues to be thrown away just be-

cause somewhere, sometimes and by some it gets translated to an empty 

shell, such as by the above mentioned television programs.

In this essay I am going to provide a diffracted22 investigation of concepts, ac-

tivities, phenomena which I personally believe can vitalize the discussion about 

participation by showing some examples of the many forms of participation. 

My guides on the diffracted journey are the following themes, which also pro-

vide a structure to my text. 

• Agency – as a prerequisite for participation 

• Participatory design –designer and user

• Digital citizenship – participation or consumption?

• Participating participation  – participation as learning/learning to participate

• Order or noise – art vs. research

• Angels – moving in heterogeneous sociomaterial relations 

Of course these themes are not just a random collection of isolated words, 

but in a very high degree based on my own journey in this world. My hope is 

that by visiting a sample of places, fields, approaches and how different they 

may be, can provide inspiration when trying to learn more about, exercise 

and also shape spaces and places for participation. To invite participation, 

be bothered about it, expand the scope of participation and participants are 

22 “Diffraction	is	the	product	of	different	patterns	in	the	world,	not	just	of	the	same	reflected	–	

displaced	–	elsewhere.”	(Haraway,	1997)
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frequent concerns in many locations and situations, and no wonder: if we be-

lieve in democratic principles of our communities and relations, we believe in 

participation. However, there are many different versions and ideas of parti-

cipation and my main concern is to learn from others what it is to participate 

and also to question; is participation mainly an instrument in order to reach 

other goals or could/should we consider the art and skill of participation as a 

goal in itself?

After visiting locations where issues of participation, as a relational activity, 

have been investigated and developed, I close my essay by bringing together 

research and art. By this juxtaposition I want to suggest that research can 

learn from the sensitivity of art bringing people together and shaping places 

and spaces – often unexpected – for participation.

Agency – feminism and technology

I start my travel story from the feminist interest for agency, and how they have 

been troubled and concerned about it. This concern has been, and still is re-

lated, mostly to the position and space of women taking place in public are-

nas and having a voice in decision influencing and affecting their everyday lives, 

and the possibilities and resources available. When talking about agency the 

weight is to put in the very activity – the power to act: “capacity to determine 

and act…individual practices and social processes” (Messer-Davidow, 1995).  

Agency can therefore be understood as a basis for participation. To put it very 

simply: without agency there is no participation. If I am not an empowered sub-

ject in my own life, I am not an empowered subject in other situations either and 

able to practice participation.

Let´s study a bit more closely the field of gender/feminist and technology 

studies and investigate how the seemingly unified notion of agency anyhow 

can be interpreted in different ways. However varied the directions chosen 

are, there is a common starting point for all these approaches: the different 

strands are all occupied by the division between exclusion and inclusion; in 
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this case mostly about women´s absence and presence in the different 

fields of technology.

The focus of early feminist technology studies was on women as a group, 

either trying to find methods to include them into the mainstream technology 

use and production or trying to create specific technology rooms for women. 

The perspective of the liberal feminism, which in Sweden has been influential 

within the gender equality approach, has been focused to react on the absen-

ce of women by trying to find ways to increase the number of them within the 

mainstreaming of technology. The responsibility to choose or not to choose 

technology is put on women´s shoulders. The radical feminist movement, so-

metimes also called ecofeminism, although which in Sweden never reached 

its most radical peak, speaks for creating women´s own technology in for 

women only spaces. They are not interested in acting within the existing te-

chnology worlds, which they regard as male and almost evil. Women have to 

find their own ways to develop technology based on their own interests and 

needs (see e.g. Grint & Gill, 1995, Vehviläinen, 2000). But the question to be 

asked is if there is not a risk that creating special rooms also means crea-

ting isolation and ghettoes, which will only enforce the exclusion, which was 

exactly what the movement set out to fight against? Is a women-only solution 

even possible, when the whole notion of woman has been challenged in later 

feminist research? However, the rather short history of gender/feminist te-

chnology activism and research leads us anyhow to think further and more 

widely about spaces and rooms for action. They also show us possibilities to 

think about agency and participation as choices of concrete spaces for ac-

tivism and participation. What are the present concrete spaces where te-

chnology is developed and used and where participation can be practiced in 

many different ways? 

Today much of the inspiration comes mainly from feminist techno-science 

studies because it challenges many of the present understandings, inter-

pretations and even experiences of technology, agency and participation and 

thereby proposes as paramount re-thinking. In this re-thinking, the figuration 

and metaphor of the cyborg has been and still is one of the most powerful. 
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The cyborg figuration invites to act and participate in multiple places and 

also to transgress borders. Border transgressions can consist of tradi-

tional feminist issues of knowledge and power, but the real challenge is that 

there are no given answers and solutions to serious current problems pre-

sent wherever we live or move (see Haraway, 1997).  The question of agen-

cy is still under consideration, but the choices are not anymore either-or 

but more multifaceted and multidimensional because we humans are today 

sharing the world and co-existing in these together with a complex network 

of diverse hybrid creatures. It is a world where agency and participation 

are no longer a privilege of humans, but a shared skill and experience to-

gether with our co-habitants, where co-operation, collaboration, commu-

nication and participation often are operated in networks of humans and 

non-humans. New experiences, possibilities and also limitations of partici-

pation are available, which indicates that exercises of agency are needed 

also here and now.

Women Writing on the Net-project 1998/99

“The agency of the participating women was also under consideration and 

how the agency was understood by the project leaders. Was it interpret-

ed from the perspective of empowerment, creating an arena for women’s 

own voices, noisy in the private rooms but invisible, absent and silent in 

the public rooms? And/or once more having a perspective from outside 

and categorising women as a homogeneous group with special needs 

and solutions tailored for them? And/or negotiating about the meaning 

of the notion of ‘all’? And/or negotiating about the meaning of the border 

between a user and a developer in the world of information technology? 

And/or was it about creating located information technology where tech-

nology and society were interwoven? I would say that the project was an 

exercise in learning to live in the tension between all these issues, living at 

the intersection of all these questions. The project was a dialogue about 

democracy and how to be(come) a citizen – not a universal one as impli-

cated in the discourses of democracy and information technology, but a 

situated and located one.“ (Elovaara, 2004)
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Participation & Technology Design

Since the 1970s the so called Scandinavian approach of (computer) systems 

design (a.k.a Participatory design, PD) has focused on the technology users´ 

participation in diverse technology development processes. Having its roots 

in the pan-European radical period of the late 1960s the designers working 

within the PD approach were initially also concerned about the overall ideas of 

democratization of the working life. Where are the decisions made and who 

are participating in the decision making were their core questions.  By involving 

the users in technology design and development PD has also challenged the 

classical division of experts and laypersons. In the mainstreaming technology 

design the border between the competency of the trained designers and end-

users is regarded as a holy and fixed one. It is the business of engineers and 

systems designers to design and develop and it is the business of users to use 

the final products (see e.g. Bratteteig, 2003).

In order to encourage users´ participation, PD has over it’s 30 years of exis-

tence of course discussed and debated about what it actually means to talk 

about user participation and also the ways the users can participate and con-

tribute during the design process. In spite of the sincere concern of emphasi-

zing the importance to learn from users´ experiences, the methods promoted 

by PD unfortunately still – if you study them through critical lenses – reserve 

the subject position to designers and the users easily get objectified (see e.g. 

Bødker, Kensing, Simonsen, 2004). The most common methods practiced 

within PD belong namely to the family of ethnographic methods, where the role 

of the designer is to listen to and observe the users and their practices. The 

users are an important source of information, but the interpretation of the 

gathered information and choices of what is regarded as valuable are made 

by the designers. The participation unfortunately turns out to be a method, as 

such a useful one, but mainly a method that aims to help the designers in their 

design processes. The users’ involvement consists mainly of support and as-

sistance. Users become instruments in the hands of designers.  

So the question must be raised: what does PD actually mean by participation?  



93

REWRITING RELATIONAL AESTHETICS

Could the users themselves decide how and when to participate? And if we have 

an intention to deepen the participation of the users, what skills and competen-

cy do they need?  Being a part of the field of technology development PD has had 

its main focus on D, to be understood as design of technology, and finding ways 

to design technology that users will appreciate and use, and D has not been 

that focused on P, to be understood as participation, in itself. However, with 

its method repertoire PD can provide concrete ideas how participation can be 

practiced, even outside the field of technology design. And, of course, the many 

PD-related projects tell us stories about participation also. How participation is 

always contextual and influenced by the actual socio-economic-cultural circum-

stances and reminding us that there can be no single definition of what participa-

tion is and should be. During the last years PD has for example traveled further 

to developing countries, where a number of traditional, but still actively perfor-

med, forms of participation, e.g. Gacaca in Rwanda and imbizo´s in South-Afri-

ca, have shown that PD can learn from other domains and experiences. At the 

same time PD-travels to new contexts have manifested how the structures of 

societies can sometimes create obstacles and hindrances to participation, re-

minding that participation is also about connected and disconnected networks, 

where participation per se is not always a given option. (See e.g. Puri et al, 2004, 

Kimaro & Titlestad, 2005, Elovaara & Faraja & Mörtberg, 2006). Who needs 

and who wants participation and that doesn´t brings us back to another inter-

pretation of P in PD, namely politics (see e.g. Beck, 2002).

GLIT-project “From Government to e-Government: 

skills, gender, technology and learning (2005-2007)”

Exercise of participation

• Simple, cheap and familiar tools for all participants

• Open entrance – no specific pre-determined focus on e.g. technology

• Not requiring time consuming preparations 

• Inviting to and allowing collective exercises of participation – focus on the 

team not on the individual person

•Talking by doing – creating trust through a non-formal and open dialogue of 

the everyday life of the participants 

(Elovaara, Faraja, Mörtberg, 2006)
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Participation and Politics of Today

During the 1990s one of the leading instruments of change within societies 

has been – and still is – information technology (IT). IT seems to have the power 

to reform our forms of work, study and communication. Taking a closer look 

at some of the latest Swedish IT-policies (see e.g. Regeringens proposition 

1995/96:125, Regeringens proposition 1999/2000:86) it is not a difficult to 

see that these policies have articulated clear hopes about an active citizen. 

These hopes are obviously connected to the thread that political activity and 

interest as a whole is decreasing – fewer and fewer join political parties and the 

voting rates are going down. In a situation like this the Swedish government 

puts, at least a part, of its hopes on information technology, that it can revita-

lize the political participation of the citizens: “The development of the Internet 

opens up new possibilities for public control and dialogue, direct democracy 

and control by the citizens. The dialogue on these [virtual] arenas can chan-

ge the possibility of the citizens to gain influence….” (Regeringens proposition 

1999/2000:86).

Parallel to these wishes of politically participating digital citizens there is 

another track of participation present in the latest IT-policies; their genealo-

gy also leads back to the same origins of the information technology develop-

ment. This track sees citizens as consumers and clients of public services. In-

deed, even in this scenario the citizens are participating, but not in any political 

arenas as political citizens but participating in consuming services available in 

electronic arenas of public authorities and bodies.  The political citizenship with 

its focus on deliberation and decision making gets transformed into a consu-

mer citizenship, where the skill of participation is about choosing and selecting 

in the super markets of the state and municipalities (see e.g. SOU 2003:55, 

SOU 2004:56).

One of today’s passwords connected to the idea of information technology and 

participation is definitely the term interaction. It seems to mean anything from 

filling application forms, chatting with politicians to sending requests through 

e-mail. But one can strongly doubt if this interpretation of interacting partici-
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pation supports the idea of participation as a political action. Is it not actually 

more about a technical translation of the previous forms of one way communi-

cation, and where the roles of the decision makers, information providers and 

citizens as applicants are the same as before? At the same time one has to 

keep in mind that even if the governmental IT-dreamers talk about the need to 

reinforce politics, they definitely do not talk about throwing away the present 

forms and practices of the Western the representative democracy: “… re-

search and development of new technologies and methods within IT in order to 

promote a broad participation of the citizens in the framework of representati-

ve democracy.” (Regeringens proposition 2001/2002: 80) 

If we want to find more exciting experiments of participating citizens we need 

to look somewhere else, among communities also present on the internet but 

realizing other forms of political participation, based more on ideas of direct 

democracy. So what we face here is the tension between the technical pos-

sibilities and the political and structural limitations. Who actually are the ones 

to define the frames and forms of political participation? How much space and 

demand for transformation and/or revolution is there? Participate: what is it 

in the political context? Can it be done within the forms we have today or is the 

prerequisite for participation the very change of the political forms?

The authentic recording from the second session of the parliament of 

things

[Government: The Swedish government. I: Internet technology]

Government: I have a proposal for you: “[Let’s] follow research and devel-

opment of new technologies and methods within IT in order to promote a 

broad participation of the citizens in the framework of representative de-

mocracy.” (A written formulation you can find in one of my proposals, identi-

fication number 2001/02: 80, to be more precise, turn to page 61). I think 

you would be a perfect partner to work with me because you already have 

experience from working with developing and providing information services 

to our citizens. I whole-heartedly believe that “Citizens’ capability to search 
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for information, acquire knowledge and create dialogue on the Internet will 

be of great significance for the citizens’ participation in the political process 

in the future”. (If you are interested in learning more about this, check out my 

proposal 2001/02:80.)

I: Sounds interesting. But can I ask you to clarify a number of points before 

we carry on?

Government: What kind of clarification do you need?

I: You talk about being an active citizen in a representative democracy. Do 

you mean that representative democracy is the frame for participation?

Government: Yes. Our experiment must under no circumstances threaten 

our forms of representative democracy. However, the experiments may 

well provide an opportunity for us to revitalise our representative democra-

cy, because there are apparent problems: people are not that keen to take 

part in the political work or be active in the political parties that are the very 

foundation of representative democracy. [and so on] 

(Elovaara & Mörtberg (2007)

Participation as Doing Participation

A question embedded in my nomadic excursions is the question implying that in 

order to participate one has to have skills and courage to participate. Feminist 

movements, my special field of interest, have all in one or another way provided 

learning spaces or training camps for participation in order to take steps into 

the fields where women especially have for a long time been absent and also 

excluded, by others but also by themselves. One has to learn and practice to 

participate; participation is not an inherited skill we all carry with us from the 

very beginning of our lives. 

Socrates provides a good illustration of how participation can be learned. He 

emphasizes a true dialogue between the teacher and the learner, where the 

role of the teacher is not to be the omniscient knower, but quite contrary, the 
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teacher is as much a learner as the counterpart. The teacher functions as 

a midwife assisting the learner to find the knowledge (s)he already has. There 

are however important preconditions vital to this kind of participatory dialogue 

learning: trust, open communication, respect and willingness to learn (see e.g. 

Molander, 1996). This shows then that when the aim is to participate to learn 

and learn to participate we cannot ignore the context in which the dialogue 

takes place; trust has to be created and it only can be done in an environment 

that allows it. At the same time the Socratic method is very sympathetic due 

its unpretentious, modest and humble approach. Of course, it is also a challen-

ging and demanding method; the participants have to enter the dialogue well 

aware of that there are not any ready made paths to follow, any given answers 

and solutions, but they have to invest in trial and error and be ready to meet 

ideas that do not correspond with their previous ones. 

I would also claim that the projects of [visklek], [ljudstråk] and [glasrörd] (www.

tii.se/studio_1221/) are inspiring examples of arenas of learning to partici-

pate. The objective is the very participation – to participate in the meaning to 

make one’s own voice heard in public arenas. The critical points and prerequi-

sites consist of trusting both in fellow participants, the technology in use but 

also that the young persons´ engagement and involvement is going to be taken 

seriously, without any layers of a sententious grown-up criticism. This is whe-

re learning participation can get started: to practice participation and to do 

participation without any pre-determined further goals beyond the very par-

ticipation in itself. These on the surface low scale, low voice and small letter 

projects indicate that participation is a promising and powerful instrument but 

they also tell that participation cannot be taken for granted and that especia-

lly young people do not always trust in participation as a means of acting and 

influencing, especially if the arenas are not owned by them. Here we face the 

same questions when looking at the ways the diverse feminist technology ap-

proaches have chosen to act in: to create own worlds or to be brave and to 

join the worlds not always that friendly? Or perhaps the word ´or´ is not the co-

rrect one; perhaps we need to have our own home bases where we can exerci-

se and obtain new energy and ideas and then also alternately other spaces and 

places to participate with other actors with different experiences?
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Ordering or Making Noise?

There exist various reasons and causes for developing and strengthening par-

ticipation. But the intentions for this (growing) interest seem to differ. Partici-

pation attracts both those wishing to reinforce the order of the society and 

those who want to enhance participation in order to make noise, create fric-

tion and even disturbance in the world. The order makers support participa-

tion because, no matter how paradoxical this may sound, they want to keep 

what they have – such as in the Swedish political IT-visions of participation. The 

PD-supporters during the early stage of PD definitely belonged to the change 

side. Their idea of change included both the participation in developing techno-

logy but also changing the ways the decisions concerning the introduction and 

implementation at work places should be conducted. They made a lot of noise 

and surely caused a lot of disturbance. 

To the faction of changers belong also feminist movements, in my case tho-

se who share interest for acting in technology domains. However, the change 

can be directed to keep the status quo, just to add some women, as the liberal 

feminists have had as their change agenda. The radical feminists want(ed) to 

create only for women spaces for women’s own participation: they did/do not 

believe in making noise and producing instability in the male dominated arenas 

of technology production. Finally, we have the feminist technocientists who 

work for intervention and change by being present and participating ´in the be-

lly of the beast´ within the ruling technology production locations. But they do 

not do this silently: they make noise by choosing to act as cyborgs; these hy-

brid creations who manage to move between and within the worlds of fact and 

fiction (Haraway, 1991).

Referring to the projects [visklek], [ljudstråk] and [glasrörd]; what about art and 

participation? Is art a stability guarantor and/or noise maker? This is a slightly 

provocative question, deliberately. Naturally, there is no clear single yes or no 

answer to a question which even might be a totally wrongly faced. In my case 

the question gets more complex when I add the word ´research´. Leaving be-

hind all eventual complexities and variations, research can be said to be about 
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technical rational problem solving by using solid methods, and relying on objec-

tivity and the disembodied neutrality of the research subject. All in order to find 

solutions and explanations to the problems investigated (see e.g. Molander, 

2001; Haraway, 2003).  However, the same story can be told in another way. 

The role of research is to produce intervention, friction and noise by asking 

questions such as: “[…] how things work, who is in the action, what might be 

possible, and how worldly actors might somehow be accountable to and love 

each other less violently” (Haraway, 2003, pp. 6-7). So, even within the world 

of research the tension concerning the borders and border crossing is there.  

Research can never be innocent, because “what we write, what and whom we 

write about and how we write, because stories construct the world; they are 

performative” (Law, 2002) and therefore it is also powerful and political (see e. 

g. Law, 2002).  So research in itself is participatory and performative. Someti-

mes this agenda is hidden and sometimes it is open. 

Here art and research show their twin character. What brings them together 

is performativity, noise making and shaping of instability. Art has though one 

great privilege; its existence is based on stage-settings, which can make things 

and people to move, react, act and participate. Art does not have to promise 

anything. Its results cannot be measured with the same instruments of cer-

tainty than those of research. When research gets interested in participation 

as a means, art does not have to reach anything else than participation. I am 

however convinced that practices of participation provided by art are for its 

value in gold. We namely never know when and how the experiences of parti-

cipation can travel further. If our dreams are about participating subjects we 

need to keep in mind that “the future should not only be based on what we al-

ready know, but – as [e.g.] the cyborg tells us – as much as we need facts, we 

also need fiction and imagination“(Elovaara, 2004). 

Do We Need Angels?

I see a kinship between artists, researchers working in the “engine rooms of 

technological production” (Wajcman, 1991 as quoted in Suchman, 2002, p. 
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101) and angels. Here I do not talk about the guardian angels of our childhood, 

those holding our hands and leading us away from dangerous places and situa-

tions. No, I speak about angels moving around and making people and things 

to move, talking with each other and seeing each other. I speak about the ones 

who bring with them noise and the ones who make unexpected things happen. I 

talk about a new figuration of thinking that is experienced in moving inside diver-

se sociomaterial relations, acting in the spaces in between and making also us 

to act and move in spaces and rooms whatever they might be.

Angels are a powerful metaphor because they have the skills, capacities and 

experiences needed when the old ways of living are not accountable any more. 

It then feels good to learn from the figures who actually can move among and 

between various actors of our worlds and who can assist in connecting unex-

pected actors together and to construct both random-based socio-material 

relations, and sustainable and accountable ones. An angel’ work includes to a 

high degree also initiating new unexpected socio-material relations. When cir-

culating in socio-material worlds, connecting and communicating angels can 

be in charge of both doing the cartography of the present relations and also 

shaping the size and topology of new maps. Angels have experiences and they 

have knowledge about what has been going on and what has not. And making 

connections that are beyond the ones we know and master. In our (partly) new 

world, where the sociomaterial relations of people, technology and politic are 

getting more and more advanced and complex, we also need the experiences 

of angels in order to not be afraid of moving into new situations and locations and 

border transgressions, but rather expecting and demanding those. However, 

angels do not only make random connections but have a conscious approach 

of asking about the accountability and sustainability of relations created. And 

of course, in their work, noise is also part of an angel’s work. Changing the posi-

tions within the present sociomaterial relations and shaping new ones they can 

cause instability that not always is welcome. Angels do not avoid roughness, 

tensions and contradictions, which sometimes results in that angels are not 

always that easy to get on with. They ask questions that might be unexpected 

and troublesome for some, because their questions do not take the present 

arrangements for granted. Angels travel mostly in cyborgian worlds, entailing 
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that they can think beyond what is already known and lead actors of socioma-

terial relations into unknown terrains. They create new spaces and new con-

nections. Angels are agents of change. They know when to support stability 

and when to support instability (inspired by Brown, 2004 and Serres, 1995). 

Aren´t these inviting, tickling and challenging options for working and acting 

both as artists, researchers and others keen on participating and creating 

uncertainties and instabilities? And making these accessible to others also, as 

spaces for participation?
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A	Cautionary	Tale	of	Risk	Management,	
Practice-led	Research

and	Relational	Aesthetics

Angela Piccini
Bristol University, England

‘Thought’ requires both the principle of reason and what is beyond the prin-

ciple of reason, the arkhe and the an-archy. Between the two, the difference 

of a breath or an accent, only the enactment of this ‘thought’ can decide….

That decision is always risky, it always risks the worst. To claim to eliminate 

that risk by an institutional program is quite simply to erect a barricade 

against the future. The decision of thought cannot be an intra-institutional 

event, an academic moment (Derrida, 1983: 18-19).

It seems appropriate to [ordlekar]’s focus on reflecting in action and its con-

cerns with play that I first discussed the project with Åsa Stahl in the warms 

waters of Helsinki’s main pool. Åsa had invited me to the women-only swimming 

session. We strapped the bright-blue floatation girdles around our naked bo-

dies and began aqua jogging beneath the pool’s graceful arches and the vigilant 

eyes of the attendant. Conversation quickly turned to the artistic possibilities 

of conversation and the potential status of such relational aesthetics within 

the academy. I recounted my experiences on a research project in Britain that 
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sought to engage with some of the thornier issues around accommodating 

art practices within academic structures and how we might productively re-

sist the ‘death drive’ of documentation (pace Derrida, 1995; also, Bourriaud, 

2002: 29). Åsa talked about ‘wearing conversations’. It seemed to us that the 

issues we faced were similar. 

I hope always to remember that conversation -- the resistance of the water 

against my legs, the oddly infantile buoyancy of my body, the particular swim-

ming-pool-dull echo of voices. Now when I remember that particular Sunday I 

also think about Alain Badiou’s discussion of dance as metaphor for thought 

in Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Badiou, 2005: 57-71). I think, too, 

of Kant’s critiques of judgement and even Aristotelian poetics (‘…in the form 

of action, not of narrative…’) about the entangled relationships between art 

practices and the production of knowledge that continue to be the focus of de-

bate about the proper role of the intellectual in society.

I wish to dwell for a while between art practices and the institutional mecha-

nisms in place that seek to regulate them. Although my focus is on practice-led 

research and not on the art that ‘through little gestures…is like an angelic pro-

gramme, a set of tasks carried out beside or beneath the real economic sys-

tem, so as to patiently re-stitch the relational fabric’ (Bourriaud, 2002: 36), a 

discussion around the processes by which seemingly marginal, always oppor-

tunistic art practices within higher education are normalised seems apposi-

te. With relational aesthetics attracting the attentions of magpie academics 

and as more artists within the universities lay claim to the title ‘researcher’ I 

intend to conduct what may seem an arcane exercise in producing a genealo-

gy of British practice-led research that focuses on the performativity of policy 

and criteria. As such, and in the spirit of the textile metaphors running through 

relational aesthetics, this is perhaps an exercise in administrative detailing, a 

particular genealogical embroidery. 

Practice-led research formalises the institutional acceptance of perfor-

mance practices and processes as arenas in which knowledges might be 

opened. 
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It acknowledges fundamental research issues that can be addressed only in 

and through non-scriptural practice — that practice ‘can be both a form of 

research and a legitimate way of making the findings of such research pub-

licly available. No necessary connection is assumed between the apparatus 

of research and the written word’ (Painter, 1996).

This genealogy shares concerns with Shannon Jackson’s enquiries into the 

institutionalisation of performance studies in the United States (2001; 2004). 

I wish to remain wary of over-determining the newness of practice in the aca-

demy and to attend to the political ramifications of how we situate those practi-

ces that do not generate stable objects. With Britain currently enjoying a new 

era of colonial influence, exporting its practice-led research models and admi-

nistrative structures to Canada, Australia and South Africa, and considering 

the interest in these models demonstrated by Scandinavian and Baltic-region 

institutions, I wish to focus tightly on the technical operations of value and jud-

gement in British higher education. I suggest that at heart this is an anxiety 

around risk management applied to that research in which the ontological sta-

tus and epistemic drive resist mapping and totalising judgement. 

The phrase ‘practice-led research’ suggests that creative practice is mere-

ly a ‘handmaiden’ of research proper. Other terms – practice as research, 

practice/research, practice-based research, mixed-mode research prac-

tice, practice research – are similarly neither innocent nor neutral. Using 

practice-led research underscores what is at stake.

Such a focus intersects with the institutional foci of [ordlekar] in that relational 

aesthetics are the most recent art practices to seek to be accommodated 

within academia as research practice. As Hannula, Suoranta and Vadén rightly 

point out: all art practices necessitate ‘research’ (2005: 5). This is a commonly 

held position in Britain, too. However, my concern here is with the very preci-

se operations within higher education systems that determine when research 

is Research – something quantifiable and open to assessment and reward. 

Practice-led research complicates normalised academic structures and we 

need to unpick those same structures in order to raise important questions 
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about the drive to bureaucratise art (ibid, 12). Specifically, relational aesthe-

tics, like more formal performance, have no singular object that may serve as 

archive. Unlike the visual arts, the material traces of relational aesthetics can 

point only to that which is absent. Hence the key question for practice-led re-

search where it concerns either relational aesthetics or performance (live art, 

dance, theatre and so on) is precisely what is measured, coded, shelved for 

future use.

A very British coup?

In 2000, a five-year research project began at the University of Bristol to explo-

re contemporary ‘practice as research’ across the performing and screen 

arts. Funded by the UK’s Arts and Humanities Research Board PARIP (Prac-

tice as Research in Performance) was tasked with:

 
• mapping the geographies of practice-led research across film, TV, dance 

and theatre; 

• facilitating the networking of practitioners through local networks and confe-

rences; 

• consulting on and producing multi-perspectival documentation design.

The spread of disciplines was both partial and contingent, determined largely 

by the institutional organisation of academic disciplines in UK higher education. 

Yet, PARIP’s critical engagements with the epistemologies and ontologies of 

practice-led research, with the problematics of documentation and with the 

economics of the UK research infrastructures are pertinent to the concerns 

of relational aesthetics generally and [ordlekar] specifically. The question is one 

of creating a hospitable space within the academy that can both attend to and 

take account of a range of art practices, particularly those that resist the ar-

chive.

The peculiarly British debates of the 1990s about the status of practice within 

the academy gather around the UK’s Research Assessment Exercise (RAE). 
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Arguably, without the RAE practice-led research would never have come to 

function as the key contemporary focus for determining the status and role 

of the higher education institution. The RAE’s official purpose is to enable the 

UK’s higher education funding council to distribute public funds for research 

on the basis of ‘quality’, with all the imprecisions that that word entails (pace 

Bourdieu, 1986). 

The first RAE took place in 1992, the same year in which the Further and Hig-

her Education Act abolished the ‘binary’ divide between universities and po-

lytechnics. This was seen to ‘recognise the achievement of the polytechnics 

in pursuit of “cost-efficient expansion” and expose the established universities 

to greater competition in their recruitment, research and teaching activities’ 

(Parry, 2001: 125 quoted in Deem, 2004: 113). Under the ‘New Manageria-

lism’ popularised by the then Conservative government the polytechnics, with 

their focus on applied, professional and practice-based research activities, 

had to compete with traditionally defined academic research institutions for 

both students and funding. In 1992, that competition did not go in the polyte-

chnics’ favour (HEFCE, 1997). 

The tensions between the universities and polytechnics became a division bet-

ween ‘theory’ and ‘practice’, bound up with class-based tensions (Jackson, 

2001: 90; 2004). If the universities had traditionally produced the managerial 

classes, polytechnics trained a very different sort of person. The polytechnics 

were staffed by practising artists, who financed their art making by training 

young people to enter the cultural industries. The ability of teachers to provide 

training hinged on their own professional development within those same cultu-

ral industries. The miscegenation of education and profession that was to en-

gender such anxiety via the RAE system therefore had its roots in that initial 

pedagogical collision. At the same time, the changes in education began genera-

ting new ways of talking about the role of creative practice in the academy. What 

should be done with those practices that did not find form in peer-reviewed jour-

nal articles or books?  If art was to be allowed, what form should it take? If the 

institutional status of critical-theoretical writing as evidence for rigour was now 

being called into question, what implications might there be for authoritative 
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academic discourse? The debate around the proper role of higher education in 

society was certainly not new. In the early 1980s Derrida wrote that

…what is at stake is the principle of reason as principle of grounding, founda-

tion or institution. A major debate is under way today on the subject of the 

politics of research and teaching, and on the roles that the university may 

play in this arena…. (1983: 11)

Mirroring, and possibly even informed by, Derrida’s predictions of a globalised 

techno-economy, British academics and technocrats focused on the impor-

tance of the future economic health of the new universities. While the ‘value’ 

of practice-led research remained (and remains) deeply problematic for the 

academic communities, if the institutional transformations of 1992 were not 

to prove a gargantuan waste of public monies, and if Britain was to maintain 

its historic role as heavy-hitting knowledge producer in a global economy, then 

means of assessment had to be reconfigured as fluid and iterative. The creati-

ve and performing arts subject associations recognised the critical need for a 

profound sea change in the way in which research was defined and assessed. 

Help was to be found in the writings of someone who was precisely located at 

the interface between the academic and professional worlds. The publication 

of Donald Schön’s The Reflective Practitioner (1983) was a call to surface and 

characterize the epistemology of practice ‘implicit in the artistic, intuitive pro-

cesses which some practitioners do bring to situations of uncertainty, insta-

bility, uniqueness, and value conflict’ (Schön, 1983: 49). That ‘artistry’ might 

develop professional excellence was directly tied to the processes of organi-

zational learning. That is, learning was directly tied to practice, in an iteration 

of American Pragmatist John Dewey’s ‘learning by doing’ (1916). Although 

Dewey has influenced both American and Australian discussions around the 

place of practice in the academy (Jackson, 2001; 2004; Holmes, 2006: 4) he 

is rarely expressly cited in discussions about British practice-led research. It 

is also intriguing to consider the potential influence of Walter Benjamin in these 

debates. In ‘One Way Street’ he writes that ‘children are particularly fond of 

haunting any site where things are being visibly worked upon… In using these 
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things they do not so much imitate the works of adults as bring together, in the 

artefacts produced in play, materials of widely differing kind in a new, disconnec-

ted relationship’ (Benjamin, 1996: 449). He also called on us to re-examine the 

link between teaching and research with a view to ‘improvement in research to 

emerge from the teaching’ (Benjamin, 1999: 419). 

Thus, in considering the infrastructural changes in 1990s Britain I suggest that 

Schön might be read alongside Dewey and Benjamin. According to Schön, the 

way in which higher education institutions ought to learn is through their prac-

tices. Therefore, the professional academic must develop her skills in ‘delive-

ring’ learning by actively conducting research into the areas into which she tea-

ches. If she is teaching art then it follows that her research should be through 

rather than simply about art. The link between ‘practice’ and ‘research’ was 

not only possible, it was required. 

The Research Assessment Exercise

Despite an acceptance that knowledges might be produced through creati-

ve practice, notions of how that practice might be submitted to the RAE have 

always focused on the production of supplementary records. This was initia-

lly conceived in terms of ‘equivalence’ to publication, which prioritized writing 

as the medium of production and dissemination. If some form of event was 

the outcome of a research process the researcher had to find some way to 

‘translate’ (sic) that into a stable output. 

Very early on in this debate, Simon Jones articulated growing concerns about 

the implications of the unsuitable marriage between New Managerialism and 

academic production. To a gathering of British theatre academics he argued 

that ‘”critical texts”’ tend to ‘”erase the differences between the textual prac-

tices of criticism of and of creativity in the theatre”’ and that the production 

of ‘”always already self-authorizing critical texts”’ was an expression ‘of the 

then political necessity’ to commit ‘”the theatre event to the logic of the cri-

tical text”’ (1993). As such, the value of creative praxes could only ever be as 
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the subject of critical-theoretical writing, leading to what Susan Melrose would 

eventually identify as ‘spectatorship studies’ (2003).

The unproductive contradiction between an institutional desire for practice 

and the systematic institutional subjugation of practice to logos continued to 

shape research assessment. By the second RAE in 1996 the criteria for as-

sessing drama, dance and the performing arts confirmed that:

The Panel accepts that there is a range of media in which practical work may 

be published, including performance, film, video and audio-tape. The Panel 

will only be able to decide how to evaluate electronic or other non-literary 

publications, for example, when it has had the opportunity to view submis-

sions (RAE, 1996).

Although the guidelines evidence a willingness to consider non-textual forms, 

the assumptions underlying this problematically rely on a research outcome 

that can be both textually summarised and visually represented in a form that 

is both portable, repeatable and, more importantly, reproducible (pace Benja-

min, 2002 [1936]). The tensions resulting from these conflations of arts prac-

tices with their documenting apparatuses have been well rehearsed elsewhe-

re (Auslander, 1999; 2006; Jones, 1993; 2003; Melrose, 2005; Phelan, 

1993; Reason, 2003; Rye, 2000; 2001). In the context of the RAE, however, 

the result was that practice-led research could be understood and valued only 

from outside of the work, via supplementary practices. 

That expert readers continued to operate as though research value resides 

within texts is hardly surprising given that challenges to the authority of acade-

mic production tend to be articulated via the critical text (de Certeau, 1984: 

131–53). In a re-working of Simon Jones’ observations, Susan Melrose agues 

that ‘(t)extualisation of performance practices seemed to lend an authority to 

performance, whereas in fact it lent its authority to those of us who would stu-

dy performance, in the university, from the position of expert spectator’ (Mel-

rose, 2003). Although creative practice could be research, it was somehow 

never enough. 
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The academic communities who produce the RAE continue to express anxie-

ty around the assessment of creative practice and seek to manage the risk 

of being perceived as ‘improper’ or ‘perverse’ (pace Richards, 2006) by re-

treating to the safety of material documentation, whether textual or in audio-

visual form. Following the 2001 RAE, the drama and performing arts panel su-

ggested that there was ‘some lack of awareness that, through appropriate 

documentation and other discourses, practice as research requires its own 

versions of scholarly apparatus for self-validation’ (my emphasis, RAE, 2002). 

That the panel felt it (politically) necessary to deny the intellectual status of 

creative practice indicates how the 2001 assessment came to be played. An 

analysis of institutional ratings appears to suggest that the old universities, 

with their mastery of critical-theoretical discourse, were able to ‘word’ arts 

practice sufficiently and emerged from the 2001 RAE once again in a much 

stronger position than did the former polytechnics (Piccini, 2003). Very sim-

ply, statements and documentation were assessed, not art. What looks set 

to change for the 2008 RAE? The drive to produce criteria and transferable 

systems of peer review continues to have an economic and political logic. Yet, 

documentation for RAE 2008 points to the current drama, dance and perfor-

ming arts panel’s positioning against its predecessors:

The sub-panel will neither advantage nor disadvantage any type of research 

or form of output, whether it be physical or virtual, textual or non-textual, vi-

sual or sonic, static or dynamic, digital or analogue. Outputs may include, but 

are not limited to (in no particular order): books (authored or edited); chap-

ters in books; journal articles; conference contributions; advisory reports; 

digital and broadcast media; documentation and reconstruction; films, vid-

eos and other types of media presentation; performances and other types 

of live presentation; translation and adaptation; play scripts or other texts 

for performance; scenography; digital and virtual performance; advisory re-

ports; and the creation of archival or specialist collections to support the 

research infrastructure. …The sub-panel welcomes all types of research 

for assessment whether produced through writing, making, composing, 

or performing. Without privileging one type of research over any other, the 

sub-panel will judge how such research embodies new knowledge, or en-
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hances understanding/appreciation, or enriches the intellectual/creative 

infrastructure in which such research is conducted. (RAE 2006b)

There is no mention of ‘submitting’ practice. Rather the language is a hospi-

table one that welcomes research of any kind. Despite this openness, the pa-

nel stumbles on the relationship between writing and other forms of research 

practice:

it is recommended that a statement of up to 300 words is submitted … in 

cases where the research imperatives and the research significance of an 

output … might further be made evident by a descriptive complement. (RAE 

2006a; 2006b)

While a critical text might ‘elaborate upon’ (Badiou, 2005) the research signi-

ficance of art practice, it surely cannot make the research evident. As Melro-

se suggests ‘why might it not be argued…that certain expert practitioners al-

ready articulate that expert practitioner theory of knowledge in and as expert 

practice?’ (Melrose, 2005).

Of elephants in rooms

Of course, research assessment exercises are themselves closed, perfor-

mative events attested to through a selection of text-based documents. We 

know from Shannon Jackson that academics work ‘to maintain a separate 

social position outside the so-called professions while simultaneously legitima-

ting themselves curricularly and institutionally within professionalizing terms’ 

(Jackson, 2001: 86). While such bureaucratic conventions are not wholly sta-

ble, they seek to establish

particular genres of written or verbal communication as the only accept-

able modes for the conduct, documentation, analysis or evaluation of re-

search and dissemination of its outcomes, [and] are justified as securing 

the validity, reliability and replicability of research practices. They also have 
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a normalising function, appealing to hierarchies of taste and governing aca-

demic behaviour. (Richards, 2006: 8)

It is interesting, then, that the RAE currently taking place suggests a greater 

willingness to take risks with art practice while at the same time it places tex-

tual ‘explanation’ in a central deciding role. Yet, in all of this, the loudest silence 

in the 2008 RAE is the matter of documentation. 

Documentation – read as photography and/or video -- simply sits within a list 

of forms of output. It no longer appears to stand in for art practice. It may be 

productive for us to trust that silence as a space up-for-grabs, and not to hear 

the silence with the ear of the paranoid academic eager to spot a trap as such 

paranoia becomes a self-fulfilling call to document or die. However the relation-

ship between art practice and all the other activities to which it is subjected in 

the course of institutional efforts to validate it is proving resistant. Philip Aus-

lander’s recent discussion of documentation as performative of performance 

is an interesting case (2006). Surely it is not ‘the act of documenting an event 

as performance [that] constitutes it as such’ (his emphasis, Auslander, 2006: 

5). I document, therefore I am? Instead, documentation performatively trans-

forms the live exchange of performance or the relational art practice into the 

logics of visual art. The problem with documentation, then, is precisely because 

it supplants the events that lead up to it, transforming those particular events 

into the much longer-term event of the documentation ‘object’. Although doc-

umentation materialises the act of witnessing to evidence the ‘fact’ of event, 

this is not the same as arguing that documentation produces the event itself. 

We know from Derrida that ‘the archive takes place at the place of originary 

and structural breakdown of the said memory’ (1995: 11). That is, the docu-

ment points towards what is absent.

An emphasis on telling otherwise (Ricoeur, 1999) is at the heart of a number 

of current projects that focus directly on the afterlives of creative practice. 

These projects are shifting the focus of documentation from the audio-visual 

onto the textual via distributed, co-creative content (i.e. Web 2.0). The shift-

ing documents produced appear to complicate Derrida’s archive and allow 



116

César Villanueva and Hans Lundberg

for a process of documentation that resembles memory. ‘Performing Pres-

ence: from the Live to the Simulated’ (Nick Kaye, Gabriella Giannachi, Michael 

Shanks and Mel Slater, http://presence.stanford.edu:3455/Collaborato-

ry/9, 10.03.2007) explores performance and documentation within a ‘collab-

oratory’ wiki environment. Contributors aim ‘to create an evolving document 

that explores concepts or practices of presence in relation to the develop-

ment or installation of a work’ (http://presence.stanford.edu:3455/Collabo-

ratory/496, 10.03.2007). Their stated methods include:

• tracking decisions made (and remade or corrected)

• evidencing materials used (and changed or left behind)

•emphasising locality (where and when decisions are made or processes occur)

• mapping time (the timeline of the work, but also the respective durations of a 

working process, documentation and realisation)

•announcing and tracking the editorial process (ibid.)

Paul Stapleton’s ‘LiveArchives’ project similarly seeks to ‘explore the possi-

bility of a productive co-existence between performance and documentation 

practices’ (http://www.livearchives.org, 15.03.2007). They are developing 

a collaborative live event documentation platform through a WordPress 

site. Users ‘tag’ heterogeneous documents, a practice which has the po-

tential to make explicit what we know of the partiality of the archive (Reason, 

2003: 89).

While these projects open up the dialogic potential of networked media, I 

wonder whether these efforts to document performance through collabo-

rative, online environments miss a trick. Rather than manage the risk of art 

practices’ disappearance through some kind of representational plenitu-

de, these projects are interesting precisely because they explode the myth 

of documentation. What this creative, multivocal writing does is remind us 

that this is documentary practice. That is, in the terms of John Grierson, 

this can only ever be the ‘creative treatment of actuality’ (1926). Both ‘Per-

forming Presence’ and ‘LiveArchives’ claim to produce faithful performan-

ce documents as open-ended, event-like texts. Yet, I wonder if instead the 
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projects’ online workspaces open up a fluid dialogics of documentary practi-

ce that speaks to and about documentary rather than between art practice 

and documentation. 

Productive risks and relational aesthetics

Alain Badiou writes that the ‘event “itself” is never anything besides its own di-

sappearance’ (2005: 61). As Simon Jones has it ‘[t]his writing alongside is then 

only ever a drawing attention to, a pointing towards, or a projecting away from’ 

(forthcoming). The networked, dialogic documentation engines discussed 

above seem to preserve the difference between doing and writing the autho-

ritative text (De Certeau, 1984: 42). Yet, if the radical potential of relational 

aesthetics is in realising Guattari’s ‘microscopic’ community acts (1984) then 

what is the effect of all this writing? 

By way of ending I wish to consider relational aesthetics and practice-led re-

search in Badiou’s philosophical terms as they inform how we might create a 

more hospitable space within the academy for creative practice. In his Hand-

book of Inaesthetics (2005), Badiou claims:

Art itself is a truth procedure (9)

Art is rigorously coextensive with the truths that it generates (9)

Philosophy is the go-between in our encounters with truths, the procuress 

of truth (10)

Art ‘sets itself up as an inquiry into the question of its own finality (11)

…a work is a situated inquiry about the truth that it locally actualizes (12)

The question that I find myself asking is not whether and how arts practice can 

be research. The question is whether research must always take the form of 

a philosophical elaboration of truth. Does research produce or explain truth? 

That simple question underlies the mechanics of research assessment exer-

cises and the anxious quest to produce total documentation, the desert of the 

real (pace Baudrillard). Perhaps these anxieties are expressions of the pro-
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blematic place of art in the academy. Yet, if we agree with Badiou that it is not 

philosophy’s task ‘to think art’, that art is instead ‘a configuration [that] thinks 

itself in the works that compose it’ (2005: 14) then we have no choice but to 

admit art into the academy. Providing a place for art qua art and allowing it to 

disappear as both relational acts and performance must do may create the 

circumstances by which we can productively trouble our risk-averse academic 

culture and shake up taken-for-granted beliefs in ‘rigour’ and ‘quality’. 

One shouldn’t complicate things for the pleasure of complicating...but one 

should also never simplify or pretend to be sure of such simplicity where 

there is none. If things were simple, word would have gotten round. (Derrida, 

1988: 119). 
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••	INTRODUCTION	β :

Relational Strategies as a “Profane” Documentation of the Arts

Question: What does [ORP] stand for? 

Answer: [Ordlekar] – [Retruécanos] – [Puns]

Dictionary Definitions

Ord|lek [²’o:r_dle:k] -leken -lekar subst. lek med ordens form, ordvits. (Sven-

ska Akademiens Ordbok).

Retruécano: Inversión de los términos de una proposición o cláusula en 

otra subsiguiente para que el sentido de esta última forme contraste o antí-

tesis con el de la anterior. Juego de palabras. (Real Diccionario de la Lengua 

Española).

Pun: The use of a word in such a way as to suggest two or more meanings 

or different associations, or the use of two or more words of the same or 

nearly the same sound with different meanings, so as to produce a humor-

ous effect; a play on words. (Oxford English Dictionary).
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•	The	ORP	Project

[Ordlekar - Retruécanos - Puns] is a joint project of different partners united in the 

idea of reflecting and producing artistic contemporary relations, and in parallel, 

producing a book together. Based on the original [Ordlekar] project carried out 

by Åsa Ståhl and Kristina Lindström at the Interactive Institute in 2004-2005, 

the project aims at re-visiting the arts camp from a relational perspective, very 

much in line with the conceptual apparatus set up by Nicolas Bourriaud in his 

seminal book Relational Aesthetics from 1997. [Ordlekar] lumps three projects 

together: [visklek, ljudstråk & glasrörd], each one with its own identity and am-

bition (see the disc discussion of the project, in Åsa, Per and Kristina’s paper). 

The linking concepts of the whole [ordlekar] project must be seen through so-

cial relations, games, language and collaborative actions. César Villanueva joi-

ned the project in 2005 to incorporate his theoretical and artistic reflections. 

In 2006, due to an increasing number of networks, the project was expanded 

and enhanced by scholars and artists from Universidad Iberoamericana led by 

Francisco López Ruíz and Alberto López Cuenca from UDLA. 

The original invitation was expanded and participants from places in Europe 

and North America attended the project’s seminar series and workshops in 

Sweden during the fall of 2006 and in México, during the early spring of 2007. 

As part of the discussions and seminar dynamics, two more projects were 

produced from 2006-2007: [Arte-Fika] and [Stitching Together]. The former 

is a relational concept based on the social tradition of drinking coffee, where 

the idea is to invite people to socialize in a real coffee shop, integrating them in 

an informal network of gifts (see description in the “profane side” of the book). 

The latter is a process where people are invited to share phone text-messag-

es and transform them into tangible and physical stitched up or embroidered 

text messages made out of thread and fabric (see description in the “profane 

side” of the book). 

In line with these goals, [Ordlekar-Retruécanos-Puns] members, i.e. people 

who collaborated in the project in one way or another, contribute in this part 
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of the book with a paper, an interview, a picture, a vignette, a sketchy idea 

etc. In the previous “scholarly perspective”, some ORP members wrote pa-

pers that follow a more methodological and analytical path, asking questions 

in a traditional way but finding answers from rather surprising and creati-

ve angles, given the different backgrounds and expertise. This part of the 

book is “profane” because authors take the liberty of using the book as a 

blank page or an empty canvas, where anything is possible, given the com-

mon preoccupations. All in all, the whole of the book is a heterodox way of 

documenting art theory and production, especially if seen from the tradi-

tional conservative eye; and at the same time this is an innovative form of 

documentation which we all wish was more of a practice in the field of arts. 

As is obvious by now, the book consists of compilations of both artistic and 

reflexive actions carried out during the seminar series and artistic work-

shops, both in Sweden and Mexico. In our travels and exchanges, we com-

piled other texts and experiences that added to the core idea of the project 

in ways none of the [ORP] members imagined at the beginning. Most of the 

contributions on this side of the book stand on their own and do not neces-

sarily have a linkage to other parts, a follow up or a common thread. They 

are fragmented expressions, intuitions and games that aim at constructing 

a “profane documentation” of the artistic experience and deliberation obtai-

ned in the process of making [ORP] work. 

Foundational Concepts
The works of the contemporary artists are clearly challenging preconceived 

ideas about artistic production in the so called “modern times”. Following Ar-

thur Danto’s thinking on the modern and the contemporary, we suggest the-

re is indeed a divide between to epochs and our projects must be seen in the 

realm of the contemporary. However, the term “emerging arts” can also be 

applied to describe the most recent actions and reflexive artistic products 

within the umbrella of the contemporary.

There are five conceptual pillars in the project which are reflected in the semi-

nar series and arts workshops:
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1- The [Ordlekar] project: production, materials, technology, audience, dis-

play spaces, etc.

2- Relational Arts: relevance, actuality, contribution to the art’s debates, etc. 

3- Socio-political milieus and the arts: institutions, funding, networks, power, 

discourses, etc.

4- Arts’ methods & research: Practice led-research, philosophy, criticism, 

history and sociology.

5- [Stitching Together] and [Arte Fika] as concrete art productions.

[Ordlekar]

[Ordlekar] is a project based on artistic practice and research. The idea is to re-

flect in action on a series of collaborative projects based on storytelling, social 

interactions, gift-actions and active participation from a sociological, political 

science and artistic perspective (but does not exclude any other perspective). 

The foundation for [ordlekar] is the practice of relational/dialogical aesthetics 

in three basic projects that paved the way towards [Stitching Together]:

 
• [visklek] is a Chinese Whispers on answering machines. It is a process 

that went on for a couple of months and was exhibited at Växjö Art Gallery 

in 2004. 

• [ljudstråk] is a library of six audio walks that consist of stories told by young 

people in the town of Ljungby. It’s done with Sagomuseet, the Museum of 

Legends, in Ljungby and premiered in 2005. 

• [glasrörd] is a project where we explored rituals around gift giving and 

stories connected to objects. It was exhibited at Smålands museum, the 

Swedish Glass museum in the autumn of 2005.

[Stitching Together]

In [Stitching Together] Åsa Ståhl and Kristina Lindström invite people with a text 

message-device to share text messages and transform them into tangible and 



127

REWRITING RELATIONAL AESTHETICS

physical text messages made out of thread and fabric. Åsa and Kristina ask 

the public to forward one of their private text messages to them and in return 

they will get their message stitched in fabric. This can be done by hand and/or 

an automatic sewing machine programmed for this specific purpose, placed in 

the exhibition space (see pictures along the text), in a tailor’s work space – the  

only requirement is an electrical plug and connection for the mobile phone. In 

this, they enter an existing social structure, an everyday setting, and pick up 

stories that are already around in the social room. This is an ongoing process 

that is visible and open for everybody to join. It began during the last workshop 

in Sweden, at Växjö Konsthall, during the winter of 2006 and then moved on to 

various places in Mexico City, Puebla as well as Turku in Finland. 

[Arte Fika]

Inspired by the group discussions of the [Puns-Ordlekar-Retruécanos] semi-

nar series 2006, we have decided to try a relational concept called [Arte-Fika]. 

The artistic ambitions of this project are connected to the previous discus-

sions and reading materials in association with relational aesthetics. In short, 

we suggest that the action of anonymously inviting somebody to a coffee in 

the form of a mediated gift can be seen as an artistic experience, if the pro-

ject manages to be placed in a real life context, where commodities are ex-

changed in a capitalist for-profit society. In other words, the project aims at 

mounting a temporary not-for-profit network of gifts to the already functional 

for-profit capitalist network, in the form of “anonymous coffee gifts”, where 

Fika is the ending point. This goes in line with the discussions held in the Octo-

ber seminar along the lines of Nicholas Bourriaud’s ideas on the exploration 

of the interstices in capitalist societies. In Sweden, the coffee tradition has 

been shaped to the extent of producing a social practice called Fika, unders-

tood as a social space and time where people get together at certain times 

of the day to take a short break from their daily routines and engage in a con-

versation in the company of colleagues and friends. This project was lead by 

Glenn Sjöstrand, Karina Olivares and César Villanueva in Sweden, México and 

Germany in a number of times.
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Seminars and Workshops in Sweden

Seminars took place at Växjö University, the Interactive Institute and Växjö 

Konsthall in Sweden. The seminars in Sweden had the intention of reflecting 

on the merits of [Ordlekar] in contemporary art practices, and then moved 

into evolving practices such as [Wearing Conversations], [Arte Fika] and [Stit-

ching Together]. In Sweden, there were four sessions which comprised both 

seminar activities and arts workshops. 

•[Ordlekar] Practice-led Research in Contemporary Arts

We began the seminar series and the art workshop on Thursday Septem-

ber 7 with great enthusiasm. We had an introduction to the program by 

César Villanueva where a summary and key theoretical and methodologi-

cal issues were briefly addressed. Then Åsa Stahl and Kristina Lindström 

gave a summary of the [Ordlekar] artistic idea, and they went through the 

main concepts and practices in their work. Next, Angela Piccini from Bris-

tol University acted as keynote speaker sharing with us her views on prac-

tice led-research in the field of arts, which opened the window for looking at 

artistic production as both a research field of its own, and as a multidiscipli-

nary activity. Later in the afternoon we had a nice meeting in the arts work-

shop where we practiced and discussed the “conversation pieces” activity 

presented by Åsa and Kristina. At the inauguration we had Francisco Ló-

pez Ruíz, director of the arts program at Universidad Iberoamericana who 

gave an overview of the plans in Mexico for the early spring 2007. Here we 

established the dynamics for the series and posed some lines of research 

for the upcoming seminar events. The inauguration went well and we set up 

a web page that acted as “official house” for the project: http://www.vxu.

se/svi/ordlekar.xml

• From Invitations to Relations: Aesthetics, Interactions and Storytelling

The second seminar series began on Monday October 9th, where we had a 

theoretical discussion on the principles of “relational aesthetics” as presen-
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ted by Nicolas Bourriaud. Our colleague Luz Sepúlveda from Universidad 

Iberoamericana in Mexico City participated in the seminar and provided a 

summary of the book itself. She also used the book to discuss Mexican artist 

Paulina Lasa (http://www.art-idea.com/) whose work could be seen in as-http://www.art-idea.com/) whose work could be seen in as-) whose work could be seen in as-

sociation with this trend, and presented the short video “La Vírgen de Asfal-

to” as an example of this. (www.lashortsfest.com/_pages/Schedule_2006/

Program90.html). Then Per Brunskog introduced the work of Turkish group 

“Oda Projesi” (www.odaprojesi.com/) and his view on the relevance of the 

group’s practice with relational aesthetics. Finally, Glenn Sjöstrand gave a 

presentation on the theoretical foundations of symbolic interactionism in re-

lation to gifts, from a sociological perspective. Alberto López Cuenca from 

Universidad de las Americas in Puebla, Mexico, joined the sessions to find out 

about the activities and give his input to the project. The following day (Tue, 

Oct 10th), we gathered at the Interactive Institute for an arts workshop. Åsa 

and Kristina, the leading artists, came back to the [Wearing Conversations] 

piece initiated a month ago, during the first workshop. At this point, the pro- pro-

ject began to be shaped by the interaction and participation of participants. 

We came to the realization that the closest association of the Swedish word 

“ordlekar” with English is “puns” (in plural) and in Spanish it happens to be a 

strange but current word, “retruécanos” (in plural). We suggested that sin-

ce there are three languages involved, it would be easier to expand the name 

to bring these identifications into the project, thus the name [ORP].

• Criticism, Artistic Freedom and Democratic Discourse: The Politics of [Ordlekar] 

On Wednesday November 1st we had a morning seminar led by Anna Lund 

where sociologist and artist Basso (Lars Göran Karlsson) presented a ca-

reful dissection on the theories of Arthur Danto, as related to the book 

After The End of Art assigned for this very seminar. One of the significant 

points made by Basso in the discussion hits at one of the core contributions 

of Danto’s book and it may be summarized as self-reflectivity: “the necessity 

to make the arts field be conscious of itself”. In the evening of the same day, 

we gathered at Palladium restaurant & Cafe for an arts workshop (18:00- 

19:45). We ran the so called [Arte-Fika] project with the participation of 
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Hans, Marcela, Glenn, Åsa Ståhl, Åsa Rudström, Anna, Kristina, Per, Ca-

roline, Basso, César, Karina, Gunnar, Boel and Stanley (see photos further 

down). We followed the basic instructions collectively organized in advance 

where people were invited to bring board games to play and engage in con-

versation. Finally, that night we also gathered for a cozy informal talk bet-

ween professors Stanley Katz from Princeton University and Boel Lindberg 

from Linnaeus University to discuss the state-of-the-art in arts and cultural 

policies in Sweden and the USA. More detailed contents and debates from 

this session are spread across the book.

• Method, Technologies & Participation in [Ordlekar]

On Monday December 4st Pirjo Elovaara from the Swedish Blekinge Institute 

of Technology addressed the issues of Method, Technologies & Participa-

tion in [Ordlekar]. She began with a discussion connecting the ideas of par- discussion connecting the ideas of par-

ticipation, democracy and feminist techno-science, making connections to 

[Ordlekar: visklek, ljudstråk & glasrörd]. She discussed the traditional idea of 

participation which assumes that people gather and act on behalf on a com-

mon objective. She argued that a normative view of participation must incor-

porate participation as a practice to change “status quo” and also as a bodily 

engagement with progressive actions. She particularly pointed at the fact 

that many theories or visions of participation have embedded naturalized re-

lations of power where “feminine views” in particular are not well represen-

ted. Carlos Vega, a filmmaker and art critic from the National Autonomous 

University of Mexico joined the session. 

The following day (5/12/06), we gathered at Växjö Arts Gallery for our arts 

workshop (10:00-12:00 and 14:00-16:00) under the title of [stitching to-

gether]. For this, students from the Växjö Design School, seminar atten-

dants and friends came to participate in the arts project. We also had Helena 

Bornholm and Annette Johansson from the Swedish Research Council who 

paid a visit to find out about the project and to write an article for their upco-

ming yearbook (2007). Åsa and Kristina led the seminar and answered ques-

tions regarding their larger ideas on the project.
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Seminars and Workshops in México

Universidad Iberoamericana (UIA) in Mexico City and Universidad de las 

Americas (UDLA-P) in Puebla hosted the seminars and workshops in Mex-seminars and workshops in Mex-

ico between March 5th and 9th, 2007. Organizers decided to call the whole 

event “Relational Strategies: [ORP] Seminar on Contemporary Arts 2007”, 

from which we take the title of this book. A brief summary of activities is pre-

sented here, and the more interesting experiences and debates through-

out this section.

UIA: Inauguration, roundtables and arts workshops

On Monday March 5, 2007 the seminar series began at UIA by a kick off in 

which the vice-rector, Dr. Gilberto Prado Galán and the Swedish ambas-

sador to Mexico, Anna Lindstedt gave the participants a warm welcome 

and shared a few ideas about the globalization of knowledge in the arts and 

humanities. Students and teachers from UIA and UDLA-P gathered with 

Swedish scholars and artists to discuss their views on relational arts/

aesthetics. César Villanueva gave an overview of the activities carried 

out in Sweden and Alberto López Cuenca and Francisco López Ruiz sum-

marized some of the interesting theoretical threads which had begun in 

Sweden. 

Over the weekend, Åsa Stahl and Kristina Lindström had arrived from Swe-Åsa Stahl and Kristina Lindström had arrived from Swe-

den to organize students from UIA and UDLA-P to participate in a project 

called “Trolebus” at Parque México in the hip Condesa neighbourhood 

where they ran [stitching together]. A guest Mexican artist, Paulina Lasa 

presented her relational project called “I am going to change the world” in 

one of the sessions. In addition to this, Roberto Gómez Soto, Carlos Vega 

and Luz María Sepúlveda presented papers reflecting on the topics of dis-

cussion during the seminar series. We had Glenn Sjöstrand, Anna Lund, 

Hans Lundberg and César Villanueva from Linnaeus University presenting 

papers for discussion, which made it into this book.
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UDLA-P: Roundtables, Mexican dialogue, and workshops

On Wednesday March 7th, 2007 the seminars and workshops continued at 

UDLA-P where Luisa Vilar Payá, dean of the of the school of social science 

and arts and Alberto López Cuenca dean of the PhD program in Culture and 

Creativity gave [ORP] guests a welcoming ceremony, followed by an intense se-

minar discussion series. In this, UDLA-P organizers, including Marie France 

Desdier and Ernesto Cortés García had arranged for us to have a dialogue 

with some of the movers of the Mexican art scene, especially related to the 

relational concepts at hand. We had a thorough presentation of the Mexican 

arts movements and groups in the seventies such as Tepito Arte Acá; Peyote 

y la Cia., Proceso Pentágon, SUMA, La Perra Brava, El Colectivo, Mira, No-

Grupo, and Germinal where Mario Rangel Faz and Felipe Ehrenberg, both ac-

tive actors and participants of those times briefed all of us on the actions and 

activities that were the inspirations of the period (see some examples later 

on in this side of the book). Lourdes Morales presented a paper that analyzes 

the contribution and relevance of these movements on the Mexican art sce-

ne. This paper is included in this volume (Spanish). Also, young contemporary 

Mexican artists Minerva Cuevas and Raúl Cárdenas from the collective group 

in Tijuana called Toro-Lab presented some of their current activities which also 

swung into the relational arts activities in the Mexican arts scene. In this, the 

[stitching together] and [arte fika] concepts were set in motion during the af-

ternoons, both at the university campus and coffee shops and at a trendy res-

taurant in Cholula, which owns an alternative arts space called SIX-BY-SIX (see 

examples below). 
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Collaboratively	Telling
Everyday	Life	–	Whispering,	Walking,

Touching,	Stitching	and	Writing

Åsa Ståhl (ÅS)
Kristina Lindström (KL)

Per Brunskog (PB)

A discussion between January 31, 2007 and April 5, 2007

- ÅS: We’re here because of the [ordlekar]-project. This is a discussion that will 

be transcribed and the transcribed text will be sent around among the three 

of us. We will change, add and suggest changes in a collaborative writing man-

ner23. We have some questions over the next hour, so could you please turn 

on the timer and set it for 60 minutes? 

- KL: What is the motivation to work with collaborative storytelling and 
why do we want to tell stories together? 

- ÅS: One way to describe the motivation to what we’re doing is to go back to 

where it sort of started. Kristina was working for Swedish Television and I 

was working as a reporter for Swedish Radio. Although I was in a privileged 

23 There	were	36	versions	of	this	text	before	it	was	printed.	Due	to	the	limited	number	of	pages	

you	can	only	read	half	of	the	text	in	this	publication.	Other	texts	can	be	found	at	www.misplay.se
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position to influence what was aired, I was deadly tired of the speed and the 

logics of the news world as an excluding way of “informing the world”. I was 

longing for a more intimate setting, where there could be more of a one-to-

one-meeting. The art world, with its interest in new media and several plat-

forms, turned out to be the future host of our ideas and for the stories that 

didn’t fit into the mass-media. And there was Marie Denward at the Interac-

tive Institute and Bengt Adlers at Växjö Art Centre who believed in our first 

idea: [visklek]. 

- KL: Yes, as you said Åsa, at that time I was working at the Swedish Television. 

They have a strong desire for participation and to create spaces for sharing 

stories. They work on several different platforms such as the television, Inter-

net, face-to-face meetings and mobile phones. But their main focus is to crea-

te content for television. I wanted to let the collaborative process of telling and 

sharing stories to be enough in itself. I believe that our first project  [visklek]

is a reaction towards that. [visklek] is an attempt to create an open platform 

for collaborative storytelling which would allow people to share and exchange 

everyday stories in a playful way. The main focus is on the interaction between 

people instead of on the end result. One important aspect of telling stories is 

that it is a way of making sense of our own and other peoples’ everyday lives. 

And it is important that there be spaces that allow us to share stories. That’s 

one motivation to work with collaborative storytelling. 

- PB: While studying art history I became curious about theories of relational 

art. I wrote my masters thesis on Oda Projesi24, a Turkish art group that 

sometimes uses a practice similar to yours. At that time I heard about your 

project [ljudstråk] in Ljungby, which I recognised as being relevant in this 

context. So my way into this was an interest in a type of art that I interpre-

ted as relevant for today’s society. An art not based on objects, but situa-

tions and human relations. Since then I have increasingly understood the 

significance of the exchange of life-experiences through storytelling. The 

artists I’m referring to emphasise the positive, as well as critical, aspects 

24 Brunskog.	Per.	”Oda	Projesi”.	D-uppsats.	Institutionen	för	Musik-	och	konstvetenskap.	Lunds	

universitet.	2006.
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of everyday social relations and towards life itself. As I see it they don’t se-

parate art and life. And I think both storytelling and participation are con-

nected to creating identity.

 

- KL: When we were in the process of doing our projects we did not begin with 

a definition of collaborative storytelling. We just tried to do it. When I look back 

I can see that it has not been so much about creating one story together but 

rather to share stories and to integrate telling and listening. [visklek] is an 

example of a platform that is based on both telling and listening. When you call 

the  [visklek]–answering machine you first hear a story and then it is up to the 

caller to decide what to re-tell in that story. So it is not about creating consen-

sus, but a never-ending negotiation around the different stories. I think that 

one important aspect of collaborative storytelling is to integrate telling and 

listening. One way of defining is to do and our projects are possible definitions 

of collaborative storytelling. 

- PB: Is it the collective creativity you focus on? Or the sharing of life experiences? 

- KL: I think it is both, but mostly sharing and exchanging stories. Grant H Kes-

ter25 distinguishes between collaborative production and dialogical works. 

In the latter he defines dialogue in itself as the aesthetic expression. In stit-

ching together, for example, we have a collaborative production that will re-

sult in a quilt made out of embroidered text messages. But another aspect 

of the projects is the dialogic encounter between participants that take pla-

ce during the workshops as well as after them. This is a process that does 

not have a clear beginning or end. Kester describes dialogical art as a cumu-

lative process of exchange and dialogue rather than a single instantaneous 

insight mediated by an object or an image26. I would say that our works are 

durational rather than immediate. The projects are durational and the pro-

cesses consist of several instances - the first sewing circle we hosted at 

Växjö Art Centre, the quilt, and this text. The result of the projects cannot 

be reduced to one specific moment and we can’t sum it up in this text. So 

25 Kester.	Grant	H.	“Conversation	Pieces”.	University	of	California	Press.	2004.

26 Ibid.	p	12
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some parts of the projects can be experienced after the actual work, such 

as the recordings from the [visklek] answering machine or this text. But, the 

experience of participating in the sewing circle or calling [visklek]is connec-

ted to a specific time. 

- PB: Yes, and this is the reason why art critics, art historians, and anyone who 

will research the project, have to be participants. It is always a face-to-face-

experience. You cannot just take part in the idea, or experience it, through 

the documentation. In the kind of art where you create a situation, the diffe-

rence is even greater. So, to be a participant, or at least to be there, is a signi-

ficant way to understand the interactions in the works. I think we even have to 

make a distinction between, on the one hand, the expressions that are in the 

material product that come out of the event, and on the other, the expres-

sions in the event. This distinction is regardless of the fact that they are equal 

parts of the work, and that they affect each other. For example, there are 

the expressions in the form of the embroidered text on the patchwork quilt in 

stitching together, and the recorded stories in [ljudstråk]. Then there are the 

inter-subjective encounters – the momentary interface. This social aspect is 

at the same time the relational aesthetics part of the work, which you can only 

catch by being a part of it. 

- ÅS: Part of my motivation in our projects is to find ways of making it possible 

to actually turn up the volume of those who usually can’t make their voices 

heard. I think it has to do with my background in journalism and with my back-

ground in political science and ethnology.

- KL: In [glasrörd] we worked at the Swedish Glass Museum. My impression 

is that it is a rather traditional museum, which mostly exhibits historical ob-

jects in display cases. The objects are often presented with the name of the 

designer, material and technique. We wanted to work with several aspects 

of these glass objects and chose to focus on glass gifts. Of course these are 

objects with tactile aspects, so we invited people to touch them. When so-

meone touched the object they could hear a personal story connected to it. 

And in addition to that we offered a text with historical information about an 
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aspect of the object. In this way we showed different ways of presenting an ob-

ject - the tactile experience, the personal story and the historical information. 

Everything can be described in many different ways. An object, a situation or a 

street will be described differently depending on who is telling it and depending 

on when and where. That doesn’t mean that one is right or the other is wrong. 

In [ljudstråk] we experienced that parts of the cultural board in Ljungby wan-

ted the young people to tell other stories than they did. They wanted more 

historical information. The big question is who decides which stories should 

be told and who should tell them?  

- ÅS: We’ve been aiming at making the participants decide for themselves 

among layers of stories. That’s how I see it. 

- PB: Kristina talked about how we learn to recognise ourselves through 

storytelling. I think even the collaborative process is significant here. When 

you collaborate, when you make things together, it is a good forum for live 

storytelling. At the same time you, as artists, use existing networks to get 

in contact with participants, and you create new networks. Èdouard Glis-

sants notices that in a networked society such as ours, we do not identify 

ourselves so much by background. Instead our relations to others are more 

and more relevant. In this context I think both storytelling and participation 

play an important role. He describes the difference between “root identity”, 

which is connected to background, and on the other hand “relation identity”. 

The root identity is a distant viewer; it looks at history as one single develo-

pment, whereas the relation identity tries to expand the perspective, and 

can accept a contradictory and confused development between cultures. 

The root identity legitimates itself by protecting and trying to expand a te-

rritory, but the relation identity does not belong to one territory – it exists 

in the connections between territories. One person does not hold only one 

of these two characteristics, of course. I believe that this interpretation of 

society and the individual is important when we later will discuss questions 

about knowledge. 

- ÅS: Do you have a last comment for now? No? Next question: 
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- KL: What are ours, Kristina’s and Åsa’s roles in these projects? Is it 
important to define and categorise us as project leader, or artist, or 
researcher, or interaction designer, or journalist?

- PB: As I see it, the most important aspect of your roles is to form an open 

and creative environment, where all the participants, you included, can de-

velop the process and the project. 

- ÅS: I mainly think of our roles as “a setting up a situation” in which we in-

vite others to participate. And to participate on different levels. If I have 

to position myself I usually introduce myself as an artist and a journalist 

and that’s because my artistic practice has grown out of my journalistic 

practice. 

- PB: Do you use any journalistic strategies?  

- ÅS: I use experiences such as how to approach people with curious ques-

tions. Questions as invitations keep coming back in our flyers, posters and 

invitations. I have also been inspired by Sawatsky and his method for posing 

open-ended questions27. He emphasises that the interviewee will give you a 

lot more information if you ask him/her to tell a story, as opposed to a more 

confrontational journalistic interview technique. This means in practice 

that I try to get to a point where the person realises that s/he has a story 

and then I ask open-ended questions, using the interviewee’s own words. 

In that situation I keep my own assumptions to myself. At other times I tell 

stories from my own life in order to make the interviewee have confidence in 

me. The third element is to listen. You need to listen, otherwise you’re too 

caught up with your own thoughts and you’ll miss what the other person is 

actually saying. We are combining an interview technique with a storytelling 

technique. 

- KL: Åsa, you said earlier that we aim at making the participants decide by 

themselves which stories should be told. I agree, but at the same time we do 

27 For	an	overview	see	for	example: www.ajr.org/article.asp?id=676
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have an influence on which stories are told. We create the setting, we tell our 

own stories, and we ask questions even though we try to ask open questions. 

That is a way of setting the agenda and influencing which stories are told. And 

we put their stories in a context. We place them on answering machines in a 

museum or in a quilt. 

- ÅS: Of course. And you just pointed towards one of the main reasons why 

we should reveal who we are, what roles we’re playing, what positions we’re 

acting from and what we have on our minds. I portray people and I want 

them to recognise themselves. I want to understand their logic and ratio-

nal. When I look at the contemporary art field I see so many people who do 

the same: who go between different roles. One person I want to mention is 

Jay Koh28. Koh is one who’s very much working with setting up situations. 

Inviting people to both listen and tell. He’s one who emphasises listening. I 

think it’s important in my role to both listen and tell. I have to have something 

to contribute with. I have to dare to be quiet and to show something of my 

own everyday life. 

- PB: Kester talks about the “aesthetic of listening”. I think this is a huge 

part of your artistic creativity and performance. I don’t think the extraor-

dinary stories could come out of [ljudstråk] if you were not good listeners. 

And that is absolutely a central part of the aesthetic understanding of 

your works.

- KL: In some stages of the process I think my role is very much like a tradi-

tional interaction designer. Especially when it comes to practical matters 

such as making sketches, communicating with a programmer or graphic 

designer. When we host workshops I also use strategies that are similar 

to strategies from interaction design. If I as an interaction designer host a 

workshop for users I wouldn’t ask them: “So what do you want?” In a simi-

lar way as we don’t ask a participant in our project: “So what do you want 

to tell?” Instead we have used different probes such as maps, postcards, 

places and objects as a starting point for storytelling. I have partly been 

28 Email	conversations	between	Jay	Koh	and	Åsa	Ståhl/Erik	Sandelin
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inspired by Cultural Probes, a method developed by William Gaver, Anthony 

Dunne and Elena Pacenti in the project Projected Realities29. The method 

recognises the subjective role of the designer as an important part of the 

design process at the same time as it involves the users. So, the designer 

doesn’t claim to be objective and design whatever the users wish for. Ins-

tead he or she will contribute with something to which the users can res-

pond. So, the aim is not to define a problem as it often is within interaction 

design. Instead the users are engaged in playful activities that encourage 

them to be aware of their everyday lives. Hopefully this will then lead to de-

sign solutions that neither the designer nor the users would have come up 

with by themselves. I see similarities to their way of working to ours, except 

we don’t aim to design something in the end. 

- PB: In his book, The Practice of Everyday Life, de Certeau30 writes about the 

difference between the terms ‘tactics’ and ‘strategies’. Strategy is a calcu-

lation you use when you are in power, when you know how to control the lands-

cape. Tactics takes advantage of opportunities and develops them. That’s 

what you use when you break into situations where you don’t know the circum-

stances. I can see a connection in your practice and Oda Projesi’s in this con-

text: How you break into social situations, and come in contact with the parti-

cipants. And of course this has to do with the role of the artist in connection 

to society too. It just doesn’t work to be an introvert bohemian today, and the 

artist as a genius is not longer relevant. What I mean is something that you 

and Oda Projesi have in common: you complement each other as individuals in 

the meeting with participants. You are sincerely curious about the people you 

work with and you are good listeners. It is not, as many relational projects to-

day, where the art tries to explain the theory. I prefer when the theory is used 

to open up and give new perspectives on the project. 

- ÅS: Over the years Kristina and I have incorporated experiences and the co-

llaboration has become tighter. We’ve learnt more about how to meet people 

and are quicker at adjusting to new situations. In a workshop situation one can 

29	 Gaver,	B.,	Dunne,	T.	&	Pacenti,	E.,	Cultural Probes.	In	“Interactions	magazine”,	(1):	pp.	21-29

30 de	Certeau.	Michel.	“The	Practice	of	Everyday	Life”.	University	of	California.	1988.	
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pay attention to the participant while the other one can think about what the 

next step will be and we do this without talking about it. We do this because 

we’ve learnt how to collaborate with each other. Another thing that comes to 

my mind is that I always trust Kristina. I know that if I have a bad day Kristina will 

step up and take more responsibility and vice versa. 

- KL: I agree. Trust is an important factor both in our collaboration and in our re-

lation to the participants. We put trust in the participants and hopefully they 

will trust us. I would also like to comment on what Per mentioned about de 

Certeau in relation to the participants. They also use their own tactics within 

the platform that we have set up. When we set up these platforms we have 

an idea of how they will be used. We set the rules and that could be called the 

strategy. But, of course the participants often grab the opportunity and use 

their own tactics to create spaces for participation that we did not intend to 

happen. When we hosted sewing circles in Sweden and Mexico we put focus 

on the collaborative production of a quilt. At the exhibition Digitally Yours31 

in Turku, Finland we invited people to bring their embroidery with them. This 

changed how people approached stitching together. The way some people 

used the platform almost turned it into a production unit. One woman wanted 

to make a welcome-sign for her boat and a young couple made pillows for his 

grandparents. They participated, but instead of embroidering already exis-

ting text messages they created new ones that had a specific purpose and 

use. One of the curators of the exhibition, Andy Best, asked us: “Do you feel 

used when they come here just to have something embroidered?” His ques-

tion and the mounting feeling of a production unit struck a chord with our pre-

vious concerns. When we wrote the application for [ordlekar] to the Swedish 

Research Council one of our main questions was: “How can we allow, in art 

projects, for participation on several platforms without using or hijacking the 

participants as simple material?” In this case it was almost the other way 

around. Our time and labour was used in order to get something produced, 

that didn’t benefit the project. Or maybe it did. This shows the pros and cons 

of an open system and is the risk we are willing to take when we invite for par-

ticipation. 

31	 www.digitallyyours.org
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- ÅS: Ylva Gislén, who has written about collaborative storytelling32, suggests 

that we should allow for different types of participation. That not everybody 

wants to play the main character in the collaborative tale. Somebody might 

want to be the side-kick, who just says a few things, or who’s a lurker, who’s 

just there. Not really saying very much, but still influencing the situation. 

- KL: Some people need to be lurkers in the beginning. In [visklek] we could see 

how some people wanted to get familiar with the system in the beginning. They 

tried to repeat the message as correctly as possible. And then they started 

to play with the system, the stories and the other participants. 

- PB: It has become trendy in some parts of the art world to make “participation”-

based art rather than “spectator”-based art. But the meaningful part of the 

understanding of a “participation”-based art project is in the way in which the 

audience interacts and uses the work. Mika Hannula points out that being a 

participant; to take part of this face-to-face-experience with both an individual 

and a collective sense; “is always more than just consuming a product”33. 

- KL: Some ways of engaging in our projects I would not call participation. In 

[glasrörd] we invited people to touch glass objects in order to trigger a story 

connected to the object. That’s not participation to me. However, the peo-

ple who took part in the exchange of gifts in the end of the project are, what 

I would call, participants. There is confusion about what participation is and 

what interaction is. I think there is a danger in calling everything participatory 

that involves some kind of interaction. 

- ÅS: I want to come back to our roles. I don’t believe in splitting up the roles. I 

think it’s problematic to say that you can be an artist at one point and a resear-

cher at another especially when it comes to the kind of art that we do. If we’re 

not there as human beings in a participatory situation we’re not giving from 

32	 Gislén,	Ylva.	“Rum	för	handling.	Kollaborativt	berättande	i	digitala	medier”.	Blekinge	Tekniska	

Högskola.	Karlskrona.	2003.

33 Mika	Hannula.	Rrrrrrrrradical Chic (Give Me Banana, I´ll Jump Like a Monkey). In	“Superflex/

Tools”,	(ed)	Steiner.	Barbara.	2003.	p184.
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ourselves. And our research is part of our practice as well as the participants 

are part of our research as well as our practice. We are not stepping out of our 

role as artists to observe what the participants do. That would make the parti-

cipants become lab rats. We need to take risks with our own feelings.

- PB: Oda Projesi has mentioned that they don’t want to be categorised into 

art and aesthetics – instead they see their projects as something they do to-

gether with the participants. And I think it is easy to see these kinds of projects 

as a social experiment if you just look at your role from a theoretical perspec-

tive, such as aesthetics or what ever. But it is not first and foremost a social 

experiment; it is an action of social doing – a collective process and a one-to-

one-meeting. 

- KL: I think it’s important to communicate your role, because what you do is in-

terpreted differently depending on whether you present yourself as an artist 

or a project leader or a journalist or a designer or whatever. 

- PB: Of course, in some situations it is a necessary strategy to define your 

role. From what I have been told the city council in Ljungby almost didn’t sup-

port [ljudstråk] because they could not classify it as an art project. It wasn’t 

until it was presented as art that they accepted it. 

- KL: It’s clear that most of the participants don’t have the same need to de-

fine what we do as for example financers. When one of the participants was 

recording her [ljudstråk] we met a woman who asked her what she was doing. 

She just answered ‘I don’t know what we are doing. It’s called [ljudstråk] and 

it’s fun’. We’ll get back to the issue of categorisations and knowledge at the 

question of what kind of knowledge we produce. 

- ÅS: That’s ten minutes. Third question. 

- KL: One of the important aspects of our role is that we invite others to 
participate and to tell stories. How do we invite to participation? And 
what role do the participants play?  
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- KL: The way we invite is to always give something for others to respond to and within 

that invitation have a balance between the on/off-button and the blank canvas. So, 

we don’t invite people to press play and there will be this fantastic story, and we 

don’t offer a blank canvas to fill with a story. So, somewhere in between that. 

- ÅS: How have we done that in practice?   

- KL: In [visklek] people recognise the game and they know the rules. The 

system is filled with stories for the participants to listen to and repeat. 

And of course they can do whatever they want. They can choose to chan-

ge the story or not to repeat the story if they don’t want to, but at least 

they have something to respond to. During the exhibition we tried to co-

llect new stories to play with through an answering machine. So anyone 

could call the [visklek]-system and leave a story. Almost no one left a story 

there. It was a blank canvas and nothing to respond to. 

- ÅS: I also think of [glasrörd], where you would hear stories once you tou-

ched the wrapped glass object. You could also hear the stories on the 

web. You were invited to make a bid on the object. So there was already 

a story that you responded to. The object was mainly conveyed through 

the story. That’s also how I think of a story being there for you to react 

upon. 

- KL: In stitching together we didn’t think that the participants would res-

pond to each other’s messages. But, last weekend we met an elderly 

man who wanted to reply to somebody else’s text message by embroide-

ring an answer and incorporate it into the stitching together-quilt. That 

was a way of responding that we hadn’t thought of, that went a little bit 

outside the rules that we had set up. 

- ÅS: I think it’s very important that we set up rules. And the great thing is 

that people break the rules. You know, in [visklek] people didn’t give a damn 

sometimes about our rules. They used it as a notice board and called bet-

ween themselves and told completely different stories. In [glasrörd], for 

example, our strategy was that people would make bids on the gifts that 
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were on display in the museum but during the exchange of gifts on the per-

formance day, what happened was that people had made bids on the bids. 

So, they broke the hierarchy that we had set up, which I think is very com-

mon when there are participants, when you invite to participation. 

- KL: The participants have played an important role in inviting others as well. In 

[visklek] we noticed that the participants from the workshops became active 

in spreading the word about the project and inviting friends to call. You can 

also hear in the recordings from the answering machine that people often 

call together with friends, and that they explain to each other how it works. In 

[ljudstråk] the participants also brought friends to the workshops. 

- ÅS: I think, for example with [ljudstråk], actually with all of the projects, we’ve 

stressed the fact that there should be flyers and small notes to spread 

around. And posters. To spread the word about our projects. And for exam-

ple with [ljudstråk], we spread a note saying: “do you want to make your story… 

eternal?” And we walked up to people with these flyers and handed them over 

and asked if they wanted to come to the first workshop. We went to schools, 

to cafés, we walked around. Coming back to the last question about our role, 

it was very much us as people, coming up and being able to both listen and an-

swering their questions directly and inviting them personally. 

- KL: Another way to invite is to ask people for help. By doing that we show that 

we are vulnerable. There are a lot of things we don’t know, we don’t unders-

tand and that we need help to solve. Instead of trying to hide our worries we 

try to share them. And hopefully we can also share the joy when everything 

works. This way of working and inviting has been especially important in stit-

ching together.  

- ÅS: Was that the last comment on that question? Ten minutes have passed. 

- PB: How do you describe your artistic practice?

- ÅS: We work with storytelling – other people’s stories, our own and co-

llaborative storytelling. We come up with an idea and carry it through with 
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adjustments to the circumstances such as location, people involved, mo-

ney issues, failing collaborations. It’s got a lot to do with keeping the idea 

alive and communicating what direction we want the project to go. We set 

up a slightly twisted, but familiar, social situation where people can listen 

to and tell everyday life-stories together on different platforms. We are 

inviting people to participate as well as facilitating meetings between the 

participants.  

- PB: There are a lot of connections in the contemporary art scene with what 

you do, for example to the debates and writings about relational aesthe-

tics, dialogue-art, community-based art, and participant-art34.  These are 

theories that in some way try to understand the social interaction move-

ment in contemporary art. Since the middle of the 1990’s artists have 

started to see possibilities of social interaction in the context of art. But 

in some way, it is a history you can follow through the Situationists in the 

70’s and Fluxus in the 50’s and 60’s back to Dada in the 1910’s – where 

artists have tried to break the border between “art and life”. An additio-

nal connection to contemporary art that has some similarity to the social 

interaction movement is what Nato Thompson calls, The Interventionists. 

These are artists who directly intervene in the society. In particular, the ca-

tegory Thompson calls “The Experimental University” is of interest. He des-

cribes this category as a type of critical thinking that uses art to present 

an alternative critical perspective35. This “how art can be used” is a part 

of the interactive social part as well. A significant phenomenon, in relation 

to your works, and the “use” of art, is what Bourriaud describes as an art 

that has followed the shift from a goods-based economy to a service-based 

economy. He writes about this in both Relational Aesthetics and in his next 

34 Described	in	texts	as:	Bourriaud,	Nicolas.	“Relational	Aesthetics”.	Les	presses	du	reel,	1998	

(English	 translation	 2002)	 and	 Bishop,	 Claire.	 “Participation”.	 Whitechapel/MIT	 Press,	

2006.	and	Doherty,	Claire.	“From	Studio	to	Situation”.	Black	Dog	Publishing,	2004	and	Fin-

kelpearl,	Tom.	“Dialogues	in	Public	Art”.	MIT	Press,	2001,	and	Kester,	Grant	H.	“Conversation	

Pieces”.	University	of	California	Press.	2004.

35 Thompson	and	Sholette.	“The	Interventionists	–	Users´	Manual	for	the	Creative	Disruption	

of	Everyday	Life”.	MIT	Press,	2004
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book: Postproduction36. In relational aesthetic this implies that artists use 

art as a tool for making inter-subjective meeting places.  

- ÅS: Can you develop that a bit? What’s the difference between using the art 

and making art? 

- PB: I think, when Bourriaud talks about using art as a tool, he means that 

when you know that you go into an art context, you can leave some of the con-

ventions of everyday life behind, and therefore it is easier to create meeting 

places for people who in other cases never would meet each other. As I see it, 

this “using the art”-movement is a combination of a positive and critical attitu-

de to everyday life-experiences. It is a mix between curiosity, self-realisation, 

and in some ways about having a positive outlook of things which can push the 

world in, as they see it, a good direction. 

- ÅS: I think we can describe our artistic practice by talking about some refe-

rences in the contemporary art scene. One of them is another, already men-

tioned, collaboration: Oda Projesi37. 

- PB: What Oda Projesi generally is doing is to construct everyday situations 

where the intersubjective interactions can take form. Often the form comes 

out of collaboration. The collaborating partner can be an artist, an architect, 

school classes, neighbours or whatever. In this way Oda Projesi’s role as ar-

tists is not only as creators, but also as collaborators and the collaborators 

can, just as much as Oda Projesi, be creators of the project. Commonly the 

processes are based on a workshops event, just like yours. Sometimes this 

workshop is the whole project and sometimes there is a product such as an 

exhibition, a book, or other printed material; or, as in the collaboration with 

us, a radio program. When I was in Istanbul I came to talk about [ordlekar] with 

one of the members of Oda Projesi, and they got interested in collaborating 

with you. Oda Projesi wanted to make a radio/sound collaboration that would 

be broadcast on their radio show.

36 Bourriaud,	Nicolas.	“Postproduction”.	Lukas	&	Sternberg.	2002

37 www.odaprojesi.org
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- ÅS: Yes, and we wanted to make a radio piece that dealt with the same is-

sues as we find the most important in [ordlekar]: knowledge, learning, words 

and sounds as a basis for communication, invitations, questions, theory and 

practice. Part of the idea was to make a relay race where they would get a 

question they could answer by sending us a new sound piece, and we would 

send yet another new sound piece back to them. We decided to ask Oda 

Projesi to try to help us learn how to drive a car in Istanbul although we were 

in Malmö. 

- KL: It is a very practical issue - how to drive in a specific place, but since we’re in 

Malmö and Oda Projesi are in Istanbul, we knew that this question would have 

to combine practice and a theory about driving in quite a thrilling way. We also 

realised that there was a language problem since we don’t speak Turkish, but 

this would be broadcast in Turkey. We decided to incorporate our quick and 

dirty learning of Turkish into the sound piece and met with two Turkish spea-

king students who could help us translate our question: how to learn to drive 

a car in Istanbul when we were in Malmö. The piece was broadcast on their 

radio show and we’re now waiting for their reply. We’re still eager to learn how 

to drive a car in Istanbul. 38

- ÅS: The collaboration between the Finnish-based artists Tellervo Kalleinen 

and Oliver Kochta Kalleinen39 has influenced us. And especially the Complaints 

Choir that they made in Helsinki during the winter 2006. The public was invited 

to email and snail-mail complaints. About 2000 came in. Then, another step 

was to join the choir. 90 people did so and signed up for five rehearsals and 

concerts at the Kiasma theatre as well as for example in the railway station. 

In this case it is participation as something that many people can relate to, if 

not to say everybody: complaining and singing in a choir, which by definition is 

something you do together. It is also about the joy of using words, and of pla-

ying with words. 

- KL: I see a similarity in their way of working to ours. They work with a known so-

38 www.misplay.se/ljud/driving2.mp3

39	 www.ykon.org/kochta-kalleinen/complaintschoir.html
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cial setting as a choir, but in a slightly twisted way similar to the way we work in 

stitching together. One important part of both projects is the social aspects 

of the project and another is the collaborative production. In this case a com-

position and a quilt. Grant H Kester40 writes about contemporary artists who 

are context providers rather than content providers. I think that describes 

our practice. When we arrange a sewing circle we provide a context as Te-

llervo Kalleinen and Oliver Kochta Kalleinen do. Of course we also contribute 

with content. But the main focus is to create some kind of setting for others 

to participate in. 

- ÅS: The Complaints Choir is a work about sharing and collaboration – every-

body has to make an effort. Not only the artists. Is there even a need to talk 

about artists? Who is the artist here? 

- PB: There is lots of talk about this kind of art being democratic art. I even think 

it is the most political movement in art today, at least in Scandinavia. In this 

context there have been questions of whether this is just a way to be political 

without taking responsibility for the consequences of what you want. You as 

artists can hide your political standpoints behind the participants. Are there 

any political topics, or agendas in what you do, or is this political debate rele-

vant for your practice? 

- ÅS: Yes, it’s funny that I studied foreign policy and international relations, but 

since then I’ve started to see the micro-perspective as the most important 

and most challenging. Small scale and private is political as well as trying to 

reveal your agenda and work non-hierarchically in practice. I guess it comes 

from feminism as well. 

- PB: I agree. The aspect of the micro-utopian and the micro-political is absolu-

tely a vital point here. No one today really believes that art can make a big uto-

pian transformation of society. Instead it is on an individual level you as artists 

can make a change; that is what Bourriaud call the micro-utopian. Small indi-

vidual changes, like making it possible for two people to meet who otherwise 

40 Kester.	Grant	H.	“Conversation	Pieces”.	University	of	California	Press.	2004.	p	1.
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never would. You can create situations where you possibly are “learning to 

inhabit the world in a better way”41. To make a small change in a person’s life, 

giving that person an extra life-experience so she can look at the world and 

herself from an altered perspective.

- ÅS: Let’s not forget Janet Cardiff with her sound-walks. She’s writing in 

her new book on sound-walks42 that she’s very open about the techni-

que she’s using, since she wants to use this technique and storytelling 

to make people aware of the here and now. Much more aware of them-

selves in the space where they’re walking the sound-walks and also within 

their own bodies. 

- PB: The Danish group Superflex and their internet TV-project “Super-

channel”, is worth mentioning. Like your projects, in Superchannel they 

create a space for the participants to express themselves in the public 

room43. In some of their other projects the participants are totally anon-

ymous and their role is not mentioned in the presentation of the projects 

when exhibited. From what I have seen of their projects they just pre-

sent the product and the process is hidden. Their attitude towards the 

participants is in general a way of “help to self-help”. If we instead look at 

Oda Projesi, we find a different attitude towards the participants: here, 

the participants are much more collaborators. Both Superflex and Oda 

Projesi work at an individual level. But as Oda Projesi themselves point 

out, they do not work with “change” but with “exchange”. And for them 

it is important to continue the contact with the participants also when 

the particular project is over44. I think these two different attitudes rela-

te back to what we mentioned before: the micro-changes of the society. 

41	 Bourriaud.	Nicloas.	“Relational	Aesthetics”.	Les	Presses	du	Reel.	1998	(English	translation	

2002).	p13

42 Cardiff.	Janet.	“The	Walk	Book”.	Cornerhouse	Publications;	Har/Com	edition.	2006.	

43 www.superflex.net/tools/superchannel/ and www.superchannel.org

44 As	example	Oda	Projesi	gave	out	a	book,	which	is	a	dialogue	between	154	people	they	have	

worked	with	over	the	years	(Oda	Projesi.	Neighbourhood, room, neighbour, guest?	Revolver.	

2005).	It	is	a	conversation,	with	people	from	a	broad	spectrum	of	the	society.
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This is a general description of the group’s relationship to their partici-

pants, although there is big variation from project to project. But in ge-

neral I think your practice concerning the participants are somewhere in 

between Oda Projesi’s and Superflex’s. You make a framework around 

the project that is not very easy to break out of for the participants, but 

at the same time you are open for participants who twist and turn your 

framework around. 

- ÅS: Another reference is MFK, Malmö Fria Kvinnouniversitet45. MFK are 

two artists, Lisa Nyberg and Johanna Gustafsson, who started a univer-

sity and the only way you can be accepted to this university is if you identify 

yourself as a woman. It’s a separatist, feminist art project, where the first 

questions they put to their students were: “What do you want to learn? 

And what can you teach others?” They do in practice what a lot of feminism 

suggests: they challenge the idea of learning, what to learn, how to learn it. 

They challenge the idea of competition that we are so used to from other 

learning environments. I can see the merits of publishing an article that 

has been assessed by peers, since this is a potential way to make thoughts 

live longer although it’s buried in an archive. But I prefer the tendency of 

allowing for other ways of sharing knowledge, such as in workshops. We’ve 

chosen to host workshops rather than giving speeches. The reason is that 

if there is an allowing environment we can all learn from each other, and the 

idea of hierarchy in knowledge becomes questioned. 

- KL: MFK is a good example of an allowing environment. This also links to 

questions that Pirjo Elovaara raised during the seminar in Växjö in relation 

to feminism. If you want to make a change, should you go to the belly of the 

beast or should you create your own boot camp? We have always been 

somewhere in between creating new spaces for collaborative storytelling 

and working within already existing contexts such as Växjö Art Gallery or 

The Swedish Glass Museum.

45 www.mfkuniversitet.blogspot.com
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- PB: Claire Bishop has brought up similar questions in some articles46. She 

argues that if you want to make democratic art, art that changes something, 

this micro-utopian strategy is not the strongest. It doesn’t shake up our 

minds. She claims that it is more effective to put the spotlights on the existing 

hierarchic structure, rather than to construct new independent networks. 

Bishop also point attention towards whether the artists reveal their own opi-

nion, or just make a forum for the participants to express their opinion. By not 

revealing an opinion, the artists make it impossible for an outsider to criticise 

the value the work stand for – and no real dialogue starts. So instead of this 

democratic and ethical value in the writing about relational art she wants to 

emphasise the aesthetic value. That would mean to focus on what the work 

expresses, not on what intention it has.

- ÅS: I somehow see her point, but I think we deal with the dilemma of artist’s 

opinion by revealing our own position in what we’re doing. Bishop’s criticism 

reminds me of the attacks on the Sawatsky-method. Open-ended questions 

and processes require a listener and an audience to be more active and take 

responsibility in his/her own critical assessment of the experience. 

- PB: Yes, the benefit is that your way of working shows other truths, although 

it might not have a traditional critical perspective. 

- KL: So the next question. What kind of knowledge do we produce? 

- ÅS: We are building a body of work. We are not here to fill a gap in the body of 

knowledge. I don’t believe in the concept of completely “new”. I believe in a mix 

of experiences and ideas that can overlap. And as Bourriaud writes in Pos-

tproduction47: “In this form of culture, which one might call a culture of use 

or a culture of activity, the artwork functions as the temporary terminal of a 

network of interconnected elements, like a narrative that extends and rein-

46 Bishop,	Claire. Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics.	 In	 “October”	#110,	MIT	Press.	
2004,	and	Bishop,	Claire.	The Social Turn: Collaboration and its Discontents.	In	“Artforum”.	

February	2006

47 Bourriaud.	Nicolas.	Postproduction. Lukas	and	Sternberg.	2002.	Pp.	19-20
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terprets preceding narratives. Each exhibition encloses within it the script 

of another; each work may be inserted into different programs and used for 

multiple scenarios. The artwork is no longer an end point but a simple moment 

in an infinite chain of contributors.” We create situations that are limited by 

time and space and that have a history. In those situations we and other par-

ticipants can experience something that becomes situated knowledge. The 

participants can, ideally, bring that experiences into other times and spaces. 

- KL: Brad Haseman defines practice-led research48 in his text as research that 

is done through your practice rather than on your practice. And, the result, 

or the way you communicate your research should be done in the language of 

your practice. 49 Since we work with collaborative storytelling, this discussion 

and text is also part of our practice. We haven’t started off in theory or with a 

clear research question. Instead it has been an iterative process of working in 

practice, asking ourselves questions and finding possible answers. But I don’t 

think that we have found the truth or the only answer to these questions. That 

wouldn’t be possible because the questions that we ask are not those kinds of 

questions that have one answer.

- ÅS: I started this question by saying that we’re building a body of work. Ins-

tead of asking for “the research question” it is more relevant to ask for “what 

is it that you keep coming back to in the work you have already done and in the 

work that you are planning to do?”, “what do the situations that we create 

have in common?” and “what is it that you have found/been thinking of while 

doing it?” This is also how I understand Mika Hannula and his co-writers50: do, 

48 A	Manifesto	for	Performative	Research.

49	 Haseman,	Brad.	2006.	A manifesto for Performative Research.	In	Media	International	Aus-

tralia	 incorporating	Culture	and	Policy,	 theme	 issue	 “practice-led	Research”	 (118):pp.	98-

106.

50 Hannula,	Souranta,	Vadén.	“Artistic	Research	–	theories,	methods	and	practices”.	Academy	

of	Fine	Arts,	Helsinki	and	University	of	Gothenburg/ArtMonitor.	2005.	Kiljunen	and	Hannula	

(eds).	“Artistic	Research”.	Academy	of	Fine	Arts.	2002.	Hannula,	M.	Practice-based Artistic 

Research – an opportunity, a challenge and a dilemma	in	Konstnärlig	forskning	FoU	–	Årsbok	

2006.	Vetenskapsrådet.
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keep on doing what you are doing as the artist who is a critical, self-reflective 

participant in a joint knowledge production. 

- PB: I think that you can find some kind of research in all artistic practices, 

and I believe that “artistic research” comes out of that. I also believe that 

the knowledge in these projects belongs to the inter-subjective meeting. It’s 

about the individual and what happens with the individuals in the interaction. 

- KL: I agree. The knowledge we produced is produced during the collabora-

tive process of telling stories. Within our projects we explore new ways of 

knowing places, materials and channels of communication. Some parts of 

this knowledge production are difficult to put down in words in a text.

- ÅS: We’re not able to make knowledge general in the way that parts of 

the research tradition claims. So much knowledge is in our bodies. It’s 

in our flesh and it depends on the situation and on the people who par-

ticipate and therefore it’s performative in a way. We have consciously 

decided to communicate our knowledge in workshops rather than in se-

minars, since we firmly believe that you learn more about participation 

and collaborative storytelling from engaging in it than from talking about 

it. The more we’ve been working together our work has taken the form 

of performances and performances are here and now. The new perfor-

mance studio, Teater Lilith in Malmö describes performance like this51 

(my translation): “Performance is visual arts live, Petter Pettersson 

points out. The artist is her/himself on the stage to tell something”. So, 

there’s a contradiction there between the here and now and the availabi-

lity - the aspect of research concerning that you can share the knowled-

ge, make your thoughts available to others for a longer period of time.

- PB: I was listening to some of the [ljudstråk] stories at home, and some 

out on location. The two experiences are hardly comparable. Even 

though I know the locations where the storyteller walked, and in that 

way could follow it in my mind, it is just a recorded material, and a distant 

51 www.svd.se/dynamiskt/kultur/did_14663959.asp
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experience. But to follow the walk on location is a here and now feeling. 

The stories and emotion make it a significant body experience and a 

break with normal sensations. It is an experience that makes you more 

observant of the surroundings. It is maybe not something that directly 

could be called knowledge, but it is an important subjective empirical 

experience.

- ÅS: Another thing that comes out of the situation is awareness. And 

again, thinking back to what Janet Cardiff said: we try to create situa-

tions where you become aware of your every day life and where you can 

also, as you were saying, Kristina, start asking yourself questions. Those 

are questions that we can never put, because we don’t know what ques-

tions are relevant for you. We can only be the instigators of something. 

- KL: During the seminar series that we had this autumn in Växjö Pirjo Elo-

vaara talked about our projects as, a way of practising participation. So, 

in our projects we practice telling about our own everyday life and liste-

ning to others. I think this is an important aspect of our practice.

- ÅS: We’re also practising how to move knowledge from one platform 

to another. It’s become particularly obvious in stitching together where 

we’re trying to highlight the relation between the digital material, the 

physical meeting, the participatory situation, the networked and the 

bodily presence and experience. To arrange a sewing circle demands 

similar skills as to design a digital platform for participation52. More and 

more we’ve been thinking of stitching together as part of Web 2.053 and 

our contemporary networked society where there is a constant urge 

for participation. And that is knowledge to me. It’s just that it doesn’t 

52 Lindström.	K.	and	Ståhl.	Å.	Kraften i att sy ihop.	In	”Tidskrift	för	genusvetenskap”	(2007).	

53	 Web	2.0,	a	phrase	coined	by	O’Reilly	Media	in	2004,	refers	to	a	perceived	second-genera-Web	2.0,	a	phrase	coined	by	O’Reilly	Media	in	2004,	refers	to	a	perceived	second-genera-

tion	of	Web-based	services—such	as	social	networking	sites,	wikis,	communication	tools,	and	

folksonomies—that	emphasize	online	collaboration	and	sharing	among	users.	O’Reilly	Media	

used	the	phrase	as	a	title	for	a	series	of	conferences,	and	it	has	since	become	widely	adopt-

ed.	From http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Web. 
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easily fit into the measuring- and assessing-system that we’re used to 

squeezing knowledge into. “This is a potential revolution: to really twist 

and turn the academic world – take away their monopoly on knowledge 

production, their self-defined, self-perpetuating head start. Practice 

won’t wait for theory, or for theoreticians to build up an argument. It is 

already happening. This is practice-led research and there is knowledge 

to gain”54.

- PB: I think critical consciousness is something that often is lacking in the 

traditional academic world55. Instead it has to legitimate itself through, 

what Åsa mentioned, filling a gap in the body of knowledge. Gilles Deleuze 

and Félix Guattari point out that scientific knowledge for the most part is 

limited to the ‘place and time’ where it is produced. Art doesn’t have to 

produce any answer, and if it does, it can be full of contradictions. Art can 

take a multi-perspective since it doesn’t have to fit in to any knowledge pat-

tern. And a significant thing for (good) process/participant-based art is 

that it opens up in contrast to manifest; it opens up for the participants to 

express themselves.

- KL: That’s the difference between being a participant and a spectator. 

- PB: Another aspect is how the participants in [ljudstråk] began to look at 

themselves as creative. 

- ÅS: Yes, some of the storytellers in [ljudstråk] said clearly to us, “Nobody is 

interested in our stories” whereas we said “Yes, we’re interested in your sto-

ries”. They also said: “I don’t have any stories to tell”. This has been reoccu-

rring in all of our projects: “I don’t have any story to tell”. That’s the bell. The 

alarm clock. We’ve been talking for 60 minutes. But people do have stories to 

tell together. 

54 Ståhl.	Å.	We Look Forward to Your Comments.	In	“The	Artists’	Work	Classification”	(ed.)	Ger-

ber.	Alison	Collective	Foundation	Pod	Press.	San	Francisco.	2007.	pp.7-9

55	 See	Paulo	Freire’s	notice	about	dialogical	process	to	stimulate	critical	consciousness	in	edu-See	Paulo	Freire’s	notice	about	dialogical	process	to	stimulate	critical	consciousness	in	edu-

cation.	Finkelpearl,	Tom.	”Dialogues	in	Public	Art”.	MIT	Press,	2001.	pp.	277-292	
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- PB: They also started to think of earlier experiences as something significant 

and creative. 

- ÅS: Yes, in [ljudstråk] you can hear three people who use their everyday su-

rroundings to turn the ordinary into something extraordinary. They once pre-

tended that they were homeless and begged for money at the main square. 

Another day they knocked down one of their friends in front of a crowded cafe-

teria to see if anybody would react and interfere. Nobody came up to tell them 

to stop kicking the girl, but our storytellers heard afterwards that there were 

rumours about what weird people they were. 

- ÅS: Does anybody want to make any final remarks? I mean final… Anything? 

Ok? So, I’ll press stop.

Since this is an ongoing discussion that doesn’t end with this publication, we 

advise you to read forthcoming texts on stitching together where we develop 

emphasis on the combination of artistic practice and knowledge dissemination 

in the language of one’s own practice.56
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Why	Finance	Emerging	Arts	Projects:	
Free	Thoughts	on	the	Challenges
of	Cultural	Policy	in	the	Crossing

of	Public	and	Private	Funds

Karina Olivares Jara
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM), Mexico

During one session of the seminar series [ORP], there was an occasion to talk 

about public and private support of the arts. On a cold but cozy night in No-

vember 1, 2006 at Växjö Arts Gallery and surrounded by the works of Swedish 

artist Carl Fredrik Reuterswärd in an exhibition named Skuggor Och Glas, 

professors Stanley Katz from Princeton University and Boel Lindberg from 

Linnaeus University joined efforts to exchange ideas on how each nation pro-

cures their artistic and cultural activities. The point of departure was the cha-

llenges to make funding available for creative activities in cultural policies were 

summarized in three models: public, private or mixed. The following thoughts 

are inspired by the exchange of ideas that night.

• • • • •

On the one hand, the case of Sweden is representative of the public model, in 

which the State holds most of the responsibility for giving resources to finan-
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ce creative activities. Other cases such as France, England and to a lesser 

extent Mexico follow this trend. On the other hand, the case of the United Sta-

tes is paradigmatic for the private funding: in spite of the tiny support given to 

the National Endowment for Arts, the State participation in the cultural area 

is minimum compared with the resources channeled by the private sector in 

the support of the cultural industries. Similar cases are to be found in Japan, 

Malaysia or Korea. And finally the mixed model where the public support for cul-

ture with a significant participation of the private sector is to be represented 

mainly by Germany, Italy and Spain. This mixed approach is the dominant one 

and is characterized under the phrase “Think liberal, act responsible,” in re-

ference to Walter Grasskamp, in a lecture in Mexico City in 2006. The simple 

idea is to have the participation of private sector but with distinct regulation by 

the State. 

From these ideas I think that there are two challenges that have their origin in 

the new ways to construct creative expressions and, also, the new actors that 

are part of the projects, particularly in the cultural industries. As the [ORP] 

project shows, there are new complementary ways of making funding available 

for people in the creative sectors, and more specifically in the arts and humani-

ties. And yet, an idea comes to mind: how to provide funding for activities such 

as “relational arts”? It is clear that the presence of the civil society sector in 

the support of arts and democratization to have access to the cultural sphe-

re in the late 20th century has benefited emerging areas of creativity that get 

funding. Then what is the new role of the State? It is clear that the traditional 

role of a legal regulation and the full administration of the resources is pasé. 

Actors in the cultural sector are re-shaping their roles to accommodate the 

new challenges of societies in cultural policies. 

The contemporary arts: new materials, new financing…

How does the diversity of expression in visual arts force the State to search 

for alternative channels of financing the cultural policy? This is the first question 

in contemporary arts for the support of arts. In order to solve this question, 
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we have to think about all the possibilities to develop the field of “visual arts” 

nowadays. Traditionally, painting, sculpture or architecture was the most fa-

vored of all “visual or fine arts”. These days, however, we find works of art made 

with technologies and everyday gadgets (projections, sounds, internet and 

cell-phones), as well as performance, installations or “actions” in the form of 

relational art, as we have seen in the activities that are part of this seminar, like 

[Arte-Fika] or [Stitching Together], which also means the participation of new 

actors and possibly, sponsors.

Consider the work of the Mexican artist Rafael Lozano-Hemmer. His most fa-

mous architectural installation was made in the square of downtown Mexico 

City. During the celebrations of the end of Millennium in 2000, he placed lamps 

all around the buildings that surround this place and asked people to manipu-

late the system via a website, so the result was “relational art” that involved 

people, technologies, the local government and of course, all the creative pro-

cess to make this work a reality. Where did resources he needed to develop 

such a work of art came from? No surprise: the support came mostly from 

the State, with a small contribution from private firms and the artist’s perso-

nal funds.57 What I am trying to say here is that in contemporary and emerging 

arts today you cannot only apply for funding in one institution (public or private), 

but that for the most part, money for these types of new “visual arts” projects 

come from different sponsors. The State or the Firms are no longer the main 

players. They cooperate and match funding raised by different means.

Of course, the art’s media is also important. Consider Spencer Tunik’s human 

installations which have special needs in order to take the photos of hundreds 

or thousands of naked people in public settings. The equipment is not so much 

the issue here. But the collaboration with institutions and public bodies that 

need to facilitate such experiences, such as people to supervise the registra-

tion, security, media coverage, and so on. What is the cost of a work of art of 

this nature? Who should pay for this type of art? The process-oriented naked 

body landscape type of art implies ephemeral events in contemporary arts 

57 To	learn	more	about	this	artist		visit	the	website:	 	http://www.lozano-hemmer.com/eprlh.

html 
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and very little market for it. The end product, the photo, is more of a commodi-

ty that may sell fine. Still, who should finance it? The State?  Then, what about 

people opposing the manifestation for moral or religious reasons? Should they 

also pay for this via their taxes?

Not that there is a firm solution to these matters. I used these examples to 

express the dilemmas funding institutions are confronted with in contempo-

rary arts. In an idealized view, the State should support every work to allow it to 

come to fruition in material terms, but still be able to pose legitimate questions 

of freedom and ideologies. Yes, I know this is difficult from another angle since 

the costs to produce art has increased exponentially in some cases, making it 

difficult for the State to fund all art, and thus putting pressure on the artists 

to look into different ways of obtaining the resources required to complete the 

artistic productions. In many ways, one could argue that the contemporary ar-

tist is more of an entrepreneur, where artists are agents that need to obser-

ve market processes, seize opportunities and maximize their utilities. Due to 

the increasingly small amounts of funds available for the arts via the State in 

most of the Western world, the artistic agency becomes more preoccupied 

with acting as a sales-person who accommodates products depending on the 

demand of the financial sources or patrons. Many times this comes at the ex-

pense of own artistic visions and values. Money available for an arts project 

related to the elderly? Good! Let’s make one and get on the move! Arts fun-

ding for animal protection? No problems, we can fix that! Then, the artists can 

secure some funds to make a living and in the best of the scenarios, also to 

produce “their own work” on the side. Their own artistic quest is then secon-

dary, or redefined by the sources of funding, alienating their production in sus-

picious ways.

From the Renaissance onwards, support for the arts came from a private 

patron or from the church, and later the court decided to give resources to 

the artist. Historically however, support for the art has been necessary for 

the state to maintain some status quo among those possessing symbolic or 

cultural power. With the change in political systems, the State also absorbed 

a larger responsibility, especially in the 20th century with the advance of the 
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Welfare state. This has never prevented the private collectors from funding 

projects they find profitable. However, it is my view that contemporary arts 

need more resources than ever (not only purely economic) and that the pro-

duction of arts is more expensive than ever. The conclusion being that the Sta-

te can handle arts and creative processes itself but the most productive and 

ambitious ones, these days, are those which favor mixed approaches. The dis-

cussion shouldn’t be, at least in visual arts, if the public or private funds are 

enemies or not, but how many different actors can participate in order to com-

plete the projects. 

Private funds? Yes, but regulated!
 
If it is agreed that the participation of state and private sector is necessary 

in the arts field, the question is then how to ensure that the artist enjoys the 

most creative freedom possible with the most resources and a fair distribu-

tion of limited resources. Should there be a national regulation in the way the 

artists participate and get financial support in the form of a cultural policy? If 

so, then a second challenge has to do with making the artists responsible for 

the public resources given to them in the forms of scholarships and grants.

When I talk about the situation of the private sector, the focus is to bring har-

mony to the pressures of profit-making, trying to look at funding for artistic 

and creative activities in a larger perspective. For instance, private firms have 

to understand that artists need to complete a creative process which inclu-

des education, career building and research. Usually, the timing of the artist 

is different –even when they have time purpose– from that of the business cy-

cles, so the enterprises, foundations or boards must take this into considera-

tion. And it is also very important that the enterprises that give out resources 

understand that identity brands are not always welcome as part of the works 

of art. 

For instance, I remember what the director of the Miami Art Central, Rina 

Carvajal, said in a Symposium that took place in Mexico City in 2006 (SITAC). 
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She spoke about the pressures that the enterprises exercise on public insti-

tutions to make them show specific and consolidated artists (when they hap-

pen to have great sales in the market of art) in specific time. What could be 

the result of following these “pressures”? Sponsorship only goes to a few well 

established artists and nothing to inexperienced or alternative productions. 

A broad democratic Cultural Policy has to think about the diversity of expres-

sions and artist that exist in society. That’s why I suggest some form of regula-

tion is needed in many instances to make resources transparent and support 

different groups with different tastes. The rule is that foundations and spon-

sors don’t decide who will exhibit or not in public sponsored spaces. It is the 

institution that obtains the resources in order to fulfill their mission such as 

museums or galleries. Stanley Katz, during the lecture at the Arts Gallery in 

Sweden, spoke about the problems that the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 

New York has from time to time, confronted with a Board who try to decide 

the topic of exhibitions or the artists to be shown, thinking in material criteria 

only. Of course we don’t have to forget what the enterprises pursue in these 

actions, like a better image or publicity, but this is not necessarily in detriment 

to the art itself. 

This brings me to the point of “spaces of exhibition” which are also an impor-

tant component in the visual arts. In the more established arts, if they don’t 

have a place to show their work the process is not complete. Is becoming 

more common to see that the private funds are present in the organization 

of exhibition, the resources are also needed to pay the cost of transportation 

of the works of art or to organize the museography, the diffusion, the activi-

ties related with the exhibition. So regulation is also needed to assure efficient 

use of resources. Emerging arts usually try to avoid these trends by leaving 

the “white cube” or confronting the institutions with tactics that prevent them 

from exercising too much power over their production.

An important mediator in this, in my opinion is the civil society. My claim is that 

every form of art production, administrative post or curatorial decision should 

be accountable to society. This is not the trend in many places and in many cul-

tural policies. Moreover civil society should participate in eventual evaluations 
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in order to see how the resources are being administrated and so that deci-

sions are made as a whole.  

The following are some of the measurements that the decision makers should 

have in mind when they build the juridical instruments: 1) Incomes and spending 

in an institution or project with the central goal of financing art; 2) The analysis 

of the purpose of the project; 3) The transparency in the resources, and 4) 

The promotion of the funding’s brand or the enterprise that is giving money. 

Relational Art? [ORP] and Arte-Fika

The relational art implies links between many actors: technologies, artists, and 

society. In the case of the [ORP] project we have two levels: one is the general 

project (reflections and actions), and another one are the concrete art practi-

ces like [Arte-Fika] or [Stitching Together]. In order to understand the need of 

different participants in the support of this project we have to look at it´s the 

sponsors, what are the costs, and the rules that organizers need to follow. 

The general project is supported by the Swedish Research Council, The Inte-

ractive Institute, Linnaeus University, Universidad Iberoamericana and Univer-

sidad de las Americas in Puebla. Mexican actors in the form of universities are 

considered as part of private funds, and Swedish actors are mostly public enti-

ties. Two countries are involved in the project: one from Latin America another 

from Europe. But some other participants have different nationalities as well. 

In the end, the model of cultural policy in essentially the same for Sweden: the 

State is the bigger sponsor for the arts. But the role is different in Mexico, the 

main sponsor are private universities. Public and non-profit institutions were 

also invited in Mexico but they could not participate due to a lack of funding. 

Thus, in this arts-research project we are facing a case of transnational pro-

ject with a mixed financing cultural policy. 

The last idea takes us to one thing that has to be remembered: In order to 

function, [ORP] is a project that requires a lot of flexibility and cooperation bet-

ween. In the case of Sweden, the State has a very strong presence in everyday 
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life, including research, funding for culture and education that happens to be 

mainly from public sources. In Mexico, the public institutions are not as expan-

ded and do not have the relative equivalent resources as in Sweden, thus the 

private sector has significant presence in the cultural and educational area.  

For this particular project to work, the public funds are enough to carry out 

parts of the project but due to extra funding from Mexico, it was possible to 

compensate for other aspects, like this very publication which is made by mat-

ching funding from the private sector. For instance, consider the fact that Uni-

versidad Iberoamericana and Universidad de las Americas-Puebla channel re-

sources that can be expressed in spaces for discussions, and the practice of 

the relational projects, the publication of this book, and some of the travel ex-

penses and accommodations for Mexicans and Swedes. In Sweden, the Scien-

ce Research Council provided salaries for three researchers (César, Åsa and 

Kristina) and some seminar and travel funds that benefited some participants. 

At the same time, a company donated equipment for the Stitching Together 

project, public galleries and museums collaborated with some of the projects 

and other funds were allocated to Åsa and Kristina from public institutions in 

Finland. This is a project with multiple sources of financial support.

On the other hand, when your consider [Arte-Fika], this is “a project within in a 

project.” What kind of financing is needed? In practice, not much really. This is 

a case of a social work of art that needs the participation of civil society. [Arte 

Fika] is a collective project done by people in Sweden and in Mexico, with the 

purpose of creating a utopian space where people can give or get a gift in the 

form of a cup of coffee. The art is more embedded in the structures of the 

society itself and requires some information and a strong attitude in the be-

holder of the project. The artistic action or intervention is intended to start a 

chain where people are transformed into givers and not only consumers. Here 

the participation of civil society is fundamental, without the free will of people 

to participate, either receiving a free cup of coffee or returning it, the project 

doesn’t work. In many cases it can be seen as an “ideology of giving”. Inviting 

a cup of coffee implies a small amount of money, is more like giving resources 

(a cup of coffee) and time invested. In this case, the resources come from the 

people themselves and the final balance is really unknown since the project also 
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works in an anonymous basis. The flipside of it is that the companies or public 

institutions may find it difficult to finance “a chain of social gifts in the form of 

coffee made by anonymous artists at random places”. In many instances, the 

project needs the collaboration of society to be enacted, but extra funding is 

necessary to do research on it. The challenge in cultural policy is the recogni-

tion to observe the reality and since this side begin discussions about the cros-

sing of public and private funds in contemporary arts. 

A Non-Concluding Last Thought

Why finance contemporary art projects? Because they are the expression of 

our time, they are the mark of thousands of people who in different forms find 

a channel to represent humanity in a singular or plural sense. In most cases, 

creative and artistic projects are a demand of society and more importantly, a 

cultural right to develop the artistic heritage. So the presence of different ac-

tor is inevitable. In most cases, as is the case of [Arte Fika], they don’t neces-

sarily need resources from the State/Firms to survive. They just get better 

and better if money is channeled. These projects are interesting in the sense 

that they point to a particular necessity in society to fund new emerging forms 

of arts and artists as well. My final point here is more of a question that after 

looking at all different projects come to mind: how to involve the civil societies 

in the decisions to make the kinds of arts that will represent them best in the 

world space of symbolic and cultural capital in the years to come?
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Experimental	Cinema
in	the	Light	of 
Relational	Art

Carlos Vega Escalante
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM), Mexico

To talk about Experimental Art and Relational Art would seem, at first glance, 

redundant, a kind of pleonasm.  Notwithstanding, through studies in art re-

search, we find that one of the first problems that affects these observations 

is the confusion about the terms that come up time and again in the research 

of this theme.

For example, the word experimental is freely used, but at the same time it is 

commonly misunderstood and misinterpreted. To experiment, according to 

The Illustrated Larousse, means “to test and examine the conditions or pro-

perties of a thing by means of practice or experimentation”. Whereby expe-

rimentation means “the use of technical means to analyze the production of 

phenomenon and to prove scientific hypotheses.”58

As can be seen, experimentation, according to this definition, has little to do 

directly with art – it has more to do with an open concept and can be applied to 

58	 El	Pequeño	Lorousse	Ilustrado.	México	D.F.,	1996
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any human endeavor, in many fields but principally in scientific fields.  Neverthe-

less, as a human endeavor, art cannot be excluded, and certainly experimen-

tation is one of the activities most used by artists; and furthermore is a very 

necessary activity. 

Without a doubt artists experiment, each in their own field of expertise, applying 

new forms and techniques; but the concept does not end with the physical re-

sults of the work but also touches ambits such as the language which is used 

in order to establish the necessary communication between the artists and 

their public, who are always more and more knowledgeable and demanding. 

Experimentation, in artistic language, is a resource for creators. So now, to 

what kind of language and what type of creator are we referring? This will be 

determined by the different artistic forms that occur to the most diverse 

applications of structures of communication and the transmission of the ar-

tistic message. Specifically, for those of us who create movies, it appears that 

there are no problems with terms; even those who do not know much about 

the art form continually talk about the cinematographic language. Given that 

cinema is, by itself, an artistic form, and is the product of the creativity of man 

transmitting and communicating his ideas by means of this language, therefo-

re in this field, communication is assured. 

Nevertheless, it is enough to look from a slightly different point of view to rea-

lize that the history of cinema is not one history, but many histories. It is spe-

cifically the history of the vanguard, a type of cinema which, in contrast to the 

dramatic—narrative cinema, becomes, without ignoring its own cinematogra-

phic language, a suitable field of creative expression without needing to resort 

to narration to transmit its ideas. 

The term experimental can apply and has been applied for many decades to the 

cinematographic phenomenon. The history of the movies has been full of proofs 

and trial runs. In fact, moving pictures started out as experiments and have 

proven and examined their properties through practice; that is, cinema has 

experimented on itself. It is practically impossible to separate the word ‘expe-
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riment’ from anything concerning cinema. A movie by nature manipulates and 

even plays with all its elements, techniques, types and of course, its language. 

But movies, besides experimenting with language and with narration, experi-

ment with other elements, above all else the aesthetic construction: image 

and sound.  In this case the experimentation should contemplate diverse in-

fluences which are fundamentally esthetic—influences which do not come only 

from the movie itself but from other artistic expressions such as painting and 

music. In this way, even though influences come from the most diverse and 

distinct origins, they are also determined by specific historic periods repre-

sented by avant-garde styles which have marked the evolution of art in all of its 

manifestations. 

The birth itself of cinema was framed inside an artistic movement, principally 

pictorial, of impressionism. Its development has been surrounded by all the im-

portant vanguard movements such as expressionism, dada-ism, surrealism, 

abstract impressionism, pop art and minimalism, amongst others.  

This causes us to consider that this kind of cinema is experimental by its use 

of speech, image, sound and it is based on determined artistic avant-garde. 

The experimental vanguard cinema has developed in parallel to fiction cinema, 

although new technologies such as video and computer technology have put it 

on a course in which its new position can and must be amplified so that its evo-

lution continues according to the new aesthetic conditions for creativity and 

production which it is delineating.

For all of these reasons we should reconsider at this time what is the preci-

se role that cinema is playing in the development of the artistic avant-garde, 

wrapped up in a series of new elements and creative concepts that now, more 

than ever, interchange components, and on occasion, even the meanings of 

its language.

It is precisely this that Arthur C. Danto, in his book Después del fin del arte, 

affirms that the history of art has ended and now we live what should be called 
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the post-history of art.  Danto sustains that the story of art has reached its 

limit with the vanguards of pop art and minimalism, where all non-narrative ten-

dencies in art began and now it is time to cede to the more plural tendencies, 

conceptually as well as expressively. At this time the philosophical tendency of 

art is total freedom of creation, but not only freedom of the work of art but also 

of the participation space of the spectator, space that can be the traditional 

museum or gallery, but also any other available space which can be adapted to 

the special conditions that the work and concept requires. Consequently, the 

work of art will be made up of the combination of all these factors. 

Whether or not one agrees with Danto and his vision about the end of art, we 

do have to agree to the opening of new possibilities of expression, concepts 

and objects and spaces for development and artistic activity

And here is where we can pick up our original thesis, which is relational art. It is 

true that art has arrived at a level where practically anything can be called art; 

artistic concepts have been diversified, distorted and even misinterpreted, 

but also they have been renewed. Now we may call “art” that which in another 

place would be a common object; perhaps the object does not even exist, the 

only thing that exists is a concept or idea which justifies the artistic effort. Re-

lational art is, without a doubt, one of these windows which open for the new 

works of art. Relational art implies involving various participants for the crea-

tion of a work, with one extra characteristic: the use of new technologies.

The collective creation which involves more than just the artist and more spe-

cifically the public, of course, is not new in the artistic process. It has been in 

practice since the 50s or 60s, under the ideas of the technological and aleato-

ric vision driven by the composer and musician John Cage. Concerning Cage 

and his concepts it is essential to remember his most characteristic work, 

4´33´´, “written” for whatever combination of instruments, where the inter-

preter or interpreters stay completely silent during the work, exactly as it says 

in the score, during the time proposed by the title: 4 minutes and 33 seconds. 

Cage claims that “the music” is the combination of the silence, sounds and noi-

ses created by a public who observe the musicians who make no sound at all on 



175

REWRITING RELATIONAL AESTHETICS

their instruments. In fact, during the work, it is important for the musicians to 

stay immobile! After these random ideas followed others of collective creation, 

some of these promoted a more active participation from the audience in the 

so-called theatrical-musical “happenings”. This is what happened with Corne-

lius Cardew, who sought new means for musical creation. One of the methods 

of collective creation proposed by Cardew was to simplify the complex sys-

tems of musical notation which prevailed at the time to make them more ac-

cessible to everyone – not only musicians but also the public in general. In this 

way he created works such as Paragraph 2 of 1969, where there was interac-

tion between members of the orchestra and the public who, singing or playing 

some instrument, acted under the directions of the conductor.  The main idea 

was simply to have fun, since the work had no determined length, and there 

are registered performances of more than 7 hours, and of course the work is 

different every time it is played.

In this way relational art determines once more to retake the idea of collec-

tive creation, giving priority to human-to-human interchange, exactly how 

it is suggested by Nicholas Bourriaud in Relational Aesthetics, although he 

adds to this group interchange the technological factor which converts it in 

the perfect complement to achieve these new forms of art which we hope to 

conceive as creators and wait for as public. With this Bourriaud reconsiders 

the corresponding responsibilities in relation to what is now occurring in the 

field of art.

In this way technology, changing day to day – which is to say it is in constant evo-

lution – has a real possibility of transforming the artistic phenomenon, and not 

only this but also collective participation, given that, it permits liberties never 

before contemplated such as participation in situ beside the artistic object, 

but also the possibility exists of the creation of distance, all thanks to the new 

technological forms of communication. For the moment, it is enough to men-

tion the works of Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, in which he mixes diverse endeavors 

such as the use of architecture with luminous projection in his work Relational 

Architecture (1999-2000) where the projections of light are directed and al-

tered by the public through systems of communication such as the internet. 
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On occasion the self same public is part of the work, as in Re-position of Fear 

(1997) where the public sits in front of the reflectors and develops hidden texts 

that are projected on the walls. 

In this way, Lozano-Hemmer`s ideas coincide with those of Bourriaud, just as 

Daniel Graza Usabiaga cites when he says that “as for the role of technology 

in this kind of esthetic is referred, Lozano—Hemmer alters his authority upon 

revealing and subverting his methods of production and the relationships that 

he creates”. 

In this same way and at this very moment, there are cases where even the 

boundaries of creation of the visual arts are surpassed in order to interest 

others in other fields such as literature. Last week, the newspaper El Universal 

reported the case of Penguin, a British editorial company, which has announ-

ced a competition for writers to be part of the creation of the first “wiki-novel” 

(from the encyclopedia Wikipedia), which will be a collective novel by the name 

of A Million Penguins. It will be divided into 6 sections. At this point only the first 

phrase exists: “Gestalt. Everything is here, nothing is there.”

The idea of art has always been directed toward inducing social change by re-

form and reconstruction and this has never been more possible (and neces-

sary) than now, through this human-to-human model. For the same reasons, 

probably, it is also the moment for cinema and its heir, video recording, to 

abandon the limited space of the movie theater in order to become more a tool 

of creation destined to a specific space and public; in other words, to try to find 

some of these new directions which can transform it into a tool which is more 

in accordance with the contemporary and collective artistic creation. 

Evidently, this does not mean that the process has not been planned before-

hand. Lozano-Hemmer himself has used video for some of his works, those 

which are called sub-sculptures. However, the possible and somehow different 

path that he wants to suggest here is that this integration and creativity can 

be accomplished through conceptualizations that use more of the established 

principals of collectivization of the media and also by using the cinematogra-
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phic language. Creative resources such as different sizes of planes, the move-

ments of the camera, different angles, the height of the cameras and creative 

use of audio-visual mounting help to create multidisciplinary works where the 

video and its connection with other technologies such as computers and inter-

net blend to form a new kind of relational art.  

One real and direct possibility of these applications could be its integration in 

the artistic concept called Arte Fika. This is a creative concept where the par-

ticipants, the artist or artists, collaborators and clients from a cafeteria inte-

ract to form a complex net of relationships to accept or reject the activity of 

giving away a coffee. The intention is that the game and the concept expands 

through the strategic placement of video cameras and by using them have the 

possibility of being participants of a or several “stories” which occur simulta-

neously. By using the camera or cameras to reinvent the concept of the film 

language, one can better register the reaction of the participants, their ver-

bal and non-verbal language, and their interactions, by helping diverse points 

of view. Of course such “stories” are the ones that are generated starting at 

a certain point, but one never really knows when they end because the stories 

are a consequence of the random actions of the participants.  

Actually, the possibilities of the game, the follow-up and result of the propo-

sed Arte Fika, are infinite, and for this same reason, the possibilities of the 

recording of the events are also innumerable. Through this media proposal, 

it is possible to continue being present without being present and have the 

register of a recorded video on, say, a hard disc which will be reprogramming 

every determined lapse of time. Creatively, the probabilities also are infinite; 

each participant conscious or not of the unexpected result, is an open book 

to a new creative option for an unexpected result, and what is better than to 

be able to conserve and register the most creative and the most represen-

tative examples.

What we are looking for with this proposal--the same as the “old” vanguards, 

now theoretically disappeared, according to the mentioned point of view of 

Danto—is to find an avant-garde that in some way corresponds to our time, 
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the same as in it’s time occurred with the artists of the avant-garde of the past 

times who used concepts whose fundamentals of creation in language and the 

visual and sound techniques of expression were found in music, painting and 

poetry. At this moment, the makers of cinema--or video in this case--can use 

the new concepts of Arte Fika or relational art, adding the new technologies 

and tools to the ones that they already have, and as a possible result we would 

have a new form of avant-garde experimental cinema, appropriate to our ti-

mes, that would become a new alternative for this new post-historical epoch 

suggested by the author. 

Whatever the result, we remember that to each new vanguard corresponds 

a new ideology, a new concept and of course in this case, a new audio-visual re-

sult. With these new ideas applied, perhaps arte fika and relational art will soon 

become the new means for a new vanguard for experimental cinema.
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The	Question
of	Means

of	Production

Lourdes Morales
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Mexico

I. The means of production or the functionalization of realities

Imperialism, “…everything that penetrates and manipulates: [Henry] Kissin-

ger receiving the Nobel Peace Prize, converting Borges into a Fascist Trou-

badour, using LeFevre as a Trojan horse…to whom do the cultural workers of 

Latin America serve?”, asks Chilean art historian Alejandro Witker in his es-

say published in the counter catalogue of the X Paris Biannual in 1977. For a 

section of artists, the decade of the 1970’s was a period of inescapable poli-

tical obligation. The self-reflective content and experimentation with materials 

that denoted social problems reflected the desire to abandon the dominant 

circles, i.e. official galleries, government subsidies, etc.

From the Paris Biannual of this time arose the Mexican Front of Cultural 

Worker’s Groups (MFCWG) [Frente Mexicano de Grupos Trabajadores de la 

Cultura (FMGTC)], groupings that included the participation of TAI, Suma, Pro-

ceso Pentágono, El Colectivo, Germinal and Mira, among others. The MFCWG 
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released a declaration of principles, one of which consisted of the “recovering 

of the control of the means of production, reproduction and the circulation of 

their products”.  The independentist premise of the means of production fit-

ted perfectly with the experimentation in artistic practices within other con-

texts.  In an environment where economic assistance was always insufficient, 

and where defining cultural strategies that gave greater liberty to creation 

were lacking, the construction of parallel circuits was also a question for the 

supporting of the artistic material

The delimitation of the artistic problem within the sphere of the means of pro-

duction sought to put a spin in terms of the new functionalization of reality.  The 

group El Colectivo (The Collective) asked, “What is understood by ‘artistic ex-

perimentalism’ in current day Mexico within the capitalist crisis? In the ante-

room of the “petroleum prosperity” – alternative of the system – the criteria 

on experimentation is oriented to reinforce the “cult of fads” that is stimulated 

by monopolies.” The artistic means of production seek to drive a wedge bet-

ween the social and economic situations of the country. Using this formula as a 

starting point, the possibility for opposition or the suggestion of an alternative 

to such a process consisted of the absorption and re-elaboration of the mate-

rials that, like the meanings of a poem, elaborated the ideals of a system that 

sought to push the problem off to one side.

Impacting on the means of production is to invert the function of imposed reali-

ties. The established relationship between “artistic experimentation” and “pe-

troleum prosperity” for El Colectivo (The Collective) didn’t represent a mere 

populist complaint of political shades.  The power of the artistic groups concei-

ved within the medium, like a disjointed Word within the grandiosity of a dis-

course could dismantle the forms of operation of the dominant circles within 

the sphere of the artistic practice. And therein lay the echo of this decade, 

therein were conceived the teachings derived from the irruptions in the forma-

list practices that attempted to co-opt everything artistically significant.

In his book Relational Aesthetics, Nicolas Bourriaud evaluates the position 

althusseriana in which art can function as an interstice: “the possibility of rela-
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tional art (a work of art that takes as its theoretical horizon the sphere of hu-

man interaction and that interaction’s social context) aims to radically disrupt 

the aesthetic, cultural and political objectives introduced by modern art.” This 

position, taken from the theory of the Ideological Apparatus of the State (IAS) 

from Althusser, supposes the construction of identities before everything 

else, as a functionalization of realities. This means the state achieves order 

thru the interpellation of those who govern by means of negotiating the inter-

ests of each group.  That being said, there is within this definition a selection of 

interests and priorities, and by this measure produce equally a vacuum and at 

the same time the possibility of change.

In this regard, it is worth mentioning one of the most powerful artistic expres-

sions that originated in this period - that of art books.  On one hand, the Student 

Movement of 1968 discovered in mimeograph a means of disseminating their 

ideas on a large scale with low production costs. On the other hand, the use 

of mimeograph for producing graphic works became a “communication me-

dium” with Latin America and Europe. Within the artistic sphere, Felipe Ehren-

berg and Martha Hellion became the information cell Beau Geste Press/Libro 

Acción Libre. 

Ulises Carrión, a Mexican artist that lived and worked in Amsterdam, is one 

of the most productive examples in this regard. The art book projects Other 

Books and So (1975) consisted of a bookshop that became the introduction 

card of Mexican and Latin-American productions in Europe. As a bookshop, 

Other Books and So Archive became one of the principal and most complete 

archives of video art in underdeveloped nation’s between1970 and 1980. Ca-

rrión set about producing reference works that put into discussion the per-

formance of other means of production and further communication mediums 

whose transmission structure was used to put forward a thought that finally, 

was realized in the work.

Carrión, in the creation of his circuits of interchange – which were nothing 

more than his artwork – developed what Bourriaud decades later would define 

as the possibility of art to be a factor in sociability and a fundamental principle 
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for dialogue. The thinking of Carrión in relation to the structural elements that 

were demonstrated in his works reflected a direct consequence on the man-

ner in which the notion of “circuit”, as a reflective process on said inter-subjec-

tivity was analyzed. The social interstice represented by the work of art that 

is argued for by Bourriaud is based on its capacity to reflect human relations. 

The art’s form would remain constructed in inter-subjectivity and within that 

inter-subjectivity would occur the meeting of one with the other. If we agree 

with Bourriaud, the form can be defined this lasting meeting, perhaps even as 

a succession of events that occur en a specific time and space, the structure 

of the works of Carrión give evidence of this phenomenon. It was in this way, 

through self-criticism of these diverse mediums, that Carrión came to rede-

fine his style of work to go beyond the research of artistic language. His task 

as an artist didn’t consist of the adoption of disciplines and their mediums, 

but in the creation of these social circuits and the artistic creations that fo-

llowed these mediums. These were questioned at the outset of the journey, as 

functionalization and redirection of artistic practices.

II. Art as action - happening

In accordance with the post-structuralist theory, representation and langua-

ge become useful tools to finding logic in the formation of subjectivity.  Amongst 

other perspectives, this is a reason in itself that the politics of representation 

acquire such a great importance. This falls under the idea that art should pos-

ses all the necessary force to represent minorities.  It is not for nothing that, 

following the unbound and heady discussions of these theories, the feminist 

art of the 1970s acquired such force.

Furthermore, during this period the question of the reflexive range of lan-

guage also arose in discussions. By means of using discourse, artists put 

forward the study of linguistic functions. Grupo Março’s (1979-1983) Ur-

ban Poem (Poema Urbano), for example, consisted of a set of signs which 

were printed with words – nouns, verbs, adjectives – that were put at the 

disposal of people in the street, the combination of these elements gives 
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form to the construction of a discourse on shared realities. The idea consis-

ted of constructing a poem, phrases that would reflect part of the transitive 

imaginations that flow through public spaces.  In the video that documents 

what occurred during Urban Poem, it can be observed how little by little the 

complaints, the nonconformity and disenchantment of the period began to 

appear.  The first installations of the signs didn’t carry political connotations, 

but as time went by they began to become meticulous social criticisms that 

over the long run were found to be the outlet of the moment.  Urban inter-

vention art tried, amongst other things, to involve passersby at the time they 

laid out their artistic project. The art became a happening, an event. It seems 

to me that intervention art was trying to influence the most effective form of 

social relationships, which became the main target. This phenomenon trans-

ferred the art from its material space into happening or event. The art was an 

encounter and within this encounter a series of questions around the political 

and ethical gained superior place.

In this sense, Bourriaud explains that, “the role of the work of art [is] to cons-

truct ways of life and models for action within the existent reality.” Once again, 

the influence of Althusser in the discussion of bourriano, would confirm the ar-

tistic medium as a phenomenon of inter-subjectivity, as a possibility for action 

in discursive vacuum. Althusser understands the city so: “The state of encoun-

ter imposed on the people.” During this period, the happening – beyond that 

of performance – seemed to be the principal state in which the encounter oc-

curred, and thereby the relationship between the political and the aesthetic. 

The Urban Poem allows an understanding today that circumscribes language 

in the ideological practices that shelter it, meaning as well as to have affronted 

ethics, politics and their repercussions in art.

The problem with the “means of production” had its fundamental root in the 

creation of routes of communication and in the creation of webs of intercon-

nection, in public action and in the distribution and creation of parallel circuits. 

These redefinitions and discussions that sustained the cases presented were 

undoubtedly a form for creating new relationships with society that marked 

new forms to make and distribute art.
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I would like to end this brief text with an argument and two questions. The ques-

tions are the following: Could it be the artistic practice of this period of pre-

lude that Bourriaud wanted to avoid and pointed to as the exclusivity of the 

art of the 90s? Could the questioning of the means of production, corrupted 

by the approach of the means of distribution in the creation of networks like 

Other Books & So Archive, not be a perfect part of the discussion of relational 

aesthetics?

Finally, the argument entails remembering the essay La división de lo sen-

sible by Jacques Ranciére in which the philosopher affirms the following: “…

the aesthetic ground is to a place where a battle is waged that in earlier years 

made reference to the promises of emancipation and to the illusions and disi-

llusions of history.” And further on: “… [the] disenchanted dialogue that acted 

as a substitute criticism of the existent order…” The division of the percepti-

ble is for Ranciére precisely the visibility that a thing has or doesn’t have in the 

common space. And it will be the political that dictates the properties of such 

spaces. The artistic practice is the means to do; in it’s is the form of existing 

and the forms of visibility. If the space is defined by the political – and in this 

same medium the conditions of visibility pass through – then the artistic prac-

tice will have to occur subject to common space, i.e., the existing order, up to 

its possibilities as relational aesthetics. 
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An	Alternative	to	Consumerism?
Paulina	Lasa´s
Relational	Art

Luz Sepúlveda 
Universidad Iberoamericana, Mexico

Translation from Spanish: Karla Roalandini. 

There are many ways in which artistic practice and consumerism relate to 

each other. The first way specifically refers to the art market, to the commis-

sion of a specific work of art, to the adjustment of an installation for a particular 

and previously identified space, to the direct purchase of an art piece or its 

acquisition through auctions, galleries or exchange between collectors. The 

art market has existed since the establishment of Capitalism as a dominant 

system and it is nowadays a decisive force in the development of Art History. It 

hasn’t always been like this, but it is precisely this intersecting line between art 

and consumerism that I will not bring up in this essay. 

In this article I will analyze the role of the contemporary artist and his/her par-

ticipation in what the French theorist Nicolas Bourriaud defines as “relational 

art” that implies an interaction between the executor/artist and the specta-

tor/participant that spring from performance actions or other interactive 

techniques. The relational artist also faces onlookers –outside the museum 
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or the gallery- and analyzes their reactions, responses and considerations as 

part of the experimentation process made by the artist in an attempt to con-

solidate his/her thesis into relational aesthetics. Furthermore, the relational 

artist uses his/her actions as a strategy to redefine the role that the artistic 

product will play for the consumer and also to redesign the relation between 

production, diffusion and consumption of the work of art.

One of the most relevant factors within the panorama of the visual arts of the 

90s is the origin of inter-subjective relations between the artist and the audi-

ence. Inside the heterogenesis of most contemporary art production in gen-

eral, and specifically during the 90s, artists analyze interactive, social, and rela-

tional notions that spring from the artistic practice. Nicolas Bourriaud explains 

in Relational Aesthetics59  that “while interactive technologies are developing 

at an exceptional pace, artists expose the arcane of social issues and interac-

tion. The theoretical and practical horizon of art (…) is greatly supported by the 

sphere of human relations” several artists that work with this format create 

social models that are capable of producing human relations”. (p. 85-86) 

The historical period in which relational art develops is late Postmodernism, 

when any established project since modern times is obsolete. Neither myths, 

nor utopias generate new ideas: artistic production has fallen into a mere pre-

text for experimentation and speculation. As a result, the possibility to estab-

lish a direct dialogue with a work of art comes about in terms of consumption 

in which contemplation and even the creation of the art piece are relegated to 

a second plane. Bourriaud defines relational art as one that would “take the 

sphere of human interactions and their social context as a theoretical hori-

zon, more than an affirmation of an autonomous and private symbolic space 

(…) within a global urban culture”. (p. 13) It is an artistic form that springs from 

intersubjectivity and whose main theme is the notion of “togetherness”, the 

collective elaboration of senses through abbreviations and icons that produce 

empathy and will to share in order to create a link.

59	 Nicolas	Bourriaud.	Estética relacional.	Traducción	de	Cecilia	Beceyro	y	Sergio	Delgado.	Bue-Bue-

nos	Aires:	Adriana	Hidalgo	editora,	2006.	(All	quotes	in	this	essay	are	extracted	from	this	

book.)
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Far from the grand revolutions proposed by the first half XXth-Century fo-

rerunners, contemporary artists mold micro-utopias, wide-open interstices 

on the social structure, aside from modeling possible universes. The artistic 

piece thus proposes a functional work and not a model. The most crucial part 

of the game, the one that takes place on the art board, responds to interacti-

ve, social, and relational notions. Contemporary Art models more than what it 

represents, instead of drawing inspiration from the social scheme, contempo-

rary art is inserted within it. Art is the productive space of a specific sociability, 

which conforms “states of encounter” and where beyond its commercial cha-

racter or semantic value, the work of art represents a social interstice. 

This interstice is a space for human relations that suggest different exchange 

possibilities from the currently existing ones in this system, conformed more 

or less harmoniously and openly in the global system. This relational artistic 

forms favor a different human exchange than the imposed “communication 

zones”. (p. 15-16) 

Bourriaud insists that relational art is not about a mere formalist composition, 

but the active principle of a trajectory built by signs, objects, forms, and ges-

tures. The composition of the work of art extends beyond its material form: 

it’s a dynamic agglutinant principle. (p. 21) In addition, it shows that only form 

exists in the encounter, in the dynamic relation sustained with other forma-

tions, whether artistic or not. The essence of the relational artistic practice 

resides in the invention of relations between subjects. Each work of art in par-

ticular is a proposal to inhabit a world in common and the work of each artist 

weaves a myriad of relations with the world. Inter-subjectivity becomes the es-

sence of relational artistic practice. This way, the types of encounters such 

as meetings, dates and manifestations of the different types of collaboration 

among two persons, games, parties and places nowadays represent aesthe-

tic objects that can be studied as such.  (p. 31-32)

Providing certain forms for social relations has been a historical constant for 

approximately five decades in order to test art’s resistance within the global 

social sphere. Today the accent is placed on external relations, within the fra-



188

César Villanueva and Hans Lundberg

me of an eclectic culture where the artwork can resist the bulldozer of show 

business by creating micro-utopias of ordinary life. Since the 1960s, when con-

ceptual proposals started to take place, creators proclaimed that museums 

and galleries were leading institutions that would only support (exhibit, diffuse 

and sell) mainstream productions or established art. One of the main courses 

of actions taken in order to change precisely this precept was to go outside 

the institutional framework and take over the streets, public spaces, sites – 

urban or suburban – and interact or at least try to provoke a reaction on the 

spectators. Herein lays the roots of relational art.

An artist committed with this type of production is Paulina Lasa (México City, 

1980) who relates that the fundamental concept of her project Voy a cambiar 

el mundo (I am going to change the world) is to generate experiences that will 

question the idea of modifying our surroundings in such a way that the structu-

res that determine our everyday living get altered. The artist divides her pro-

ject in different levels in which the first would be the most intimate, personal or 

the closest.  She interacts with her family and friends in a particular way: re-

cording private conversations where she confesses what bothers her about 

someone and what she would change in him/her, and at the same time recei-

ving criticism. Similarly, at her parent’s house she arranged a bookcase and 

tried in general to give a sense of order to the rooms. In another instance, she 

planted a garden in a corner of a friend’s room and she fixed another friend’s 

kitchen. It’s all about daily actions that go beyond a fortuitous act in which a 

grateful reaction or retribution is expected. Instead, Paulina creates a situa-

tion that allows interaction with a private space and the person who will expe-

rience the change and with the idea of proving the possibility of “improving” the 

environment to achieve better living. The artist records the space before and 

after her intervention for it is part of the documentation of her project. 

Relational art work creates encounters and appointments: It provides its own 

temporality. The appointment’s function constitutes the art’s sphere and it 

is present during the birth of the relational dimension. The subversive and cri-

tical function of contemporary art must travel through the invention of pers-

pective lines whether individual or collective, temporary and nomadic cons-



189

REWRITING RELATIONAL AESTHETICS

tructions through which the artist proposes a model and spreads disturbing 

situations. Bourriaud points out that in every communication vector, the part 

of interactivity grows quantitatively: Debord’s “society of the spectacle” is fo-

llowed then by the “society of characters”, where each one finds the illusion 

of an interactive democracy. (p.28) Relational practices are identified by what 

Bourriaud calls an “operating realism” in which the artist acts in the real scene 

of producing services and merchandise intending to establish certain ambigui-

ty between the object’s utilitarian and  the aesthetic functions of the objects it 

represents. (p. 40) The artist makes an ensemble of tasks parallel to the real 

economic system with the purpose of unifying the relational scheme. An artist 

produces relations between people and the world. This creation has no a priori 

functional use for it is available, flexible, and contains an infinite projection; it is 

focused on the world of exchange, communication, and commerce. Art repre-

sents a trade activity that no common currency may control: It shares a sense 

in a wild condition, an exchange whose form is determined by the object itself 

rather than by external aspects.

There are two approaches within the parameters regarding the study of the 

spectators’ reception. The first one would be when the spectator unders-

tands the instructions and acts according to the precepts established by the 

artist, in this case Paulina Lasa, thus creating a relation based on empathy, 

on identification; necessary qualities to achieve catharsis during the final pro-

cess of the art work. On the contrary, if the spectator can’t understand the 

relational artist’s purpose in its totality, the work of art should be considered a 

failure. If the public does not like a painting, that aspect does not make the work 

less artistic; however, if the public is not present in a relational intervention, 

the work is considered broken, incomplete, a work in progress searching for 

meaning. She explains that the relational artist is no longer concentrated on 

creating illusionary images, but in creating real ones through work whose main 

ingredient is interactivity. The artist becomes a catalyst of an idea that used to 

be molded in clay, but is now molded with a situation. There is no control over 

what the public’s reactions will be, even though there is always a confronta-

tion or gathering that in turn, produces a response, despite the fact that it 

is not consciously solved as an artistic intricacy. The main subject in this type 
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of art is the sphere of human relations, its ways of social exchange and the 

communication process. In the 90s, relationships are to relational art, what 

mass production was for Pop art. The relational work of art transforms the 

spectator into a direct interlocutor who is contracted to be privileged the im-

mediacy of plastic penmanship. Relational art is born from the observation of 

the present and a reflection about the fate of the artistic activity. It considers 

the inter-subjective and the interactive as a starting point and as a result, as 

the main informants of its activity. Interaction and dialogue within the relational 

time-spaces generate interhuman experiences, social alternative schemes, 

and critical models of friendly relation constructions. (p. 53-54)

Utopia is lived nowadays in the subjectivity of everyday life; in real time of con-

crete and purposely fragmented experiments. The relational work of art is 

presented as a social interstice in which these experiences, these new pos-

sibilities of life are revealed as possible. It is intended to create a modus viven-

di that will allow fair social relations, denser ways of living, multiple and fertile 

existing conditions. Art is no longer looking to represent utopias, but to build 

concrete spaces from an aesthetic, historic, and social points of view. Relatio-

nal artist’s work based on reduced models of communication which can be in-

terpreted as a change in collective sensibility: the group against the mass, the 

neighborhood against propaganda, low tech versus high tech, tactile versus 

visual. Relational art forces us to think differently about the object (that may be 

immaterial), relations between space (practically any inside or out the artistic 

circuit) and time (devised and monitored by the artist). It is necessary to build 

a relation with the world that is acquired through an object that determines 

by itself the relations that are produced as a consequence of contact, of one 

relation towards another. (p. 58)

Besides the implicit creativity in each action that the relational artist genera-

tes, within the conceptual guidelines in which the world is a better place, an 

eminent aesthetic precept will take place.  In fact, Paulina’s point of departu-

re springs from the question: “What image is more aesthetic than the one of 

a better world?” In other words, there is a return to the traditional intention 

of the artistic media in which a work is produced in order to teach, move and 
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enjoy, not only as a material object, but as an action with preceding referen-

ces and consequences directly derived from it. However, how well prepared 

must the spectator be for these kinds of actions, when services and experien-

ces instead of objects are the ones to be consumed? The product does not 

matter, neither for its form nor its concept, but for the established relation 

between it and the spectator. What happens to the work if no spectator can 

fulfill the artist’s expectations? The relational creator, specifically Paulina, con-

fesses that her vision is selfish: she proposes a better world according to her 

interests. Why should the rest of the world agree with her principles and beco-

me a part of them?

Artistic production appears nowadays as a land rich in social experimentation, 

each one drawing a utopia of proximity. Works of art no longer aim to create 

imaginary or utopian realities, but rather build new modes of existence or ac-

tion models within the already existing reality, in daily invention and the organi-

zation of time. The work is shown as a timeline to be experienced, as a possible 

opening towards an unlimited exchange.  The second stage in Paulina Lasa’s 

project is no longer directed to the artist as a person, even though it is she 

who performs the actions on the street. For example, she takes over the pu-

blic space and extends a printed canvas on a bridge so people can read the 

phrase “I’m going to change the world”. In another exercise, the artist recy-

cles politic propaganda and writes on the opposite side of the paper senten-

ces that intend to generate a reflexive conscience. She asks Felipe Calderón 

not to acknowledge showbiz starlets as artists, she demands politicians think 

of more creative ways to conduct their campaigns and warns world moguls 

about the possibility to redistribute riches among all the Earth’s inhabitants. 

 

This specific project is well achieved, for one of Bourriaud’s definitions to des-

cribe relational art is that the meaning of the art piece is collectively construc-

ted; in other words, it is not an experience of individual consumption. Besides, 

the spectator intervenes only as a reader of the piece without demanding an 

active participation. Relational art takes place in public time and space and 

generates interactive communication experiences within inter-subjective 

encounters. This would hold true if all of us had the same school of thought. 
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Furthermore, it is worth mentioning the overwhelming fear that the individual 

feels when facing an unknown or adverse situation. In a museum, one may face 

circumstances that would be considered inconvenient in daily life, but in the 

everyday public arena, if one is suddenly approached by a stranger, he/she 

would most likely be treated with great suspicion. For example, Paulina Lasa 

decided that the street was the place where she could proclaim her ideas and 

transmit them easily to more people. That’s why she appropriated a space 

on a pedestrian bridge on División del Norte and in Amores in Mexico City to 

open her own gallery where she and her guests would show their work with the 

purpose of changing the mechanical behavior with which most citizens carry 

themselves. As her first action, the artist read a speech prepared by a philo-

sopher friend of hers in which he highlights how capitalist culture encourages 

the use of the car, reducing recreational spaces where activities such as art 

may take place. They proceeded to cut the red ribbon and thus open a space 

that presented embroidered flags as their first project. They portrayed sym-

bolic elements and carried titles with clear political allusions but with an aesthe-

tic intention. The images on the flags combine a creative idea, activism and a 

level of commitment that goes beyond a pamphlet with promotional phrases. 

It is worth mentioning that during the festive inaugural ceremony, not a single 

pedestrian showed up, the project to invite artists in order to intervene (?) the 

space didn’t happen; however, the following day of the “premiere”, the flags 

were no longer in their original place.

In a different stage of this same project, the artist wrote a diary of the city’s 

imperfections throughout the course of a month, from lack of an illumination 

system inside a tunnel on Chapultepec Avenue or witnessing three metrobu-

ses running a red light, to the shortage of red tomatoes in an organic super-

market. The idea is to report the acts that are apparently good-natured, but in 

fact contribute to the detriment of the community’s quality of life. The artist re-

corded on video some confrontations she had with the responsible parties of 

those damages in order to play during her exhibit. As part of the same project, 

future plans include the preparation of a speech that Paulina, will deliver on city 

buses or in the subway, in order to talk people into a change of attitude in cer-

tain activities, accomplishing a gradual improvement in the world. Not withs-
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tanding the artist’s good intentions and the characteristic pristine ingenuity 

that characterizes her, why would someone be bothered by her allegations? 

In other words, even though statements tend to make things right, at the end 

they are starting points at an individual level, issues that frequently get lost in 

the anonymity of big cities. 

In an action that the artist plans for the near future, she will go to the Universi-

dad Iberoamericana to offer students the same products they can purchase 

at the vending machines. Paulina will stand next to these machines and will try 

to convince students that it is better to buy the products directly from a per-

son with a friendly service than from a robot that only obeys instructions from 

the consumer; a robot that will give the student his/her product along with the 

change, but will not greet them or wish them to enjoy their pastry, or will thank 

them. Paulina will do all of this to accomplish a desire she truly wants to achie-

ve: to improve the world. 

The artistic exercise is considered as a social “interstice” in which human re-

lations can take place. Nicolas Bourriaud states that relational aesthetics has 

nothing to do with the idealist and teleological project of Modernity where rea-

son would build a global world of progress and development. Instead, the inten-

tion is to build a new type of relation with the immediate, the neighbor and his/

her behavior. It sounds like a great idea on paper, but it would be necessary to 

go through Paulina Lasa’s and other artists’ action records to assess if the 

attempt at changing the world was worth the risk or if instead, their record will 

be destined to be bought and sold by a gallery and a traditional collector.
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Technology	in	the	Arts:	
A	Challenge	for

la	Estética	Relacional.
[In	spanglish]

Roberto M. Gómez-Soto
“San Carlos” Academy of Arts, ENAP-UNAM.

Operari sequitur esse et modus operandi modum essendi

(El obrar sigue al ser y el modo de obrar al modo de ser)

Latin Proverbio

Throughout its development, the various manifestaciones of artistic activity 

have had múltiples interpretaciones, justificaciones and schemes that have 

allowed posiciones comúnmente known as Arte or else, as one of the mayor 

disciplinas that comprise and are distinctive to diferentes culturas, grupos 

and even individuals. Regardless of diferentes definiciones from philosophy 

in general or of aesthetics en particular, we have been trying to understand 

what Arte is, en escencia. And there is an issue that remains en la Historia del 

Arte as a factor común: virtually all the art forms presuppose a “creative way” 

(poiesis), están basadas on technical actions, once involving an objectification 

(realization) as a work piece, composition or performance. Traditional art, mo-

derno, or relational aesthetics no son la excepción.
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From a point of view del Instrumentalismo de Dewey, any instrumental tool que 

se utiliza para lograr un fin se puede considerar a form of technology. Sin ha-

cer distinciones entre las herramientas físicas y las mentales, for the Instru-

mentalism, an equation or a math figure can be said to be a tool, tal como lo es 

un martillo o una sierra. In this sense, las “acciones técnicas” en las que están 

basadas las Artes en tanto productos resultado de una manufactura especia-

lizada, are subject to specific types of technology.

Much has been written in relation to el origen del término Tecnología y suele ci-

tarse tanto a Platón como a Aristóteles para explicar el desarrollado concep-

to que para los antiguos griegos tenía la palabra griega Techné. Fort he first, 

semantyic connotation se inclina hacia métodos asociados a las habilidades 

manuales (artesanales), however, estos métodos no pueden entenderse ple-

namente sin considerar the functional relation with instruments or tools que 

son utilizadas en el los diferentes procesos productivos, in other words, una 

techné conjunta the capabilities of the producer con las posibilidades de la he-

rramienta en la obra, ya que es afin de cuentas una manufactura, this is then 

how we come to see the limits and results in both of them: “La técnica es una 

simbiosis de artefacto y usuario dentro de una acción humana”.

Pero si bien Platón creía que las manifestaciones artísticas eran  product of 

human instrumental intervetion sobre la materialidad del entorno en la bús-

queda de una mimesis (imitation of the general features típicos de la realidad), 

no pudo evitar enfrentarse a la necesidad to explain the cause que motiva el 

hecho artístico, lo cual adjudicó al Ión (el entusiasmo o furor divino), con lo que 

the inspiration remains adscrita también al proceso. 

Por su parte, para Aristóteles, la techné was constituted for cuatro elemen-

tos: la causa materialis  o la materia con el que se concreta the technical fact; 

la causa formalis como la forma (shape) o apariencia que se le da; la causa fi-

nalis en tanto la finalidad or the purpose para el cual está previsto; y la causa 

eficiens which is the utility in terms de eficiencia que le proporciona al hombre. 

Retomando las causas aristotélicas, Heidegger señala que éstas son modali-

dades solidarias de lo que in a greek sense constituye el aition como “acto de 
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hacer llegar lo que aun no está presente” y lo relaciona con el acto creativo 

when he quotes a definition plasmada por  Platón en su Banquete: “… toda cau-

sa que haga pasar cualquier cosa del no ser al ser es creación, de suerte que 

también los trabajos realizados en todas las artes son creaciones y los artífi-

ces de éstas son todos creadores (poietai)”.

Technology is also a vehicle of realization. You begin to consider also an expres-

sion donde el factor intelectual es escencial for the generation of products 

that are not simplemente el resultado of some artistic materialization, but of 

ideas y conceptos, which in turn are the resultado de la aplicación of particular 

techniques, such as grammar, logic, astrology or the same magic.

Es entonces que surge el concepto desarrollado de “Arte”, vocablo que pro-

viene del latín Ars y que suele usarse como traducción del griego techne. No 

obstante, aunque Ars está emparentada con el griego arô (ser apto) y de al-

guna manera designa la misma “capacidad” que techne, el término adquirió 

un campo semántico más extenso y dejó de aplicarse exclusivamente a pro-

ductos tangibles. Se hablaba entonces en general del “ars vivendi” o modo de 

vivir; del “ars amandi” o estrategias del amor, del “ars loquendi” u oratoria y en 

particular de las Artes Liberales en oposición a las habilidades constructivas 

caracterizadas como Artes Serviles en la sistematización del conocimiento 

que propuso la escolástica. 

It is from the Renaissance onwards that artists began to question this division 

disciplinary creative work and postulated that although activity was still depen-

dent on skills in using technology, its practical skills are also required, for ins-

tance in mathematics, Geometry, Physics, Chemistry, etc. De alguna mane-

ra, fue el breve regreso a los preceptos clásicos de techné y poiesis lo que 

permitió que la actividad artística redefiniera su importancia en términos de la 

creación de obras (opus) y no simplemente de su producción.  

Pero pronto nos encontramos que a los valores intrínsecos de las obras como 

tales, se fueron asociando otros de carácter simbólico, principalmente vincu-

lados al autor y no precisamente a los postulados del Arte. Thus, the works be-
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came inseparable from their authors through biographical anecdotes and the 

legends attributed, in its decree of a “genius” or even a “god” of their “style”; 

or simply the actual consequences of collecting and the resulting commercial 

speculation.

The artistic happening quedó concentrado en los subjetive aspects de las 

obras. Se pierden entonces los original meanings de obras maestras en tanto 

a aquellas realizadas por un Maestro reconocido por his technical virtuosism, 

y de obras de arte como productos de la habilidad y del conocimiento. Finally, 

we are left with the Romantic myth of “The Artist” as we have known the social 

figure and supported it for decades.

Entre otras consecuencias de la “Institucionalización del arte” en que “ras-

gos transitorios quedaron congelados en definiciones y se hicieron pasar por 

esencias”, we are confronted with a type of mental loss towards the techni-

ches and its technologies, que a fin de cuentas posibilitan en buena medida las 

características formales of the finished art works.

Bajo los criterios de la modernidad, la “técnica” es únicamente un dato más 

o menos prescindible en la catalogación de las obras, al que ocasionalmente 

atendemos en las fichas que son colocadas a su lado en exposiciones o publi-

caciones. In fact, there are many confusions, una vez que suele adscribirse el 

soporte o los materiales constitutivos de la obra en lugar de la técnica utiliza-

da, as it is the case of “plata sobre gelatina”, cuando en realidad se debe ha-

cer referencia a “Fotografía”. En efecto, in a photograph la técnica utilizada 

es simplemente Fotografía, así como en un grabado es Grabado y no “tinta 

emulsionada sobre papel”.

Para el arte, a problema emerges when the “work of art” no es el resultado de 

una “producción” o de un “hecho técnico”, pues no se cuenta con la respectiva 

referencia que permita una clasificación “correcta” de lo que ahora se conoce-

rá preferentemente como “pieza”. ¿Cuál es la técnica de un Ready Made, de 

un happening o de un performance? ¿Qué sucede cuando no se utiliza tecnolo-

gía (hardware) y el affaire artístico se basa exclusivamente en ideas o concep-
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tos (software)? Or in any case ¿Qué sucede si la tecnología en si misma consti-

tuye el evento estético como en el caso de las “Artes electrónicas”? 

No doubt, the world of art habrá de seguir enfrentando retos a partir de cómo 

interprete su vinculación with the technologies y las técnicas derivadas de és-

tas. Sobre todo desde la inminente ubicuidad de las llamadas “Nuevas tecno-

logías” que refieren a “herramientas” y procedimientos inéditos en cuanto 

responden a una lógica basada en abstracciones numéricas que le confieren 

un carácter de “virtualidad” a sus manifestaciones y “productos”. The digi-

tal paradigm reconfigura la imagen que tenemos de arte, ciencia, tecnología, 

hombre, espacio, tiempo, materia, realidad, verdad, ética, etc.

Se habla ahora del “New Media”, para hacer referencia a las expresiones ar-

tísticas basadas en tecnologías digitales, es decir, se vuelve a hacer referen-

cia al soporte (media), lo que provoca que many people think that a fotografía 

impresa en sistemas de cómputo pueda catalogarse como ahora como “arte 

digital”. Technology implies logic, y la digital tiene unas características que la 

hacen muy diferente de la análoga. Hablamos por ejemplo de inmaterialidad, 

simulación, conectividad, interactividad, inmersión, sociabilidad. 

Contemporary technological art está explorando y proponiendo en estas di-

recciones en búsqueda de creaciones poiéticas (ars) that are restless en es-

téticas objetivadas en “trabajos de arte” (Works of arts), una vez que la techné 

como habilidad instrumental puede ser delegada a artefactos especializados, 

capaces de plasmar técnicamente “obras” en soportes convencionales para 

ser expuestas in galleries or museums.

Esto último es un particular factor común que el “New Media” comparte con 

la práctica del Arte Relacional, ya que en ambos casos el objetivo no está cen-

trado en la consecución de obras plásticas exhibibles, tangibles y concretas. 

Al igual que en la Teoría General de Sistemas, en donde “lo importante son las 

relaciones y los conjuntos que a partir de ellas emergen”, la Estética Relacional 

se enfoca en “la región de las interacciones humanas y de su contexto social, 

más que en la afirmación de un espacio simbólico independiente y privado”.
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In this sense, I see in technology (hardware) as a significant opportunity to es-

tablish instruments and processes that encourage these relationships of hu-

man interactions (software), but that cannot find themselves relevant to the 

realization or production of traditional art projects. The technology becomes 

-more or less- an important part of the process, but is not relevant at all, and 

the formal enforcement in actions under the notions of Relational Aesthetics, 

do not achieve formal realizations. See for instance the project Arte Fika. In 

this case, technology as techne, should be transparent, if not invisible and that 

is the real challenge for the relational artist we are talking about: the facilitator.
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Photos 1- 2 : Seminar Series in Växjö in October, 2006. 

Photos: César Villanueva, 2006
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Photo 3: [Stitching Together] at Trolebus in Mexico City, 2007. 

Photo: Kristina Lindström and Åsa Ståhl, 2007.
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Photo 4: [Stitching Together] at UDLA in Puebla, Mexico, 2007. 

Photo: Kristina Lindström and Åsa Ståhl, 2007.
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Photos 5 -6: [Arte Fika] at Palladium, Växjö, January, 2007. 

Photo 5: Glenn Sjöstrand, 2007. Photo 6: César Villanueva, 2007.
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Photo 7: Hans playing [Arte Fika] at Palladium, Växjö, November, 2007. 

Photo: Glenn Sjöstrand, 2007.

Photo 8: Karina playing [Arte Fika] in Colonia Roma, Mexico City, January, 2007.

Photo: Karina Olivares Jara, 2007.
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Photos 9 - 10: 

Åsa and Kristina performing 

[visklek] at Växjö Art Gallery, 

2007

Photos: Åsa Ståhl and Kristina 

Lindström, 2007.
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Photo 11: Stanley Katz visiting Växjö, November 12, 2006.

Photo: Hans Lundberg, 2006.

Photo 12: 

César explains 

some odd art 

theory for Luz while 

Glenn shows Felipe 

his extraordinary 

camera gadgets: 

Farewell dinner in 

Cholula, Mexico, 

after the concluding 

UDLA seminars in 

March 2007.

Photo: 

Hans Lundberg, 

2007. 
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