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BEUYS AND THE BEES

SOCIAL SCULPTURE AND INTERNET HIVE MIND
✖
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The buzzword “hive mind” describes 
social media platforms where Internet 
users swarm. These virtual interactions 
determine daily communication, the 
sharing of information, and ways in 
which art is approached, created, and 
viewed. The technology of today pres-
ents itself as a tool allowing for Ger-
man artist Joseph Beuys’s decades-old 
philosophy of ‘social sculpture’ to be 
realised on a global scale. The artist’s 
definition of  ‘social sculpture’  stemmed 
from his belief that everyone has the 
ability to contribute his or her creative 
talents to the betterment of society – 
forming his mantra ‘everyone is an art-
ist.’ Through Internet access, people are 
able to widely share their abilities and 
thus potentially participate in Beuysian 
social sculpture. Bee-themed art and 
ideologies in the works of Joseph Beuys 
compare to contemporary use of the 
Internet as a hive mind environment for 
social sculpture.

Beginning in 1947, Beuys pursued his 
studies in studio practice at the Düssel-
dorf Academy of Art where he began to 
articulate his interest in the connection 
between science and the arts.  Beuys 
writes: ‘My starting point in art is more 
likely through science. Investigating the 
meaning of life I felt I had a starting point 
with confrontations with art.’  The artist 
was particularly drawn to the science of 
bees as metaphor for developing his art 
practice. For example, Beuys was highly 
interested the bee’s use of chest mus-
cles to produce warmth and secrete 
wax. The fatty wax produced from this 
process is used by bees through a fair 
division of labour in the construction 
of the honeycomb.  The generation of 
warmth along with the bees’ communal 
production inspired Beuys.  He inter-

preted the honeycomb’s functionality 
(a place for storage and breeding) and 
the collective effort of creating the hive 
to be a ‘primary sculptural process’  of 
organic and inorganic construction. 
The warmth and heat produced by the 
bees created a melting of the wax and 
therefore made it a more fluid, organic 
material. Beuys labeled this the cha-
otic process. The final form of the wax 
as the honeycomb is a cold, hardened 
state which Beuys would define as crys-
tallised.  The two forms, chaotic and 
crystallised, would be the foundation of 
Beuys’s sculpture theories. He explains:
‘When I speak about thinking I mean it 
as form. People have to consider ideas 
as the artist considers sculpture to seek 
the forms created by thinking. It’s the 
difference between soft, organic forms 
and hard, crystallised forms: the search 
is for a solution between these poles. By 
this I mean to find the evolutionary step 
towards a new kind of freedom.’ 
Beuys recognised the polarising forc-
es of organic/chaotic and inorganic/
crystallised and surmised sculpture is 
not solely an art object, but a thought 
process. In the 1950s, Beuys began to 
visualise the process through drawings 
of bees and sculptures incorporating 
beeswax and animal fat. Queen Bee 3, 
1952 is an example of a sculptural work 
Beuys created while studying at the 
Düsseldorf Academy. It is created from 
wax, moulded in the form of a bee, and 
mounted on wood. The wax is a literal 
representation of the bee’s secretion 
acting as the malleable, chaotic form. 
Like the creation of the honeycomb, 
the wax hardened (crystallised) into its 
final bee shape. The sculpted bee then 
serves as simultaneous representa-
tion of the organic and inorganic. This 
wood-mounted wax sculpture was one 

of the beginning pieces of artistic rep-
resentation for Beuys’s theories on the 
fluid forces of chaos and crystal, organic 
life and stability. 

By 1960, Joseph Beuys included sha-
manistic practices in his own artwork 
in attempts to heal war-torn society as 
a shaman would heal a wounded spirit. 
Beuys represented shamanism within 
artworks by drawing inspiration from 
the performance format of the inter-
disciplinary art group, Fluxus – titled 
in response to the constantly shifting 
opinions of society and art by nations 
recovering from the end of World War 
II.  During his involvement with Fluxus 
(1957-1963), Beuys developed his own 
performance style, which he called ‘ac-
tions’, relying on (chaotic) gestures, spo-
ken words, and (crystallised) materials 
such as animal fat and felt to provoke 
viewer thought. Sometimes the audi-
ence would participate in the actions, 
but more often, they were expected to 
watch and reflect. After Fluxus, Beuys 
continued to play the part of the sha-
man using actions as the primary medi-
um. In 1965, he created the well-known 
action ‘How to Explain Pictures to a 
Dead Hare’ choosing to slather hon-
ey (and bits of gold leaf) over his head 
and face as a sort of ritual anointment. 
Beuys explains, ‘Using honey on my 
head I am naturally doing something 
that is concerned with thought. The hu-
man capacity is not to give honey, but 
to think – to give ideas. In this way the 
deathlike character of thought is made 
living again. Honey is doubtlessly a living 
substance.’ Honey flows prominently 
throughout our world. To borrow from 
V.G. Milum: ‘It has been said that the 
history of honey is the history of man-
kind.’  Milum expounds on honey’s tie 



For Beuys the organisational system of bees in the hive was  on a par with human social systems | 8988 

to ancient use as a commodity, primary 
sweetening agent, and medium of ex-
change. Bees produce honey through 
a natural process for the purpose of 
survival. It is their instinct to ‘gather nec-
tar and lay up stores of honey without 
limit.’   Thus the excess of production 
of honey allows humans to harvest the 
substance without harming the bees. 
Beuys’s quote about using honey on 
his head means humans produce ideas 
like bees produce honey. For people, 
ideas are in excess compared to what is 
needed to survive. Humans are to keep 
their ideas alive by sharing them as gifts 
with other humans. In a statement in 
1973, Beuys coined his famous phrase 
“everyone is an artist.”  The quote is 
simple, yet complex. Beuys is not sug-
gesting that everyone is a visual artist; 
rather everyone, through the process of 
creating and sharing ideas, contributes 
to society. Beuys explains, “For me the 
concept of aesthetics in the old sense is 
no longer relevant. The human being is 
itself aesthetics, aesthetics today being 
a side effect of every human activity...
If aesthetics equals human being, then 
human being equals artist.” 

If every human is an artist by the produc-
tion and sharing of ideas, then everyone 
can contribute to the creation of social 
sculptures, for social sculptures are not 
necessarily made from marble, wood, or 
ceramics; they stem from ideas, politics, 
and pedagogy. Once Beuys began to 
articulate and act on his utopian ideas 
of the social sculpture, ‘Beuys the art-
ist could barely be distinguished from 
Beuys the teacher, politician, theoreti-
cian, and preacher.’  The interdisciplin-
ary ideas of social sculpture influenced 
the artist’s actions. He wished for his 
idea of social sculpture to become the 

framework for the ‘social organism’, or 
the society at large including military, 
ecology, economics, and meaning with-
in individual selves.  The social organism 
would be both crystallised and chaotic 
comparable to the honeycomb and the 
contributing labour of the bees to the 
benefit of the hive.

In 1977, Beuys created the piece ‘Hon-
ey Pump at the Workplace’ as a work-
ing example of social sculpture. Honey 
Pump is an action and an installation. 
Run by electric motors and Plexiglass 
tubes, the work was designed to liter-
ally pump honey throughout the Frid-
ericianum Museum for one hundred 
days during the Documenta 6 exhi-
bition in Kassel. The piece generated 
warmth as honey flowed and circulated 
throughout the building, representing 
the organic, chaotic component of so-
cial sculpture. Sculpted animal fat was 
positioned on the floor suggesting the 
shape of a bee around the generators 
representing the inorganic, crystallised 
component. The machines were left 
running throughout the hundred-day 
exhibit while the action components, 
‘discussions, seminars, lectures, films, 
and demonstrations’ with the overar-
ching message of art as a subsidisation 
of life put on by the Free International 
University completed the social sculp-
ture. Beuys repeatedly stated Honey 
Pump is only complete when people are 
present, because the social sculpture 
needed ‘communication, coordination 
and cooperation to have any meaning 
when installed,’ a Marxist idea where 
humans are the labour force, producing 
and sharing ideas.  The honey symbo-
lises goods, commodities and econo-
my. Without the humans, the honey 
does not flow properly. Each person 

becomes a contributor to the integral 
system of the discourse not only taking 
place within the exhibition of ‘Honey 
Pump at the Workplace’, but also on a 
larger scale – the social organism.  As 
stated in Joseph Beuys: Life and Works, 
‘The honey bee now becomes in its 
colony-shaping capability a symbol car-
rier and creates the connection to the 
social sculpture of society as a work of 
art.’   The social organism is constructed 
by complex interactions between indi-
viduals much as a colony of bees relies 
on individual workers for the organisa-
tion of the whole. ‘The question in the 
early twenty-first century,’ Pavlik writes, 
‘is whether Marx’s views still apply in the 
digital age.’

The colony of honeybees provides a 
model to understanding interactions 
between groups of individuals in person 
and online. Honeybees live and work 
within a group called a hive. While their 
efforts as a collective are vital, their indi-
vidual actions also play a part in the co-
hesive whole.   The hive itself frames the 
interactions between the bees much as 
differing groups/organizations in person 
or on the Internet frame interactions 
between people. Thomas Seely, a bi-
ologist specialising in bees, compared 
the insects’ plight to that of the human 
stating: ‘Living in groups, there’s a wis-
dom to finding a way for members to 
make better decisions collectively than 
as individuals.’  This system of individu-
als participating in the group to produce 
and share ideas for the greater good of 
the group is often referred to as ‘hive 
mind’. The Web provides endless ‘hives’ 
via platforms such as social media sites. 
The (crystallised) platforms provide 
a framework for the sharing of ideas 
(honey) in the process of creating Beuy-
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sian social sculpture. As the authors of 
Connected write: ‘Our interactions, fos-
tered and supported by new technolo-
gies... create new social phenomena... 
has significant implications for the col-
lective good.’  
Beuys writes about the community of 
bees as an extension of social and po-
litical concepts, ‘a socialist organism 
in which all parts function as a living 
body.’ If these principles are applied in 
terms of digital technology, then within 
the social organism that is the Internet 
there are divisions of groups, like vary-
ing hives, in the form of social media, 
forums, chat rooms, etcetera. Each is a 
part of the capacious colony of shared 
information. The information and ideas 
shared act as the honey in Honey Pump 
in the Workplace, flowing around the 
Internet instead of the physical work-
place. As long as people are sharing 
and contributing, the Internet is serving 
its social function and purpose. Honey 
is used as a representation for money 
and commodity, while also promoting 
the notion that ideas people share are 
worth just as much. They are gifts and 
‘everyone is an artist.’ 

Beuys recognised the inherent human 
need to connect in careers, academics, 
and life stating: “All activities, including 
those of education, training, science, the 
banks, administration, parliaments, the 
media, etcetera are integrated into the 
whole.”  In the current age of digital net-
working, the interdisciplinary nature of 
human connectivity is at the forefront of 
daily life. The Internet provides the op-
portunity and the outlet for gatherings 
(much like Beuys’s one hundred days 
with the Free International University) of 
shared knowledge, freedom of creativi-
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ty, interdisciplinary discussion of social 
issues, and proposing radical solutions. 
Clay Shirky’s ‘Here Comes Everybody’ 
gives a variety of examples of people 
not only using the Internet to learn 
and share ideas, but also coordinating 
through social media to create solu-
tions and solve problems. Shirky writes: 
‘Increased flexibility and power for 
group action will have more good ef-
fects than bad ones, making the current 
changes on balance,  positive.’  If the use 
of the Internet to form groups of indi-
viduals who migrate to online platforms 
to share ideas (make honey) is true, then 
Joseph Beuys’s social sculpture has the 
potential to be realised through con-
temporary technology on a global scale.

Andrew Keen’s writings and outlook 
provide a more pessimistic viewpoint 
on effects of the Internet, social media 
in particular, changing the way that peo-
ple interact, produce ideas, and share 
their knowledge. One of his arguments 
in ‘Digital Vertigo’ claims people are 
drawn to social media sites with a false 
sense of community. The Internet has 
made us interact less with each other 
and more with online identities.  This ar-
gument, as pointed out by the authors 
of Connected, is usually debated with 
each new technological invention. For 
example, people argued the telephone 
would change domestic life by losing 
the ‘sanctity’  of the home, violate priva-
cy, lead to inappropriate courtship, et-
cetera. Yet, ‘the telephone did more to 
expand and strengthen local ties than 
it did to weaken them’ and has become 
‘an organ of the social body,’ argues 
Christakis and Fowler echoing Joseph 
Bueys’s idea of the social organism.   
Contemporary business motivational 

writer Seth Godin’s latest work ‘Linch-
pin: Are You Indispensable?’ highlights 
the transition of our current society 
moving out of the Industrial Age and 
into the age of the artists. Like Beuys, 
he claims people have (artistic) abili-
ties, which do not necessarily revolve 
around creating visual arts, but perfect-
ing and sharing natural gifts and talents. 
He writes: ‘Art is a personal gift that 
changes the recipient. The medium 
doesn’t matter. The intent does.’ The 
emphasis Godin places on giving and 
sharing ideas and talents echoes the 
Beuysian social sculpture. Referencing 
Internet enabled human connected-
ness, Godin writes:  ‘The gift system is 
now a bigger part of commerce than it 
has ever been before.’   In other words, 
gifts or ideas or honey flow as valuable 
currency through our (digital) world 
economy. Beuys would have undoubt-
edly used the Internet as a platform for 
sharing and encouraging others with 
his ideas on social sculpture as shaman-
istic/healing gifts to connect humanity. 
Bees will continue to make honey and 
humans will continue to produce ideas. 

As Joseph Beuys used plexiglass tubing 
to ensure the flow of honey throughout 
Fridericianum Museum, so do  the miles 
of fiber-optic tubes carrying Internet 
access around the globe ensure the 
continued flow of ideas between col-
onies. Some groups are forming to as-
sist each other like Beuys’s shamanistic 
healing. Some rally for political causes 
constructing Beuysian social organisms. 
Regardless of why groups are formed 
through the Internet or in person, it is 
essential to Beuys’s idea of social sculp-
ture that individuals contribute their 
gifts, because “everyone is an artist.” ✖
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