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Abstract

 This dissertation responds to the lack of  critical engagement in the artistic 

institutional context. The perpetuation of  institutional norms, rethorics, and 

agendas are causing and broadening this critical gap. Enormous budgets and 

quantitative evaluations of  participation seem to be a primary concern for the 

leading institutions. Art workers and immaterial producers face the limitations 

imposed by institutionalisation as they are subdued by precarity: deterred from 

reclaiming their agency, they are bound to political inertia by the absence of  

a collective will. The failure to unlearn Western sociopolitical models and to 

recognize social workers as active economic subjects is inducing non-dominant 

voices to disappear. However, I will argue that it is not yet time for cognitive 

workers to abandon institutions. Institutionalisation has to be reframed by 

introducing a critique of  critique. In order to undertake this task, I will consider 

theories and methods of  enquiry that propose an alternative understanding 

of  the artistic institution as an economic, social and political scenario: my 

study will involve an articulated analysis of  micropolitics, the institution 

understood  an apparatus and enterprise, and the abstraction of  labour. I will 

demonstrate that it is possible to assume a critical stance within institutional 

settings, and to devise it as an approach to recover the power of  agency.  

To address this issue, I will interpret the role of  consensus, dissensus, history 

and imagination in the transformation of  the artistic institutional condition, 

presenting them as crucial factors in the reactivation of  a deeper critical 

awareness.
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Introduction

Criticism has not yet found its place in art institutions. Relations of  

power, conditions for the production of  knowledge and misrepresentation 

are increasingly apparent issues in the artistic institutional context. Art 

institutions keep instituting inequality by silencing non-dominant voices, and 

fail to recognize the art worker as an economic subject who holds agency 

and  critical autonomy. As these matters persist, it is necessary to develop a 

critique of  critique, and to reframe institutionalisation by rethinking its limits. 

Previous research on this subject has evidenced how infrastructural critique 

can be a way to analyse the institution from a distinct perspective. Moreover, it 

has been demonstrated that critical disengagement derives from the inability 

to unlearn Western models of  production, and communication, of  immaterial 

resources. There is a relation between acknowledging the role of  social capital 

and achieving emancipation from institutionalisation. However, several reasons 

motivate the refusal to withdraw from art institutions, as they scenarios where 

social, historical, and political events can be validated by the legitimization 

of  specific narratives. Institutions cannot be deserted as long as they remain 

influential public spaces for the articulation of  political agendas and social 

patterns: their hegemonic structures can be contested, as argued by Chantal 

Mouffe.1 This was also the reason behind choosing to speak and think about 

1.  Chantal Mouffe, Agonistics: Thinking the World Politically (London, England: Verso, 2013) 



5

public art institutions. I need to clarify that my use of  the term thorughout this 

dissertation will refer primarily to publicly funded art institutions; specifically,  

I will be discussing about those that build the majority of  their programme on 

the display of  contemporary art. 

In order to provide a contextual frame for my argument, I will present a series 

of  interconneted theoretical approaches that challenge institutional critique. 

I will begin by focusing on Keller Easterling’s definition of  infrastructure, and 

on how infrastructural critique could work as an alternative analytical method. 

A subsequent key concept for the articulation of  my study will be Michel 

Foucault’s description of  biopolitics, that clarify the implications of  reflecting 

on a governmental structure that generates knowledge through its power.2 My 

structural analysis will then consider Giorgio Agamben’s interpretation of  

the notion of  apparatus3 in relation to the entrepreneurialisation of  artistic 

institutions. This will be correlated to the historical progression toward the 

abstraction of  labour, changes in the working class, and the emergence of  

the immaterial worker as a sociopolitical figure, as substantiated by Franco 

Berardi.4 I will develop my position by reflecting on how consensus leads 

to normalization, while dissent and disagreement have a pivotal role in 

destabilizing institutionalisation. By considering changes in the conception of  

development and historical progression, I will outline a theoretical framework  

to indicate the significance of  art’s relationship with its past, confronting 

the late twentieth-century work of  Bruno Latour5, Jean Baudrillard6 and 

2. Michel Foucault, The birth of biopolitics : lectures at the Collège de France, 1978-1979 (Basingstoke, 

England : Palgrave Macmillan, 2010)

3. Giorgio Agamben, What is an apparatus? (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009)

4. Franco Berardi, The soul at work: from alienation to autonomy (Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2009)

5. Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993)

6. Jean Baudrillard, The Illusion of the End (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994),
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Agamben7. The final section will propose a critical consideration of  the 

relationship between imagination and social life with reference to Arjun 

Appadurai, in which I will advance observations on the role of  curation in the 

transformation of  institutional models.

My methodology will be based on theoretical analysis, and will encompass 

a critical review of  studies related to my field of  interest, in addition to a 

few contextualised case studied. For the sake of  my argumentation, I commit 

to regarding ‘knowledge workers’ as a single body, a collectivity of  subjects; 

isolating them in smaller categories (artists, curators, educators, directors...) 

would have driven my text in a completely different direction, and would have 

needed a distinct approach. The limits of  my research are evidenced by the 

fact that my path of  analysis does not involve a retrospection on institutional 

critique, participatory art, or engaged art practices. In this sense, it does not 

provide an exhaustive historical background; however, I hope that the focus 

on issues of  social and ethical awareness, critical consciousness, and political 

agency can generate a productive discussion, contribute to existing ones, and 

ultimately lead to question how to institute differently and critically. 

7. Giorgio Agamben, The man without content (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999) 
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I

What is Wrong With the Infrastructure?

Decades after the birth of  institutional critique, art institutions are 

still affected by a tendency to institute inequality, normalisation, and 

discrimination. Still, as Marion von Osten observes, a concrete analysis of  

the process of  how contemporary art is institutionalized – the expansion of  

museums and art galleries, the art market, and the worldwide ‘biennialization’ 

and ‘blockbustering’ of  exhibition-making – is usually left out of  debates 

on contemporary art, even though it has transformed, and is presently 

conditioning, the productive process for artists and curators alike1. Is it 

perhaps because of  a difficulty in recognizing art as an active participant 

in economic and political transactions? Public art institutions are indeed 

complex organizational structures that follow prescripted agendas. Moreover, 

as I will argue throughout this dissertation, they have a role in the reiteration 

and reproduction of  social models and assumptions that are already present in 

the outside world. Crystallized forms and discourses of  representation address 

a public that is systematically supposed to ‘get involved’. In fact, the audiences 

that art institutions welcome with warmth and enthusiasm are silently created 

through the selective representation of  subjects, histories and differences. 

As highlighted by the Whitechapel Gallery in the exhibition Is it even worse in 

Europe? (2016-2017), the Guerrilla Girls have been evidencing and confronting 

1. Marion von Osten, “The End of Contemporary Art (As We Knew It)” in Former West: Art and the 

Contemporary after 1989 (Utrecht: BAK, 2016), 70.
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the issue of  discrimination for decades. In 2016, the anonymous activist group 

revisited their campaign of  the same name (which dates back to 1986), and 

wrote to 383 European museums inviting them to answer questions about 

diversity, inquiring about the inclusion of  female, gender non conforming, 

African, Asian, and South American artists (Fig.1).2 Three quarters of  the 

addressed museums did not respond to the questionnaire. However, the 

exhibition showcased the completed questionnaires as well as a list of  the 

museums that did not respond, and statistics, analytics, and comments from the 

directors. What the Guerrilla Girls are still asking today is whether institutions 

are ‘presenting a diverse history of  contemporary art or the history of  money 

and power,’ as opposed to merely preserving their wealth and power and 

simply claiming to represent diverse subjectivities.3 

It seems like something – or someone – has to be excluded from the 

main institutional narrative. However, the issue resides in the perpetuation 

of  the same omissions and lapses over time, as significantly demonstrated 

by the Guerrilla Girls’ enduring critical commitment. More often than not, 

institutions visibly attempt to counterbalance these exclusions with rhetorics 

and discourses affirming inclusivity and diversity4. But, as theorists such as 

Chantal Mouffe steadily remind their readers, the institution is not yet to be 

deserted by its inhabitants: 

To believe that existing institutions cannot become the terrain of  

contestation is to ignore the tensions that always exist within a given 

2. http://www.whitechapelgallery.org/about/press/press-release-guerrilla-girls-is-it-even-worse-in-

europe/

3. Ibid.

4. Andrea Phillips, “What is the former in neocoloniality?” in Former West: Art and the Contemporary after 

1989 (Utrecht: BAK, 2016), 581
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configuration of  forces and the possibility of  acting in a way that subverts 

their form of  articulation. [...] [M]useums and art institutions can 

contribute to subverting the ideological framework of  consumer society. 

[...] [T]hey could be transformed into agonistic public spaces where this 

hegemony is openly contested.5

In this regard, anthropologist Athena Athanasiou poignantly addresses 

the complexity of  a political critique that has to ‘survive institutionalization’ 

in order to bring forward the possibility of  ‘instituting differently’, the true 

focus of  a critical effort that both performs and resists the institution6. Most 

importantly, Athanasiou highlights the value of  defending the object of  

one’s critique, which means ‘defending the possibility to imagine and enact 

alternative institutions that do not reinstate the injustices and normativities of  

the past and present [...] performing the institution in a counter-institutional 

way means, first of  all, resisting its closure […].’7 

To develop an effective, new form of  ‘institutional critique’, one that can 

have concrete effects on how institutions think and act, it may be necessary 

to abandon the binary model of  thought that locates a truly critical position 

either inside or outside the institutional system. As I will illustrate in Chapter 

II and III, a critical approach towards institutional contexts could also benefit 

from a closer and more solid method of  analysis. We could consider how 

technological, historical, and social conditions make art institutions possible 

in the first place. Marina Vishmidt describes this strategy as the shift from 

5. Chantal Mouffe, Agonistics: Thinking the World Politically (London, England: Verso, 2013), 100

6. Athena Athanasiou, “Performing the Institution “As If It Were Possible”” in Former West: Art and the 

Contemporary after 1989 (Utrecht: BAK, 2016), 681, 685

7. Ibid., 684
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institutional to infrastructural critique, where the work of  the infrastructure 

enables a series of  activities, its power residing specifically in its invisibility8. 

The infrastructure is to be intended as a set of  overlapping fields of  social 

and political processes. Considering the infrastructure beyond the institution 

means refusing to acknowledge the art world as a bubble, or as a detached 

reality: I will develop and provide a context for this issue in the following pages 

of  this Chapter.

The pertinence of  infrastructures to criticism is further analysed by Keller 

Easterling, who explains how ‘infrastructure space is a form, but not like a 

building is a form’ – an infrastructure can be visualized as a ‘platform’ that 

unravels as time passes, continuously reshaping itself  to conform to evolving 

conditions9. The peculiarity of  an infrastructure resides in its capacity to 

transform and adapt: this constitutes the foundation of  any institution’s 

management, both in the organizational and hierarchical sense – nonetheless, 

‘use determines meaning’10. However, the political consequences and effects of  

infrastructural activity often remain a silent chapter in the dominant narrative 

representing the institution – an unintelligible appendix hidden within the 

pages of  its story. 

Perhaps Easterling’s conception of  infrastructure might be better delineated 

by associating it to the analysis of  governmental practice presented by Michel 

Foucault in his lectures held at the Collège de France in 1979.11 I would like to 

draw a parallel between the correlation between institution and infrastructure 

8. Marina Vishmidt, “Between Not Everything and Not Nothing: Cuts Toward Infrastructural 

Critique” in Former West: Art and the Contemporary after 1989 (Utrecht: BAK, 2016), 266

9. Keller Easterling, Extrastatecraft: The Power of Infrastructure Space (London: Verso, 2014), 14

10. Chantal Mouffe, The Museum Revisited, Artforum, Vol. 48 No. 10, 2010

11. Michel Foucault, The birth of biopolitics : lectures at the Collège de France, 1978-1979 (Basingstoke, 

England : Palgrave Macmillan, 2010)
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and Foucault’s reflection on the link between the state and governmental 

action. According to Foucault, ’the state is far from being a kind of  natural-

historical given which develops through its own dynamism’; it is not ‘a cold 

monster’, but ‘the correlative of  a particular way of  governing.’12 Foucault 

enquires on how governing articulates, ‘how it expands, how it contracts, how 

it is extended to a particular domain, and how it invents, forms, and develops 

new practices.’ In addition, he stresses that governmental practices limit and 

define themselves by establishing ‘a division between what must be done and 

what is advisable not to do,’ dividing the ‘agenda’ from the ‘non-agenda.’13 Thus, as 

governmental, or infrastructural activity surfaces, the hidden processes behind 

its agenda – such as administrative strategies, programmatic misrepresentation 

and unequal articulations of  power – materialize. 

It is ‘when the infrastructure breaks down or if  an element is isolated from 

the whole’ that the conditions of  its operations become apparent.14 A specific 

passage from The Birth of  Biopolitics (1978-79) illustrates how to analyse the 

problem of  the state by considering governmental practices:

[T]he state does not have an essence. The state is not a universal nor 

in itself  an autonomous source of  power. The state is nothing else but 

the effect, the profile, the mobile shape of  a perpetual statification [...] in 

the sense of  incessant transactions which modify, or move, or drastically 

change, or insidiously shift sources of  finance, modes of  investment, 

decision-making centers, forms and types of  control, relationships 

between local powers, the central authority, and so on. In short, the state 

12. Foucault, The birth of biopolitics, 6

13. Ibid., 11

14. Vishmidt, Former West, 266
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has no heart [...] in the sense that it has no interior. The state is nothing 

else but the mobile effect of  a regime of  multiple governmentalities. 

That is why I propose to analyze [...] the problem of  the state, on the 

basis of  practices of  governmentality.15

  The analogy between state and institution becomes apparent as 

governmentality and infrastructure both function as effects and transactions 

happening in that mutable, contingent shape which is, in this case, the artistic 

institution. Foucault’s words demonstrate that working on an infrastructural 

critique may then allow to locate, investigate and ask questions about 

institutionalisation. To be sure, what the institution says about itself  sometimes 

prevents the audience from seeing the reality behind its activity; therefore, 

‘to distinguish between what the organization is saying and what it is doing 

[…] is to read the difference between a declared intent and an underlying 

disposition’.16 The concept of  disposition supports the recognition of  the 

infrastructure and of  the deep, complex power relations that constitute the 

base of  art institutions and organizations in general. Easterling develops her 

definition of  disposition by linking it to ideas of  agency and potentiality – as 

a ‘relationship between potentials’, disposition is a ‘tendency, activity, faculty, 

or property’ and ‘a propensity within a context.’17

Nevertheless, these intrinsic qualities and capacities are in constant 

evolution, adaptation, and transformation, and they are closely connected to 

the institution’s true intention, aim or policies. A disposition is ultimately based 

on systems of  relations. Dispositions are related to the notion of  apparatus, 

15. Foucault, The birth of biopolitics, 77-78

16. Easterling, Extrastatecraft, 13-21

17. Ibid., 72
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which I will analyse more in depth in Chapter II: they consist in sets of  actions 

and forms that can be reshaped through interventions in the technological, 

organizational, or social sense18. Ultimately, the reason for summoning concepts 

such as infrastructure and disposition is that, despite their seemingly quiet, 

undetectable nature, they enable a greater receptivity and awareness when 

actualizing criticism. Together with micropolitics, another crucial approach 

that I will examine in Chapter II, they are methods of  critical engagement 

that break down the institution. If  art workers recognize that institutionalism, 

politics, and the economy are interwoven in cultural production, as Georg 

Schöllhammer emphasizes, then they can challenge standardisations within 

discourses and representation: structural constraints and working conditions 

have to be proactively denounced by the ones that already negotiate with 

the infrastructure.19 Everyone involved with institutional art spaces is also an 

active player that builds political imaginaries and mediates differences when 

moulding art’s social role.20

Transformative agency

 Concerning the condition of  subjects who participate in art fruition and 

production, Boris Groys affirms that ‘to become truly super-social, one has 

to isolate oneself  from the society one is living within.’ According to Groys, 

this isolation would create a paradoxically closed but open territory – the 

18. Ibid., 92

19. Georg Schöllhammer, “Transformations in the Former West” in Former West: Art and the Contemporary 

after 1989 (Utrecht: BAK, 2016), 65

20. Osborne, “A Formalism as Wishful as It Was Dialectical” in  in Former West: Art and the Contemporary 

after 1989 (Utrecht: BAK, 2016), 35
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one inhabited by contemporary art, which, defying today’s conservatism, 

welcomes everyone and everything21. Is this position ambiguously reiterating 

the axiom of  the artist as an independent, detached producer? Groys might 

also be referring to what he identifies as the ever-expanding practice of  ‘self-

aestheticisation’ that involves millions of  self-taught artists.22 Regarding social 

engagement, Martha Rosler sharply observes that disengagement in the arts 

has to be re-evaluated as a ‘stance’, a ‘sort of  withdrawal’ that derives from 

post-war historical instances of  a manifest suspicion toward art.23 Undoubtedly, 

contemporary art cannot be critical by remaining in an abstract, deceptive 

dimension, and neither can it deny political involvement by positioning itself  

as impartial. 

For Groys, art becomes politically active when it tries to protect contem-

plation from the disruption brought by “turbo-capitalist” contemporary 

politics and economy.24 But the act of  opposing art’s ‘territory’ to the world’s 

restrictions and injustices is reminiscent of  former, outdated beliefs regarding 

the power of  art to provide unconditioned moments of  bliss, neutral spaces for 

thought, and, as supported by Groys, places to preserve, store and contemplate. 

I will further substantiate my position regarding the relation between history 

and the need for a critical turn in Chapter III. Artistic power of  political 

resistance and action cannot be driven simply by the need for conservation 

21. Boris Groys, “The Contemporary Condition: Postmodernity, Post-Socialism, Postcolonialism” in 

Former West: Art and the Contemporary after 1989 (Utrecht: BAK, 2016), 45

22. Regarding conservative positions and resistance in art, Groys argues that ‘not only humans 

themselves, but also their living spaces have become increasingly aesthetically protected. Museums, 

monuments, even large areas of cities have become protected from change because they have been 

aestheticized as belonging to a given cultural heritage. This does not leave a lot of room for urban and 

social change.’ Boris Groys, e-f lux journal n.82, 2017

23. Martha Rosler, Culture Class.( Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2013), 230

22. Boris Groys, Art, Technolog y, and Humanism (e-f lux journal n.82, May 2017)
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and by an opposition to technological advancements. In the face of  today’s 

political and ideological developments, on the contrary, art institutions should 

work as spaces for resistance, reflection, and even critical self-consciousness, 

as they should be ‘contemporary’ in a way that recognizes the obsolescence 

of  idyllic or western-centric narratives25. Of  course, this process requires an 

effort on both sides – equally by agents of  reception and production. 

Back in 1996, Jean Baudrillard poignantly commented on the controversial 

relationship between observers and producers: 

[A] third term has not received as much attention: the viewer. He or 

she is increasingly solicited, but held hostage. Is there a way of  looking 

at contemporary art that wouldn’t be the way the artistic milieu views 

itself ? […] Today, we want everyone to have access to this universe, but 

how does it change life? What new energy does it bring? What are its 

implications?26

Baudrillard exposes the danger behind universalising a view on contem-

porary art that can only be the reflection of  its self-contained environment. He 

further develops his position by asserting that the wish to democratize art only 

resulted in an increased privilege in the idea of  art itself, and now ‘speakers 

and receivers are all combined in the same mix: everyone a speaker, everyone 

a receiver.’27 His criticism appears to be particularly relevant in the present 

25. Cuauhtémoc Medina, “Contemp(t)orary: Eleven Theses” in Former West: Art and the Contemporary 

after 1989 (Utrecht: BAK, 2016), 121-123

26. Jean Baudrillard, “La Commedia dell’Arte” in The Conspiracy of Art: Manifestos, Interviews, Essays 

(Cambridge, Mass, London: Semiotext(e)., 2005 [1996]), 66-71 

27. Baudrillard, “Art... Contemporary of Itself ” in The Conspiracy of Art [2003], 91-93
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moment – even more so when considering the current enthusiasm for rhetorics 

on participation, democratisation, pedagogy and political correctness that, 

presented as imperatives, fuel the institutionalisation and commodification of  

art. 

However, the relationship between criticism and the status of  art as a 

commodity is not to be recognised as unequivocal. Regarding this question, 

Jacques Rancière warns against the critical tradition that denounces ‘the 

inability to know’ and the ‘desire to ignore’ as being fundamentally bound to 

commodification.28 Rancière highlights the fact that the present disconnection 

between ‘critical procedures and any prospect of  emancipation’ reveals the 

‘disjunction’ at the core of  the ‘critical paradigm,’ which keeps reproducing 

its logic – for this reason, an effective ‘critique of  critique’ would mean 

subverting the persistence of  an interpretative model, and finally confronting 

the abyss that stands between viewing and acting.29 Moreover, Rancière is 

concerned in reminding his readers of  the original meaning of  the word 

‘emancipation,’ that is, ‘emergence from a state of  minority.’ He connects 

the struggle for emancipation to the will to escape from that ‘harmoniously 

structured community’ in which everyone is occupying their place, performing 

their role, acting according to their social class, and behaving appropriately.30 

It is evident that there are some crucial aspects that critique is still struggling 

to question today. Somehow institutional criticism has not been capable of  

enacting its own principles, and art has remained complicit in the inequalities 

of  the world, unable to introduce new processes of  world-making.31 

28. Jacques Rancière, The emancipated spectator, trans. Gregory Elliott (London : Verso, 2009), 31

29. Ibid., 13, 25, 45. 

30. Ibid., 42

31. Maria Hlavajova and Jonas Staal, “World-Making as Commitment” in Former West, 676-678
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‘Why has it become so difficult to build convincing, widely shared, and 

powerful critical theories – theories that give rise to effective and profound 

transformative practices?’ asks Boaventura de Sousa Santos. He argues that, 

after five hundred years of  ‘teaching’ the planet, ‘the global North seems to 

have lost the capacity to learn from the experiences of  the world […] it looks 

as if  colonialism has disabled the global North from learning in non-colonial 

terms32. De Sousa Santos’ insightful perspective elucidates a process in which 

the majority of  western institutions are, most likely by now, potentially 

involved. The stasis in the advancement of  a radical, pragmatic critique may 

be ascribable to the ‘First World’’s failure in unlearning Eurocentric models in 

the first place. Unable to answer the crucial questions facing it, the Western 

artistic environment cannot truly confront or adjust the scope of  its own 

agency and control33. The conditions for solidarity to take place do not exist 

in the present: the social body is fragmented, and the collective intelligence is 

struggling to find a common sphere of  communication and action.34

Critical gaps and invisibilities

One could feel reassured by the notion that contemporary art is a field 

that operates by virtue of  human interaction, and that it evolves through 

continuous, well-reasoned relations that facilitate production. Anyway, this 

idea should not lead to mistake art for an environment in which the worker 

can easily affirm his or her autonomy, self-realization, social mobility, and be 

32. Boaventura De Sousa Santos, “Creating a Distance from the Western- Centric Political 

Imagination” in Former West, 353-354

33. Ibid., 354

34. Franco Berardi, Futurability: The Age of Impotence and the Horizon of Possibility (London: Verso, 2017), 61, 111
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the owner of  social capital, as demonstrated by Angela Dimitrakaki.35 

Social and cultural capital are consistently bound to economic capital 

through a sophisticated set of  connections, as I will clarify in Chapter II 

following the interpretation of  Bourdieu’s forms of  capital. In regard to 

the complexities deriving from current sociopolitical dynamics, Dimitrakaki 

focuses on a specific aspect connecting cultural and social capital: the origin 

and evolution of  the status of  equality within the art world.

[…] not all subjects exist in the market as free and equal participants-

producers. But is it the case that agents who enter a neutral market are 

unequal prior to entering the market? Or is it the case that previously 

free and equal agents become unequal from the moment they enter the 

market? The distinction is important, because in the capitalist market 

that tends toward monopoly (for example, the monopoly on visibility 

occupied by a very low percentage of  competing artists whom we see in 

all the world’s biennials, or scooping all the awards, or dominating sales, 

or becoming the art historical canon, and so on), the conditions of  entry 

play a determinant role […] The (capitalist) market is where and when 

previously unequal agents get to become even more unequal when they 

enter it.36

If  art and its institutional forms deepen the inequalities between workers, 

emphasizing codified structures such as social status and productivity in terms 

of  capital, is there hope for a Western critique that will bring decisive change? 

35 Angela Dimitrakaki, “What Is an Art Worker? Five Theses on the Complexity of a Struggle” in 

Former West, 414, 415

36. Ibid., 415, 416
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To quote Giorgio Agamben, one of  the faults of  criticism is that its stance 

is not self-critical enough: it neglects its own origin and meaning37. Despite 

its self-reflexivity and its propensity to question recurring patterns of  action, 

contemporary criticism is seldom engaged in serious self-criticism, as it often 

avoids to directly confront the impact of  its own failure. If  speaking about 

an insurgency, a rebellion, or an uprising of  art’s critical voices seems an 

idealist, if  not delusive, hypothesis, it should still be possible to start working 

on theories and practices that reframe institutionalisation. 

 What would it take to achieve greater ‘transformative potential’, to 

subvert institutionalised art’s control over media, relations, and exchanges?38 

In response to this question, I argue that focusing on the sociopolitical value of  

productivity can be a way to rethink institutions as establishments that thrive 

by enclosing labourers within hyper-regulated schemes of  communication and 

networking. To localize the possibility of  a new critique – assuming that it 

can originate and take place within institutions – implies thinking about the 

conditions of  labour within that specific context. As Foucault posited, relevant 

questions to ask may be: ‘What does working mean for the person who works? 

What system of  choice and rationality does the activity of  work conform to?,’ 

and, how does the worker engage with the practice, implementation, and 

rationalisation of  his or her own ‘economic conduct’?39 The worker is present 

in institutional artistic transactions not just as an object providing ‘labour 

power,’ but as an ‘active economic subject’ with his or her own subjectivity 

and skill. 

Franco Berardi accurately indicates that concepts like labour and growth 

37. Giorgio Agamben, The man without content (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), 46

38. Athanasiou, Former West, 417

39. Foucault, The birth of biopolitics, 223
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are conventions that shape our expectations and interactions. He notes how 

cognitive workers tend to accept precarious working conditions because they 

invest their whole selves in artistic or cultural activity. As a result, they are 

exploited, and the link between immaterial production and salary is loosened.40 

Still, the illusion that culture and art can transcend material conditions has 

still to be completely overthrown, as exposed by Irit Rogoff.41 Thus, it may 

seem paradoxical that the success of  art institutions is often measured by their 

economic growth, expansion, and media presence.42 

When considering any kind of  institution, financial potential can be 

considered as the ultimate manifestation of  power – one of  the reasons behind 

the current ‘crisis of  agencies’ and ‘lack of  instruments for effective action’ 

that trouble non-dominant voices.43 A way to elucidate this is by considering 

the difference residing in the interval that separates the holders of  capital 

(be it economic, cultural or social, as I will explain in Chapter II) from 

the ones that do not conform to current requirements – those who are not 

capable or willing to guarantee an ideologically consistent succession for the 

institution. The capitalist social order is based exactly on the gap between the 

ones who monopolise power and those who are subjected to it – for capital 

fundamentally dissects the socius into segments44. Pervasive inequalities and 

reiterated constrictive social models affect the life and the work of  a multitude 

of  subjects. 

40. Berardi, Futurability, 183

41. Irit Rogoff, “Who Do We Face?” in Former West, 627

42. Ibid.

43. Zygmunt Bauman, Moral blindness: the loss of sensitivity in liquid modernity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 

2013), 52,60

44. Fèlix Guattari, Soft subversions: texts and interviews 1977-1985, ed. by Sylvère Lotringer (Los Angeles: 

Semiotext(e), 2009), 265
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As we have seen, art institutions are embedded in a socio-political scenario 

that could easily maintain its status and still reiterate its rethorics, and unequal 

and Eurocentric patterns of  representation. Hence, it may be assumed that, 

considering the scale and relevance of  the ‘art world’ to the rest of  the planet, 

it is not even worth trying to intervene and make institutionalised art a radical 

or progressive space for action. Relating to the intricacy of  this matter,  Jean 

Baudrillard provocatively states that art is merely ‘what is discussed in the 

art world’: the artistic community just stares at itself, and according to this 

condition, ‘art could do no better than to disappear without any further 

discussion’. But even then, he acknowledges the necessity ‘to talk about art’ – 

particularly when it seems like conversations about it cannot lead anywhere. 

Talking about art means challenging the idea that the viewer’s primary need 

implies being integrated in a ‘cultural imperative’, that is, belonging to the 

‘circuit of  culture.’45 It is even more necessary to have this discussion and look 

for antagonisms now, as institutional art keeps disguising itself  as democratic, 

while consistently reinforcing its privileged milieu. It is imperative that art 

workers understand what goes on beyond art market forces – and to think 

about ‘visibilities and invisibilities’ in the art world46. The production of  critical 

knowledge has to be followed by the production of  ‘critical consequences’ 

– two pivotal moments that are usually distanced by the very conditions of  

artistic production47. 

Are we really incapable of  carrying out a revolution?48 Should we protect 

utopia as the only chance to materialise the inevitable collusion between past 

45. Baudrillard, The Conspiracy of Art, 91

46. Rogoff, Former West, 628

47. Janna Graham, “Between a Pedagogical Turn and a Hard Place” in Curating and the Educational 

Turn , ed. by Paul O’Neill and Mick Wilson (London: Open Editions/De Appel, 2010), 127

48. Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993), 69
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and future?49 In Chapter II, I will try to analyse and explain what working in 

the arts implies. I will explore the value of  immaterial labour and reflect on 

the institution as an apparatus, whose activity seems to be increasingly based 

on an entrepreneurial model.

49. Medina, Former West, 123
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II

Micropolitics, Immateriality, and Institutionalism

Public art institutions are being afflicted by a widespread lack of  a critical 

awareness in the management and presentation of  contents. Programmes and 

events are constantly affected by a tendency to work with rhetorics that easily 

generate consensus and look for generic, quantitative approval. A relentless 

quantification of  everything is the formula that dominates contemporary 

institutions: harvesting attendance numbers and capitalising on artists’ and 

visitors’ presence as a legitimaet low-cost, high-reward method50. 

But perhaps the opposite is also true, if  we consider the events concerning 

the 2017 Whitney Biennial as a case where critical disapproval publicly 

emerged. Following the display of  Dana Schutz’s painting Open Casket (2016) 

(Fig.2), British artist Hannah Black wrote an open letter to the Biennial curators 

asking them to remove and eventually destroy the painting. The artwork in 

question depicts the dead body of  Emmett Till, an African American fourteen-

year old boy who, back in 1955, was murdered for being ‘falsely accused of  

flirting with a white woman.’51 Black’s intervention clearly testifies the lack 

of  awareness of  the Whitney as an art institution, finally denouncing issues 

of  tokenism and exploitation of  emotional connections through politically 

50. Hito Steyerl, “The Terror of Total Dasein”, vimeo.com (2015), https://vimeo.com/147012610

51. Lorena Muñoz-Alonso, “Dana Schutz’s Painting of Emmett Till at Whitney Biennial Sparks 

Protest”, artnet.com (2017), https://news.artnet.com/art-world/dana-schutz-painting-emmett-till-

whitney-biennial-protest-897929
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correct(ed) representations. An extract of  Black’s letter (Fig.3) reads as follows:

Although Schutz’s intention may be to present white shame, this 

shame is not correctly represented as a painting of  a dead Black boy by 

a white artist—those non-Black artists who sincerely wish to highlight 

the shameful nature of  white violence should first of  all stop treating 

Black pain as raw material. The subject matter is not Schutz’s; white free 

speech and white creative freedom have been founded on the constraint 

of  others, and are not natural rights. The painting must go. [...] The 

curators of  the Whitney Biennial [...] have staged a show in which Black 

life and anti-Black violence feature as themes, and been approvingly 

reviewed in major publications for doing so. Although it is possible that 

this inclusion means no more than that blackness is hot right now, driven 

into non-Black consciousness by prominent Black uprisings and struggles 

across the US and elsewhere, I choose to assume as much capacity for 

insight and sincerity in the biennial curators as I do in myself.52

  

Black’s contestation emphasizes the institution’s responsibility in aiming 

for profit and mainstream recognition at the expense of  representing a 

minority’s critical agency. This example also resonates with the question 

of  legitimacy, agreement and disagreement that I will analyse in detail 

in the third Chapter. As we have seen, I developed my position regarding 

transformative agency in Chapter I, moving from the proposition that spaces 

which legitimate content and construct consent remain a mutable ground. 

It emerged that a latent difficulty in recognising art as economic practice 

52. Hannah Black, Open letter to the Whitney Biennial curators, artnet.com (2017), https://news.

artnet.com/art-world/dana-schutz-painting-emmett-till-whitney-biennial-protest-897929
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might be silencing the will to intervene. Through this Chapter, I will address 

a series of  structural and political points of  discussion by providing a series of  

analytical approaches. In what follows, I will demonstrate that the possibility 

for a radical interference, or interruption, that breaks the continuity of  the 

artistic institutional systems can be undertaken by those who work in them. To 

introduce this task, I would like to introduce Pierre Bourdieu’s classification 

of  capital, which suggestively echoes the current perception of  art and its 

marketability. He argues that capital (a synonym for power)53 manifests itself  in 

three main forms, which communicate and transform one another, creating 

a ‘set of  constraints’ that determine the chance of  success for any practice: 

cultural capital, social capital, and economic capital.54 I will focus on the first 

two for the benefit of  my argument. 

Cultural capital is often predisposed to operate symbolically, and is thus 

seldom recognised as a form of  capital – specifically in those markets where 

economic capital goes unrecognised, such as in the arts.55 In its embodied state 

it can be an ability, or an authority, and it is accumulated when a subject 

invests time in it: an act of  ‘incorporation’ or ‘assimilation’ takes place, 

generating talent and competences.56 In its objectified state, it can be possessed 

both materially and symbolically: it is the product of  ‘historical action’. This 

means it functions as capital only when involved in cultural production, when 

it is instituted and its recognition is imposed from above.57 

Social capital is directly connected to networks of  relationships and to their 

53. Pierre Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital” in J. Richardson, Handbook of Theory and Research for the 

Sociolog y of Education (Wesport, CT: Greenwood, pp.241-58, 1986)

54. Ibid., 15-16

55. Ibid., 18

56. Ibid.,

57. Ibid., 20-21
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scale when mobilised by a subject. As is the case with cultural capital, social 

capital is not a ‘social given’; instead, it requires continuous time investment 

and effort in order to be maintained.58 Institutions set the conditions of  access 

to social capital by actively facilitating exchanges between members of  similar 

social groups, favouring conversations among homogeneous individuals, and 

preventing ‘illegitimate’ dialogues, so that the group is protected and can last.59 

Economic capital remains at the root of  these less recognizable forms of  capital 

– in the sense that it is also ‘at the root of  their effects.’60 Bourdieu’s analysis 

of  economic processes might be understood as a way to look at institutional 

infrastructures up close, recognizing them as a complex system of  production, 

constructed on negotiations and regulations involving knowledge, economy, 

and politics. If  it can be advocated that art institutions operate within the 

capitalist framework, then it may be argued that a figurative ‘close-up’ on 

who is being instituted – as evoked by the Whitney Biennial case – could reveal 

significant details on institutional policies.

As Félix Guattari states in Soft Subversions (1977-85), ‘instead of  conducing 

a politics of  subjection, of  identification, normalization, social control and 

setting the people we are dealing with along a semiotic track, it is possible 

to opt for a micropolitics that at least takes into account our own humble 

participation in the story.’61 Micropolitics can be envisaged as a management 

approach, as well as a self-reflexive and analytic tool to reconsider how each 

position works within an institutional artistic environment. It is sufficiently 

specific but still acknowledges the network it belongs to, without relying on 

58. Ibid., 21-22

59. Ibid., 22-23

60. Ibid., 24

61. Guattari, Soft Subversions, 54-55
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the adage of  the importance of  ‘subjectivity’. Guattari further refers to the 

scale of  political relationships in another passage: he mentions how state 

power homogenises ‘aspirations for change’ as it gets rid of  manifestations 

of  ‘effervescence and creativity’ by ‘miniaturizing’ what is at stake in terms 

of  power62. Moreover, he mentions Foucault by describing that behind the 

‘logophilia’ (the love of  words) embraced by the dominant culture, lies a 

profound ‘logophobia’ (a fear of  words): a violent will to control the creation 

and diffusion of  critical discourses, and a way to mitigate or even neutralise 

‘the richness of  its most dangerous elements’.63 Similarly, critic and historian 

Cuauhtémoc Medina defines contemporary art as a ‘dialogical structure’ 

deeply connected to a ‘hypertrophy of  discourse’: always demanding for a 

double reception – by including common referents and theoretical hyperboles 

– contemporary art manages to speak to the general audience, to social elites, 

and to the academia at the same time, residing amidst ‘elite entertainment and 

mass culture’.64 

Those directly participating in artistic production are somehow also protected, 

and to a certain extent governed, by the institutions involved in their work. It is 

illusory to hope for a disengagement from participation – on the contrary, art 

workers may acquire solidity if  they recognise themselves as a social group, 

a political entity who has agency – which can act within the market, thus 

reconditioning productive terms. As Angela Dimitrakaki emphasizes, thinking 

about an art history of  ‘artistic subjects’ – instead of  an art history of  ‘artworks’, 

or what ‘enables’ a subject to produce – implies focusing on the relationship 

between producer and product, and considering the reasons why certain 

62. Ibid., 36 

63. Ibid., 283

64. Medina, Former West, 116, 118
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conditions ‘disable’ artistic subjects from being ‘realized, and recognized, as 

producers.’65 Being an art worker also entails being aware of  the conflicting 

narratives defining it as a role: is an art worker an emancipatory figure from 

capital, or is he or she being sabotaged by it, together with his or her creative 

freedom?66 

If  art institutions are afflicted by ‘indefinite postponement’ and ‘microscopic 

achievement’67, as stated by Seda Naiumad, finding an alternative way of  

institutional functioning may benefit from methods of  inquiry that distance 

themselves from governmentalised rethorics or critical stances. Martha Rosler 

observes how a kind of  timid dissidence is, in fact, present and accepted in 

institutional contexts, and that ‘better behaved forms of  criticality’ are just 

inherently deleterious, ephemeral forms of  criticism: namely, institutional 

critique, interventionism and new institutionalism.68 However, Rosler dismisses 

any attempt to change the institutional model as essentially futile; in many 

instances she refers to the necessity to leave institutions so that art can find a 

more authentic platform to operate from. 

But abandoning institutions is not a viable option as long as they remain 

influential public spaces. As we have seen, art institutions still use their power 

to testify and validate specific social, historical, and political events through 

a top-down selection, curation and articulation of  narratives. Undeniably, 

the current system can be maintained only so long as the vast majority of  

individuals participate in it carelessly, giving it their unconscious assent69, 

65. Dimitrakaki, Former West, 408

66. Ibid., 409

67. Seda Naiumad, Lapdogs of the Bourgeoisie: Class Hegemony in Contemporary Art , eds. Tirdad Zolghadr 

and Nav Haq (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2009), 18

68. Rosler, Culture Class, 49, 60

69. Guattari, Soft Subversions, 239
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or plainly try to ignore it by denying their involvement. In order to better 

understand the conditions for participation and production, I will analyse 

how institutions can be investigated as apparatuses that, in order to exist and 

operate, need to generate subjectification.

The institution as apparatus

By considering institutions as operating wholes, an institutional analysis can 

be developed through Giorgio Agamben’s understanding of  the ‘apparatus.’70 

An apparatus is a network and it always has a concrete strategic function – 

being always located in a power relation. It appears at the intersection of  

power relations and relations of  knowledge. Furthermore, apparatuses always 

imply a process of  subjectification: they must produce their subject in order 

to function.71 Art institutions, in fact, do produce their own subjects, be they 

visitors, exhibitions, and to a certain extent, artists and curators too can be 

recognized as products of  the institutional art apparatus. 

Agamben further elaborates the meaning and relevance of  the term by 

going beyond the Foucauldian definition of  apparatus: 

I shall call an apparatus literally anything that has in some way 

the capacity to capture, orient, determine, intercept, model, control, 

or secure the gestures, behaviours, opinions, or discourses of  living 

beings. Not only, therefore, prisons, madhouses, the panopticon, schools, 

confession, factories, disciplines, juridical measures, and so forth (whose 

connection with power is in a certain sense evident), but also the pen, 

70. Giorgio Agamben, What is an apparatus? (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009)

71. Ibid.,; 2, 7, 11
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writing, literature, philosophy, agriculture, cigarettes, navigation, 

computers, cellular telephones and […] language itself, which is perhaps 

the most ancient of  apparatuses.72

Easterling also refers to the original conception of  ‘apparatus’ theorized 

by Michel Foucault – ‘the said as much as the unsaid’ – as she builds a parallel 

with her idea of  ‘disposition’ as a diagnostic tool for infrastructural activity; I 

analysed her interpretation in Chapter I. If  the meanings listed by Agamben 

are all constitutive of  the concept of  apparatus, then a mutually productive 

relationship between subject and infrastructure may be taking place within 

the apparatus in question. However, as Jan Verwoert points out,73 institutional 

apparatuses should not be designated as subjects of  discourse with their own 

creative agency – platforms with cultural potential whose content is merely a 

filling for their format. The specific form of  ‘control’ exerted by art institutions 

as authorities ‘which establishes the standards, demands and expectations, 

governing how everyone in the art world acts — is everyone in the art world.’74 

The agents involved in the perpetuation of  art institutions actively build its 

functionality, identity, as well as its political and ethical stance. Immaterial 

labour and the production of  knowledge are what allows for the very existence 

of  art institutions. 

Nevertheless, clear and solid articulations of  progressive views often seem 

to be missing from public art programmes, together with  apparently ineffective 

efforts to bring change into mainstream discourses. What is the cause beyond 

72. Ibid., 14

73. Jan Verwoert, “Control I’m Here: A Call For the Free Use of the Means of Producing 

Communication, in Curating and in General” in Curating and the Educational Turn, 26

74. Ibid.,28 
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widespread conservative and safe institutional agendas – revenue aside? 

In The Soul at Work (2009), Franco Berardi reminds his readers that 

Baudrillard already acknowledged the dissuasive character of  our social 

functioning – a social process that simulates events and, at the same time, 

obliterates them by simulation: 

Deterrence is a very peculiar form of  action: it is what causes something 

not to take place. It dominates the whole of  our contemporary period, 

which tends not so much to produce events as to cause something not to 

occur, while looking as though it is a historical event.75

In The Illusion of  the End (1994), Baudrillard refers to this absence of  

action as a ‘retrospective form’, an ‘end-of-millennium dream’ caused by the 

increased gravity imposed by the imaginary ‘mass’ that is the future, where 

retrospection is ultimately dependent on a prospection: an image of  the future 

built on the reflection of  a past.76 But Berardi insists that the future is not 

simply a  linear development of  past and present events: instead, it is the 

solidification of  a specific form among others, ‘the fixation of  a pattern.’77 

The task of  immaterial workers, then, may be exactly to distinguish ‘the layers 

of  futurability that lie in the texture of  the present reality and in the present 

consciousness.’78

75. Jean Baudrillard, The Illusion of the End (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994), 17

76. Ibid., 13, 18, 20

77. Berardi, Futurability, 14

78. Ibid., 17
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Immaterial labour as artistic practice

If  knowledge workers are becoming symbols of  the paradigmatic form of  

labor, it is because a change emerged within the composition of  the working 

class: intellect and knowledge are today an evident productive force in this.79  

I have first introduced Berardi’s thought on cognitive work and the condition 

of  immaterial production in relation to salary in the second half  of  Chapter I.  

Most importantly, Berardi posits a pivotal question to the understanding of  

the current status of  immaterial labour:

How have we passed from the social antagonisms of  the 1960s and 

1970s, when worker power was paradoxically defined by a refusal of  work, 

its autonomy from the capitalist valorization process, and its own forms 

of  organization–its defection from factory discipline–to the experience 

of  the last two decades, where work has become the core of  our identity, 

no longer economically necessary, yet vital to the constitution of  the 

self ? In short, from fleeing work to identifying with it?80

It is self-evident that creative practitioners produce value using the mind 

and language. Berardi focuses on the social function of  cognitive labour, 

stating that intellectual labour is no longer a social function separated from 

general labour, but it becomes a transversal function within the entire social 

process.81 Intellectuals are no longer a class independent from production, 

79. Franco Berardi, The soul at work: from alienation to autonomy (Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2009)

80. Ibid., 12

81. Ibid.
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nor free individuals assuming a purely ethical and cognitive choice.82 This is 

why the word  ‘intellectual’ has now lost much of  the meaning it maintained 

throughout the twentieth century, when its semiotics implied issues of  social 

knowledge, but also ethics and politics.83 In the second half  of  the twentieth 

century intellectual labour completely changed its nature, having been 

progressively absorbed into the domain of  economic production.84 It is in this 

sense that we speak of  immaterial labour. 

‘Language and money are not at all metaphors, and yet they are immaterial. 

They are nothing, and yet can do everything: they move, displace, multiply, 

destroy’85. Unequal or unethical working conditions affect immaterial workers 

by altering the ‘semiotic flux’ of  the ‘human time’ they spend working, while 

extra-economic factors critically influence social productivity in these cases – 

emotional, ideological, cultural and imaginative energies all intervene and alter 

the flux of  the intellectual’s productive, also known as creative, process86. Is 

the path toward extreme specialization and differentiation ultimately bringing 

creative practitioners and cognitive workers towards an entirely abstract and 

detached dimension? In fact, Foucault was already questioning the way in 

which labour was becoming abstract in economic discourse by 1979, when he 

critically argued that labour was being ‘cut off  from its human reality, from 

all its qualitative variables,’ while being reduced by capitalist logic to labour 

power, time, and value produced.87

 Art workers, when dissociated from their micro- and macro-political 

82. Ibid., 33

83. Ibid.

84. Ibid., 29

85. Ibid., 21

86. Ibid., 68

87. Foucault, The birth of biopolitics, 222-223
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circumstances of  production, tend to find themselves in conditions of  

separateness, where the production of  social content is distant from social 

consequence, and thus are less likely to acknowledge the conflicts belonging 

to these very circumstances – so mobilisation, resistance and struggle against 

the sites of  experience often remain a remote possibility88. George Yùdice 

illustrates how artists eventually become incorporated by governmental 

standards in a specific mutation of  art as a playground to enact forms of  

‘managed diversity’.89 To be sure, identifying the ones that work in the arts 

as ‘art workers’ is a strategic move for capitalism, as the economy is not 

dominated by immaterial production, but instead thrives on the instability 

and uncertainty of  this category to maintain its structures and constraints 

of  hegemonic production.90 As Agamben argues in The Man Without Content 

(1999), work is now recognized as the driving force behind all achievement:

 [T]he split in the productive activity of  man [...] is not overcome 

here but rather made extreme. [...] every chance to distinguish between 

poiesis and praxis, pro-duction and action, is lost. [...] Man’s “doing” 

is determined as an activity producing a real effect [...]. [W]ork, which 

used to occupy the lowest rank in the hierarchy of  active life, climbs to 

the rank of  central value and common denominator of  every human 

activity.91

Engaging in any kind of  artistic practice entails being recognized as a 

88. Graham, Curating and the Educational Turn, 127

89. George Yùdice, The Expediency of Culture: Uses of Culture in the Global Era (Durham: Duke University 

Press, 2003) 

90. Dimitrakaki, Former West, 414-415

91. Agamben, The man without content, 67-70
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professional figure whose work produces value and wealth, and as a subject 

holding social responsibility. When the art worker involves him or herself  

with institutions, his or her critical agency is potentially compromised 

as it is co-opted by the organisation’s authority, integrity, and identity. A 

reinitialisation needs to happen from within. A deeper awareness of  working 

conditions in the field is necessary to contrast the limitations enforced by 

institutionalisation. Art has been absorbed into the contemporary version 

of  the cultural field, becoming an additional backdrop for neoliberal 

capitalism to maintain hegemonic structures, and to perpetrate processes of  

commodification and subjectification so that the reproduction of  its system 

is assured.92 As I mentioned in the beginning of  the first Chapter, Mouffe 

rightly argues that the museum and art institutions are a ‘crucial site’ for 

‘political contestation’. Thus, to desert them is a disempowering act, as it 

hinders their recognition as spaces that need to be challenged in order to 

establish them as scenes for political engagement.93 

Yet, in order to unfold a productive critique and restore cognitive workers’ 

agency, it is important to understand how the individuality of  each subject 

has been swallowed by a greater political and economical entity. In the neo-

liberal society the economic subject is not whom operates through exchanges, 

consumption, or production; the real main subject is ‘the enterprise’ – to 

be understood not just as an institution, but as a ‘way of  behaving in the 

economic field.’94

92. Mouffe, “The Museum Revisited”  (Artforum, Vol. 48 No. 10, 2010)

93. Ibid.

94. Foucault, The birth of biopolitics, 175
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How to ru(i)n an art enterprise

Neo-liberal regulations of  the social are informed by the generalization and 

diffusion of  competition as a mechanism of  production – and, consequently, 

by the multiplication of  the ‘enterprise’ as a form across the social body.95 

From the perspective of  the cultural producer, the idea of  ‘enterprise’ could be 

associated with the current definition of  ‘art institution’. Following Berardi’s 

argument regarding cognitive workers’ psychological investment,96 it is apparent 

that a disproportionate amount of  intellectual capacities and time are being 

invested in art ’enterprises’. Labour is now part of  the collective imagination. 

Elements of  social recognition, communication as work, affection, competition 

and marginalisation are at stake97. I will provide a contextual frame for on this 

argument in Chapter III by investigating the relationship between imagination’s 

role in society and work. The capacity for producing critical interpretations – 

by institutions, immaterial workers, and audiences alike – is being dispersed 

and neutralised by the status of  constant oversaturation and overstimulation 

that began – and exponentially escalated – with the turn of  the 21st century. 

Art’s marketability, the increasing attraction towards ‘participatory’, identity-

focused, or community-forming art are all factors that depoliticise art and 

empty its reception of  any fragment of  criticality. Institutions are necessarily 

involved in a constant act of  normalisation: operational choices define the 

nature of  the professional relationships and social protocols that fall within 

their reach.98 

95. Ibid., 147-148

96. Berardi, The Soul at Work, 78, 79, 80
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98. Hassan Khan, “A Simple Turn: Notes on an Argument” in Curating and the Educational Turn, 120
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Earlier I argued that art institutions can be envisioned and examined as 

apparatuses. Thus, as apparatuses, institutions can be recognized as a set of  

assumptions that produce subjects in the world: therefore, those who interact 

with them must deal with these foundational postulates. Rather unsurprisingly, 

those subjected to the institutions are currently supposed to comply with poor 

working conditions, sedimented practices of  selective representation, and 

the right to monopoly in the field. In order to cause or bring a significant 

interference into this system, a change of  parameters has to take place. Tirdad 

Zolghadr offers a perspective that directly puts into question the roots of  

cultural and knowledge production – the academia: 

[I]f  art is no longer the effort to overcome the alienation of  labour but 

the labour itself, then the academy shouldn’t offer a fluffy oasis of  patient 

harmony, but rather it should make a strong stab at a realistic model, one 

in which friction, agonism and antagonism are not necessarily bad things 

[…] a reshuffling of  institutionalised parameters regarding knowledge 

and non-knowledge […] a revisiting of  the infrastructures and situations 

through which we discuss, teach, circulate and commemorate art. 99

Zolghadr’s position reinforces the notion that art institutions need to be 

reframed by the will and intellectual awareness of  their own inhabitants.  The 

potential of  radical reconsiderations of  ‘infrastructures and situations’ may 

lie in the refusal to agree – through a collective pause that would allow a 

critical discussion on the biopolitical dynamics which concern and connect 

immaterial workers in their entirety. 

99. Tirdad Zolghadr, “The Angry Middle Aged: Romance and the Possibilities of Adult Education in 

the Art World” in Curating and the Educational Turn, 163,164
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To frame my argument, I will briefly outline the implications of  referring 

to the ‘biopolitical’. Biopolitical power can be identified as a pervasive, 

accelerated, incessantly proliferating, information-driven force; the economy 

of  biopolitics resides within psychology and language of  individuals that 

are embedded within a framework of  enterprises in constant competition. 

Biopolitics are the socio-political and economic order that underlies human 

relations. They are determinant factors in the loss of  political agency and 

economic autonomy. It may be relevant, then, to point out that politics and 

economy, according to Foucault, do not actually ‘exist’, but they are ‘inscribed 

in reality’ by the existence of  a regime, that is, the apparatus.100 Foucault 

originally intended the apparatus – which is formed by a ‘set of  practices’ and 

a ‘regime of  truth’ – as a  ‘dispositif ’ constituted by the relationship between 

knowledge and power. After discerning the significant role of  biopolitics in 

directing collectivity, it should be clear that notions such as the apparatus, 

immaterial labour, the enterprise, and the infrastructure are all interrelated, 

and that they constitute the many aspects of  institutionalization and regulation 

of  conduct and production.  

It might be worth approaching the issue of  art workers’ agency from a 

different perspective: What would happen if  we decide to maintain a notion 

of  unproductive time and space within the institutional art context? Simon 

Sheikh suggests that we need to move beyond knowledge production and into 

the creation of  spaces for thinking.101 However, there is a fundamental distance 

between thinking, knowledge, and critical awareness. Whereas knowledge is 

circulated and maintained through a number of  normative practices and 

100. Foucault, The birth of biopolitics, 19-20

101. Simon Sheikh, “Objects of Study or Commodif ication of Knowledge?”, artandresearch.org.uk  

(Art&Research journal vol.2 no. 2. 2009) http://www.artandresearch.org.uk/v2n2/sheikh.html.
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disciplines, thinking refers to internal, miniaturised ‘networks of  indiscipline, 

lines of  flight and utopian questionings’102. Causing a disruption could be a 

matter of  leaving behind institutional formats of  both knowledge production 

and learning – of  scripts such as programmes, productive events, scheduled 

lectures or Q&A. Even so, there is not a clear path indicating how to transform 

institutions into critical spaces for acting differently and thinking critically.

In the following Chapter, I will deepen my analysis by exploring the  

interrelated backgrounds – both conceptual and actual – that can constitute 

a foundational structure for the genesis of  critical stances and possibilities of  

intervention.

102. Ibid., 6
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III

Critical Stances in Institutional Settings

Further to the arguments put forward concerning agency and 

institutionalization, this Chapter aims to explore the tension between consensus 

and critical disagreement. I argue that conflict could function as a potent 

catalyst to fight the normalization and stabilization of  institutional power. The 

following argumentations draw a connection between my argument on the 

condition of  art institutions and Mouffe’s reflections on contemporary politics, 

democracy and conflict. Mouffe reminds her readers that contemporary 

Western society is one in which knowledge and power are closely related (as I 

mentioned in the last pages of  Chapter II, referring to Foucault) – but she also 

describes how this society is experiencing a ‘radical indeterminacy.’ Today, a 

politics without adversaries assumes that all interests can be reconciled, that 

everyone ought to identify with a main ‘project’ in order to be part of  ‘the 

people.’103 Speaking of  a main project could be an appropriate way to recall 

how institutionalised art forms articulate their programmes, discourses, and 

how they behave, through their disposition, as enterprises – as I argued in 

Chapter I and II. Polite demands for consensus, together with the pursuit of  

supposedly ‘neutral’ positions to speak from, consistently materialize within 

institutional settings. 

It is worth noting that, as argued by Mouffe104, social objectivity is always 

103. Chatal Mouffe,  The democratic paradox (London: Verso, 2005) 1, 15

104. Ibid., 21
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constituted through acts of  power, for power is never an external relation 

between entities – it is, rather, a force that actively constitutes identities. 

Seeking social unanimity through institutional power thus inevitably leads to 

preserve hierarchical orders, reduce plurality, reabsorb alterity, and regard 

differences as fundamentally irrelevant105. Instituting art relies on maintaining 

this infrastructural framework of  active operations. 

These normalising processes allow the institution to gain consensus from 

the public, and to affirm its power and authority in the wider cultural sector.  

It may be relevant to quote Dave Beech when mentioning ‘the public,’ as he 

provides an eloquent argumentation to define it in Former West: Art and the 

Contemporary After 1989 (2016). In his chapter Modes of  Assembly: Art, People, and 

the State, Beech notes that artistic publics are a specific social formation that 

is ‘constituted culturally.’ The relationship between art and the public, then, 

is always the result of  a mediation.106 As I previously argued, it is evident that 

power relations cannot be obliterated. Moreover, the illusion that art workers 

or an audience can be free of  the constraints generated by ‘legitimacy’ and 

‘power’ has to be abandoned – together with the fantasy that an ideal, absolute 

harmony within humanity could one day be achieved.107 As demonstrated by 

Foucault more than thirty years ago, it is worth to remember that the liberal 

concept of  ‘freedom’ is nothing more than a relationship of  power:

The new governmental reason needs freedom therefore, the new art 

of  government consumes freedom. It consumes freedom, which means 

that it must produce it. It must produce it, it must organize it. The new art 

105. Ibid., 16, 19, 33

106. Dave Beech, “Modes of Assembly: Art, People, and the State” in Former West, 563

107. Mouffe, The democratic paradox, 22, 33
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of  government therefore appears as the management of  freedom, not in 

the sense of  the imperative: “be free,” with the immediate contradiction 

that this imperative may contain. The formula of  liberalism is not “be 

free.” Liberalism formulates simply the following: I am going to produce 

what you need to be free. [...] Freedom is something which is constantly 

produced. Liberalism is not acceptance of  freedom; it proposes to 

manufacture it constantly, to arouse it and produce it [...]108

 

Mouffe explores this subject by pointing to specific issues within liberal 

discourse. She argues that ‘political liberalism […] offers us a picture of  

the well-ordered society as one from which – through rational agreement 

on justice – antagonism, violence, power and repressions have disappeared 

[…].109 Additionally, she indicates how a concept such as ‘humanity’, which 

is central to liberal discourses, among other universalising terms such as 

‘freedom’, ‘is not a political concept’, nor does it correspond to any concrete 

‘political entity.’110 Idealist, strategic abstractions and generalisations are also a 

common feature of  the dominant artistic lexicon. Schemes of  discourse often 

seem to erase any trace of  criticism and divergence, any possibility for doubt 

or contestation within, and because of, the limits they dictate. Baudrillard 

exemplifies this shift toward controversial forms of  agreement when he speaks 

of  modern politics in an interview titled The Violence of  Indifference (1994), 

published in The Conspiracy of  Art (1996): 

Modern politics begins with the will to dialecticize, to equilibrate 

108. Foucault, The birth of biopolitics, 63-65

109. Mouffe, The democratic paradox, 31

110. Ibid., 43, 44
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forces, to find strategies of  compromise between things, which are always 

thought to be negotiable. The principle of  modern politics is that nothing 

should be able to evade this enterprise of  reconciliation and negotiation. 

If  there has to be conflict, it’s meant to be resolved. […] But the reality 

is not dialectical; it’s made up of  irreconcilabilities, truly antagonistic 

things [...] We start with the principle that things must become clear, 

become transparent. At the same time, there’s a residue that’s not dealt 

with, because it cannot be dealt with; it becomes necessarily residual and 

negative [...]111

Hence, the choice to balance the message sent by the medium – the institution –  

is a strategy related to the attempt to pressurize as many types and classes of  

viewers as possible in the same exhibition space, the same ticket and seat count. 

As activist art, public art, political art, ethical or postcolonial art are becoming 

increasingly popular forms of  discussion, they are, as a general rule, positively 

received within institutional contexts. They are deemed as provocative but 

still politically correct, or passionately involved but hardly offensive to any 

potential viewer, as I will demonstrate in the following section. Instead of  

awakening a critical conscience, they often function as a peculiar expression 

of  flattery.112 

Artworks and exhibitions that seem to engage with political or social issues 

are gratifying – for audiences, curators, and directors alike – as they guarantee 

some kind of  inculpability for both receivers and producers. Socially acceptable, 

inoffensive, and considerate criticality can surely be found in art institutions – 

as long as it assumes consensus among its viewers. This ambition to an ultimate 

111. Jean Baudrillard, “The Violence of Indifference” in The Conspiracy of Art [1994], 151

112. Rosler, Culture Class, 63
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reconciliation also relates to the concept of  ‘managed diversity’ of  which I 

wrote in Chapter II. In fact, as Rosler points out, whenever a project refers to 

sociopolitical issues, as is the case with ‘community initiatives’, it turns into a 

‘moral’ and ‘professional equivalent of  merit badges’, capturing the attention 

of  the media and authorities alike, and of  any person who shares that same 

background or class identity. Rosler adds that the reach for an agreement in 

the guise of  ‘engaged art’ often ends up making invisible the communities or 

minorities it refers to113 – or, in different instances, leads the misrepresented to 

publicly denounce such institutional choices, as I illustrated at the beginning 

of  Chapter II. 

Instituting a forced reconciliation implies invalidating that ‘residue’ of  

conflict of  which (according to the passage from Baudrillard114 that I quoted 

earlier in this Chapter) the institution avoids speaking. Thus, it can be said 

that consensus is the expression of  a hegemony: it is what renders power 

relations unchanging by inhibiting debates, as it defines a border between 

what is legitimate and what isn’t.115 Establishing consensus as an implicit rule 

means disregarding and annihilating the entirety of  thoughts, subjectivities, 

and critical stances that do not fit within that particular agreement. Mouffe 

explains how consensus is a ‘stabilization of  power’, and consequently ‘always 

entails some form of  exclusion.’ Besides, she notes that a power that imposes 

itself  is able to do so because it is recognized as legitimate by some, and, as 

legitimacy is not an abstract principle, it is necessarily based on a previously 

existing, concrete form of  successful power.116 However, when considering 

113. Ibid., 168

114. Baudrillard, The Conspiracy of Art, 151

115. Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox, 48

116. Ibid., 100-104
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issues of  legitimacy, we should bear in mind that the boundaries defining them 

are essentially political – and, for this precise reason, they are contestable.117 In 

order to develop an effective and radical critique of  institutionalisation, this 

must be emphasised: what is political can always be contested. 

To be radical, according to Mouffe, is to aim at a profound transformation 

of  power relations and to create spaces for dissent, supporting the institutions in 

which disagreement can be manifested.118 Of  course, Western art has to coexist 

with an historical background of  biased representations and discriminatory 

practices, and most of  these inequitable formulations still have to be resolved. 

How should culture be transmitted today if  the present time is supposedly 

breaking with the past?119 What could happen when debate or disagreement 

are implemented in the reading and narration of  present histories?

Breaking with the past

Art institutions have long been involved with the representation of  temporal 

transformation. Collections, retrospectives, and archives are some of  the 

standard forms of  exhibiting as well as a way to talk about what has been, so to 

provide a connection between the past and the present by displaying an easily 

recognisable, often linear, intelligible temporal sequence. Although it can be 

assumed that temporality is what is currently used to classify information in 

time, it seems like artistic production is stuck in a limbo between past and 

future, between the need for retrospection and the desire for utopia. Earlier I 

referred to the issue of  envisioning the future in times affected by the absence 

117. Ibid., 48

118. Ibid., 105, 121

119. Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, 72
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of  action. The point that I want to substantiate here is that art still depends 

on the ethical impossibility of  forgetting history, of  going beyond it, as one 

of  its responsibilities is conceiving or imagining a better future. Still, it is 

essential to maintain that the liberal freedom that Foucault was talking about 

is produced precisely through the ‘forgetting of  history.’120 Several theorists 

have problematised the relationship between our epoch and former times.  

I intend to confront and associate the thoughts of  three authors (whose work 

I already referred to in the previous Chapters) who elaborated on this subject 

around the turn of  the twenty-first century, namely Bruno Latour, Giorgio 

Agamben and Jean Baudrillard. 

According to Latour, temporality is simply a means of  transmission – a 

methodology.121 Similarly, Baudrillard stresses that history has always been 

an ‘immense simulation model’: as a linear succession of  non-meaningless 

facts, history is the unlimited suspension of  the end, standing open to the 

future.122 Agamben theorized that facing the present moment could be decisive 

in understanding the essence and meaning of  the contemporary condition, 

where incessant accumulation, saturation and procrastination take place: 

[I]f  it is true that the fundamental architectural problem becomes 

visible only in the house ravaged by fire, then perhaps we are today 

in a privileged position to understand the authentic significance of  the 

Western aesthetic project.123 

120. Foucault, The birth of biopolitics, 86

121. Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, 75

122. Baudrillard, The Illusion of the End, 5-7

123. Agamben, The Man Without Content, 6
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But Agamben himself  questions whether ‘the time is ripe for such a destruction’, 

that is, the definitive breaking of  tradition.124 A potential materialization of  

criticality may relate to changes in the Western conception of  time, temporal 

progression, and the very idea of  socio-political and economic development. 

The loss of  tradition – which might be happening right now, according to the 

aforementioned authors – means that the past is no longer transmissible, and 

that ‘no link is possible between old and new, if  not the infinite accumulation 

of  the old in a sort of  monstrous archive’.125 Besides, the contemporary idea of  

‘culture’ exists precisely because of  this transmission process, and it can only 

be discussed by considering it as an act of  transmission: there is no accumulated 

mass of  ideas, events or principles whose reality is in itself  a value.126 Therefore, 

culture could be described as an ‘enterprise of  museographic reproductions 

of  reality, the vast enterprise of  aesthetic storage, re-simulation and aesthetic 

reprinting of  all the forms that surround us.’127 

If  time can be recognized as a relative parameter, then it should be 

discernible that the way culture and art are currently intertwined, intended, 

articulated, and communicated, is the result of  a specific, standardised 

geopolitical imaginary and of  ubiquitous, rooted forms of  self-portrayal. It 

is clear that today the world is deeply concerned by ‘recording, filing and 

memorizing everything of  our own past and the past of  all cultures.’128 Yet it 

is the very structure of  temporality, as Latour affirms, what forces Western 

thought ‘to shelve the totality of  the human and nonhuman third worlds.’ 

Thus, he suggests that abandoning temporality would be enough to create a 

124. Ibid., 107-108

125. Ibid., 1999; 108

126. Ibid., 1999; 107-108

127. Jean Baudrillard, “Towards the Vanishing Point of Art” in The Conspiracy of Art [1987], 105

128. Baudrillard, The Illusion of the End, 9
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different measure of  time129 – and perhaps of  values. 

The idea of  breaking with recessive models and Western socio-temporal 

measurements is recurrent in the work of  Agamben and Baudrillard too. The 

former questions whether the world would be ready to cross such an ‘abyss’ 

with a ‘radical leap.’130 The latter illustrates how the only way of  escaping 

this would be to ‘leapfrog our shadows’: in other words, ‘leapfrog the shadow 

of  the century.’131 Poisoned by technologies of  retrospection, the present is 

increasingly involved in the failing project of  reviewing, rewriting, restoring 

and face-lifting to achieve a ‘universally positive balance sheet’: the victory of  

human rights, the elision of  conflict, and the destruction of  negative memories 

from the past.132 Baudrillard articulates the conflict between Xeroxing history 

and obliterating it:

Are not mental and intellectual structures currently going 

underground, burying themselves in memories, in archives, in search 

of  an improbable resurrection? […] As for history – that living lump of  

waste, that dying monster which [...] continues to swell after it has died 

– how are we to be rid of  it?133 

Politics, morality and art are equally involved in this withdrawal from the 

future, in an infinite retrospection and repentance: this is not an historical 

evolution, but an ‘epidemic of  consensus’ and of  ‘democratic values’.134

129. Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, 74-76

130. Agamben, The Man Without Content, 107

131. Baudrillard, The Illusion of the End, 12

132. Ibid., 11, 12

133. Ibid., 9, 26

134. Ibid., 24, 44
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 Perhaps the democracy Baudrillard speaks of  as a declining principle 

could be interpreted as the flawed adaptation of  truly democratic values by 

modern politics and by the neoliberal ethos. The main issue affecting current 

ideologies seems to be the incessant hunt for reconciliation through hegemony 

that Mouffe also speaks about.135 Yet Baudrillard depicts a more serious 

condition impairing the current concept of  democracy, which is now an empty, 

worthless, liquefied principle, the result of  reprocessing historical waste and 

collapsing under obsolete systems.136 The problem of  waste distinguishes this 

historical stage:

 It is not just material substances, including nuclear ones, which pose 

a waste problem but also the defunct ideologies, bygone utopias, dead 

concepts and fossilized ideas which continue to pollute our mental space. 

Historical and intellectual refuse pose an even more serious problem 

than industrial waste.137 

Several instances demonstrate that these processes are ongoing in the art 

world, especially within institutional contexts. In Museum of  the Future (2014) 

Cristina Bechtler and Dora Imhof  gather interviews with artists, architects 

and curators, in which they ask them urgent questions regarding the present 

and future of  art institutions. The set of  questions remains almost unchanged 

throughout the book. One of  these questions is ‘How important is history for a 

museum of  contemporary art?’138 Quite significantly, most of  the interviewees 

135. Mouffe, The democratic paradox

136. Baudrillard, The Illusion of the End, 26-27

137. Ibid., 26

138. Cristina Bechtler and Dora Imhof, Museum of the Future (Zurich, Switzerland: JRP/Ringier & Les 

Presses du Réel, 2014)
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responded rather plainly, reducing their answer to a simple, resolute declaration, 

often phrased as a variation of  something like this: ‘indeed, history is of  

utmost importance to contemporary art.’ However, among the many, mostly 

Western contributors, Liam Gillick dared to answer differently, as he pointed 

out that ‘The history of  contemporary art is in the middle of  being argued 

over and rewritten. The museum should both enable and challenge this process, 

not merely host it.’139 Clearly, Gillick recognizes the role of  art institutions as 

crucial stakeholders in the processing of  history. 

Discussing the relationship between art and history could imply a refusal 

of  its periodisation according to Western standards. It could highlight a need 

to protest the construction of  the very canon that legitimates the suitability 

of  an artwork, or artist, and challenge the rule that classifies something as 

‘interesting’ or ‘right’ enough to be exhibited in a Western institutional setting. 

Politics of imagination and philosophies of action

In the previous pages I began to provide a contextual frame for the 

argument I am going to present now. This section aims to delineate and 

clarify the crucial relationship between the perception of  history, Western 

imagination and possibilities for action. As postulated by Naoki Sakai, the 

West is an imaginary that cannot be analysed as a ‘concept’ or as a ‘proper 

name’: it is ‘an institution validated on collective grounds’, invoking an 

‘objective reality’ which is, in fact, a ‘dramaturgical situation where actors are 

subjectivated and made subject to a certain power configuration.’ The West 

is, essentially, ‘a configuration of  social relationships or an arrangement of  

139. Bechtler and Imhof, Interview with Liam Gillick, Museum of the Future, 114; emphasis mine
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subjective positions.’140 Indeed, contesting the way history is perceived inside 

an artistic institution also questions the genesis of  instituting – if  society 

institutes itself  in history through a spirit of  imagination, it should then 

be capable of  critically questioning its institutions through the creation of  

different political processes, and by establishing other institutional forms.141 

How can the function of  imagination be disclosed? De Sousa Santos states 

that we live in a world in which the ‘very political imagination’ that sustains 

both ‘critical theory and emancipatory politics’ must be finally discussed, and 

he questions whether there is ‘any room for utopia in our world.’142 

The answer is not as straightforward as it might seem. Imagination is 

acquiring a pivotal role in contemporary politics, and has to be recognised 

as a fundamental factor in the attainment and construction of  agency. Still, 

it appears that contemporary thinkers offer divisive perspectives concerning 

the causal relationship that links imagination to agency. Rosler affirms that 

‘artistic imagination continues to dream of  historical agency’, and culture, 

while being co-opted by the market, is a place where resistance and critique 

thrive as frivolous, feeble middle class desires for reform – something to ‘grow 

out of ’.143 Rosler’s statements seem to focus primarily on institutionalised art’s 

inability to actually intervene and change the course of  events. 

However, it is reductive, and perhaps incorrect, to associate imagination 

with ‘dreaming’ or idleness. As Arjun Appadurai points out, imagination can 

no longer be understood as a fantasy, as escapism, as a diversion, or as a 

means for contemplation. Appadurai gives an in-depth analysis of  the role 

140. Naoki Sakai, “The West and Bordering” in Former West, 295
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of  imagination in social life – in fact, he posits that imagination is a ‘social 

practice’ in the sense that it is a form of  work, a form of  negotiation between 

individuals and possibilities:

[I]magination is now central to all forms of  agency, is itself  a social 

fact, and is the key component of  the new global order. [...] many persons 

on the globe live in such imagined worlds […] and thus are able to 

contest and sometimes even subvert the imagined worlds of  the official 

mind and of  the entrepreneurial mentality that surround them.144

Imagination has the potential for new material, social, and intellectual 

contexts to be produced.145 To be sure, structuring imaginary forms of  

organisation and representation also entails conceiving the institutional 

structures that contain them, whether real or hypothetical. But institutions can 

be created as ‘institutions of  negation’146 – they can be porous, transformative, 

and allow the occurrence of  incidents,147 while refusing to restate determinism 

and universalism. Inhabiting the codes of  institutions, in their conventional as 

well as novel forms, is what permits an invasion, the hacking of  a space, and the 

interruption of  institutional administration.148 Understanding, disassembling 

and reconstructing the institution can happen if  the ones who already have 

agency, and whose actions are legitimised, reject domination and grasp the 

social role and meaning of  a multitude of  subjects who will constitute the 

144. Arjun Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization (Minneapolis: University 

of Minnesota Press 1996), 31, 33
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political force capable of  imagining new ways of  instituting.149 

In this sense, curating may be decisive in challenging institutionalisation. 

It has the power to bring forward untested forms of  critique, due to the 

specificity of  thought and action that the role regularly requires. For 

representation is a recurrent issue within institutional contexts, a critical 

curatorial practice should be aware of  the implications of  widespread, 

easily accessible discourses that encourage participation or the experience 

of  art – when the opposite, disengagement, is usually achieved. If  the 

institution is a medium, then its message has to deal with how the audience 

is addressed, how knowledge and information circulates, and how an 

intervention in programmes and formats can radically alter content.150  

Recognising consensus means being conscious of  what can be said or seen at a 

certain moment.151 Identifying the limits of  the institution is then a fundamental 

early step to take so that a reframing can take place. 

To present instances of  alternative forms of  institutional programming and 

curating, I will refer to two cases that challenge organizational structures by 

providing a physical or online space for direct confrontation and social inquiry. 

Iaspis (International Artists’ Studio Program In Sweden) is a government-

funded organisation born in 1996. It currently supports a series of  residencies, 

international exchanges, and offers a programme of  encounters and activities 

aimed at discussing compelling topics in contemporary art, while facilitating 

dialogues among international artists.152 Several forms of  exchange between 

149. Brian Holmes, “Live Your Models: Self-Orientation and Social Form” in Former West, 701

150. Dorothee Richter and Rein Wolfs, “Institution as Medium: Curating as Institutional Critique?” 
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151. Oliver Marchart, “Curating Theory (Away) the Case of the Last Three Documenta Shows” in 

Institution as Medium, 04
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practitioners and the public, organised in programmes such as Kitchen Talks 

and Flying Carpets, articulate a variety of  perspectives by involving art workers 

with heterogeneous backgrounds in public talks. 

These formats represent a multitude of  practices and backgrounds, and 

explore them via an intimate version of  more conventional models like the 

interview, lecture, seminar or panel discussion. The model conceived here is 

that of  the conversation. Providing conceivably ‘private’ but open platforms 

for dialogue could be a way to reactivate a wider sense of  community and 

collectivity among those who work in the arts. Iaspis’ example highlights 

how, as a method of  inquiry and immaterial production, curation could 

possibly benefit from – and might even generate – institutional ‘short-circuits’ 

and ‘misunderstandings’153 caused by informal or exchange-based content 

production.

‘Who is speaking? What is true? What needs to change? Where is South?’ 

These are the four questions that L’Internationale introduced through the series 

Dialogues (2017), inviting thinkers to address our current global predicament.154 

L’Internationale is a confederation of  six European art institutions (Museu 

d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona, SALT, Moderna galerija, Museum van 

Hedendaagse Kunst Antwerpen, Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina 

Sofia, Van Abbemuseum, and mima), international partners and contributors. 

Besides organising exhibitions and projects across Europe, L’Internationale 

invests in consistent online content, distributed across several channels: 

besides Dialogues, the Research department is based on commissioned thematic 

153. Olga Fernandez, “Just What is it That Makes ‘Curating’ so Different, so Appealing?” in Institution 

as Medium, 40

154. L’Internationale, “Dialogues”, internationaleonline.org, http://www.internationaleonline.org/

dialogues/
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texts, and the Opinions sector comprises contributions from authors who have 

been specifically invited to respond to contemporary debates. By positioning 

itself  as a non-hierarchical space for art, L’Internationale bases its ethics on 

values like ‘difference’ and ‘antagonism’, serving as an ‘apparatus for making 

visible the standardisation of  individual and collective beings’, and delcaring 

that ‘institutions have the power to question their own specific systems, as well 

as the formal structures of  institutions in general.’155  Despite the attentive 

stance towards the acknowledgement of  differences and power relations, 

L’Internationale still operates via a hierarchical approach regarding who is 

speaking, and what can or cannot be said, as every contributor or participant 

to the debate is personally invited by, and often already a partner of, the 

confederation.156 

This is a case that distinctly resonates with the dilemma posed 

by institutional self-criticism of  which I wrote in Chapter I. 

Furthermore, the absence of  a space for critical and open debate is likely 

to encourage a certain stability and reiteration of  norms within the 

institutional setting. It is useful to quote Maria Lind to prove that, when 

speaking of institutional forms of art, analysing case studies is primarily a 

way to suggest ‘points of discussion’, rather than a presentation of ‘successful 

examples’ of critique.157 If institutionalization can still be discussed it may 
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be because ‘the general intellect’s potency is still alive and well’; however, 

social emancipation will not happen until cognitive workers recreate 

a collectivity158 able to challenge and transform institutionalization 

through critical agency, social awareness and constructive imagination. 

158. Berardi, Futurability, 172
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Conclusion

I would like to frame the conclusion by referring once more to Berardi’s 

words. In Futurability: The Age of  Impotence and the Horizon of  Possibility (2017), 

he stresses that his focus is on ‘the relation between the content and the 

containter.’ But he notes that the container is not just ‘a container’ – in fact, 

it is ‘a semiotizer, a formal paradigm, that has been shaped by economic 

interests, cultural norms and expectations, political institutions, military 

structures and so on.’ Throughout this study, it emerged that art institutions 

exist and maintain their power through a network of  relations. Thus, it can be 

understood that the function of  the container is to fabricate ‘semiotic models’ 

for the organization of  is contents, that are ‘daily life, language, knowledge, 

technology.’159 The container is not just an empty structure but forms, and 

is formed by, economy, politics, culture, knowledge, and human behaviour. 

Institutionalisation survives on the preservation of  the management of  these 

constitutive elements. 

But the formation of  institutional structure ultimately depends by the 

agents involved in its continuity, and in the cogency of  these subjects’ thought 

and critical agency. Significantly, Berardi develops his assertions about content 

and container by remarking that ‘social imagination is shaped by the container, 

so the contents of  social activity are modelled according to the paradigm of  

159. Berardi, Futurability,169
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accumulation and growth.’ 

However, it is essential to be aware that knowledge, labour and creativity 

– the ‘living contents’ – are always capable of  generating ‘possibilities that 

exceed the container.’160 It is clear that who is capable of  intervening can 

act and bring change in the system he or she inhabits. Being aware of  the 

possibility for a different social and political imagination is a first, crucial 

step to take in order to give institutional criticism a new dimension and 

form. Perhaps a new, collective critical practice could be a decisive device in 

transforming institutionalisation. Being aware of  the ‘potency’161 of  knowledge 

involves acquiring a greater sensitivity for the detection of silenced voices, 

hidden histories, and possibilities for subversion.

160. Ibid.

161. Ibid.
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Appendix

Figure 1: Guerrilla Girls, European Museum and Kunsthalle Survey (2016)
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Figure 2: Dana Schutz, Open Casket (2016)
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To the curators and staff  of  the Whitney Biennial:

I am writing to ask you to remove Dana Schutz’s painting Open Casket with 
the urgent recommendation that the painting be destroyed and not entered 
into any market or museum.

As you know, this painting depicts the dead body of  14-year-old Emmett Till 
in the open casket that his mother chose, saying, “Let the people see what 
I’ve seen.” That even the disfigured corpse of  a child was not sufficient to 
move the white gaze from its habitual cold calculation is evident daily and 
in a myriad of  ways, not least the fact that this painting exists at all. In brief: 
The painting should not be acceptable to anyone who cares or pretends to 
care about Black people because it is not acceptable for a white person to 
transmute Black suffering into profit and fun, though the practice has been 
normalized for a long time.

Although Schutz’s intention may be to present white shame, this shame is 
not correctly represented as a painting of  a dead Black boy by a white ar-
tist—those non-Black artists who sincerely wish to highlight the shameful 
nature of  white violence should first of  all stop treating Black pain as raw 
material. The subject matter is not Schutz’s; white free speech and white 
creative freedom have been founded on the constraint of  others, and are not 
natural rights. The painting must go.

Emmett Till’s name has circulated widely since his death. It has come to 
stand not only for Till himself  but also for the mournability (to each other, 
if  not to everyone) of  people marked as disposable, for the weight so often 
given to a white woman’s word above a Black child’s comfort or survival, and 
for the injustice of  anti-Black legal systems. Through his mother’s courage, 
Till was made available to Black people as an inspiration and warning. Non-
Black people must accept that they will never embody and cannot under-
stand this gesture: The evidence of  their collective lack of  understanding is 
that Black people go on dying at the hands of  white supremacists, that Black 
communities go on living in desperate poverty not far from the museum 
where this valuable painting hangs, that Black children are still denied chil-
dhood. Even if  Schutz has not been gifted with any real sensitivity to history, 
if  Black people are telling her that the painting has caused unnecessary hurt, 
she and you must accept the truth of  this. The painting must go.
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Ongoing debates on the appropriation of  Black culture by non-Black artists 
have highlighted the relation of  these appropriations to the systematic op-
pression of  Black communities in the US and worldwide, and, in a wider hi-
storical view, to the capitalist appropriation of  the lives and bodies of  Black 
people with which our present era began. Meanwhile, a similarly high-stakes 
conversation has been going on about the willingness of  a largely non-Black 
media to share images and footage of  Black people in torment and distress 
or even at the moment of  death, evoking deeply shameful white American 
traditions such as public lynching. Although derided by many white and whi-
te-affiliated critics as trivial and naive, discussions of  appropriation and re-
presentation go to the heart of  the question of  how we might seek to live in a 
reparative mode, with humility, clarity, humor, and hope, given the barbaric 
realities of  racial and gendered violence on which our lives are founded. I 
see no more important foundational consideration for art than this question, 
which otherwise dissolves into empty formalism or irony, into a pastime or a 
therapy.

The curators of  the Whitney Biennial surely agree, because they have staged 
a show in which Black life and anti-Black violence feature as themes, and 
been approvingly reviewed in major publications for doing so. Although it 
is possible that this inclusion means no more than that blackness is hot right 
now, driven into non-Black consciousness by prominent Black uprisings and 
struggles across the US and elsewhere, I choose to assume as much capacity 
for insight and sincerity in the biennial curators as I do in myself. Which is 
to say—we all make terrible mistakes sometimes, but through effort the more 
important thing could be how we move to make amends for them and what 
we learn in the process. The painting must go.

Thank you for reading,

Hannah Black

Artist/writer

Whitney Independent Studies Program 2013–14

Figure 3: Hannah Black, Letter to the curators of  the Whitney Biennial (2017)
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