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INTRODUCTION  

 

Curating has become a common practice. Exercised every day by 

networks of users, machines, software and media, curating emerges 

as a posthuman subject in computational cultures. Algorithmically 

controlled and executed in every next upload to vine, Facebook, 

Pinterest, or tumblr, curating is an exercise where humans and 

nonhumans come together.  No longer just meaning making by art 

professionals in many of the world art institutions, curating supports 

creation of narratives displayed and managed across different social 

media platforms while users continue to build and represent their 

different identities suited to what, how and with whom they share 

information. Inhabiting different media through generating, 

uploading and managing posts on Twitter, or Instagram, is the way in 

which the culture of what Geert Lovink recognises as ‘multiple 

identities’ prospers.1 Recognising how curating is an affective practice 

of handling data and how it is generated as the result of our constant 

interaction with digital and networked technologies, curating is not 

only distributed but it is productive of new subjects and realities while 

being firmly located within reality where code is logos.2   

In my research into curating and commons at the time of the 

‘computational turn’,3 new forms of curating take place in an 

                                                           
1 Lovink, Networks without a Cause, 39. 
2 Chun, Programmed Visions. 
3 The computational turn refers to use of computers, data and software in art and 
humanities research. It reflects on access to digitised sources and born-digital 
materials, but also on how humanities knowledge and the humanities scholars 
work is influenced by such computational tools and environments. This is 
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expanded milieu where users create, distribute and organise their 

content, and where structures and conditions for curating and art 

production, consumption and spectatorship are entangled with forms 

of generating code, data and information. This space of curation 

extends far beyond the field of art ‘proper’ usually defined by galleries 

or museums, art institutions, exhibitions and similar art formats, or 

discourses framed and performed by artists, curators, or institutions 

themselves. It is in fact an activity that becomes a daily practice not 

dependent on an art object to be curated, but instead describes a 

wider field of practice that can be referred to as ‘not-just-art’ curating.4  

Curating is part of the thesis as its subject and as a means to undertake 

this research. Traditionally curating is performed by a curator and 

defines activities such as collecting, categorising, describing and 

looking after artefacts. Curators have also been known as responsible 

for meaning-making, with their task to conceptualise exhibitions, 

commission and facilitate production of artefacts as well as engage 

with audiences and build publics for the gallery/museum which 

employs them. Knowledge of art history and/or contemporary art 

used to be a necessary basis for undertaking the role of the curator. 

Today computation and digital culture influence traditional forms of 

curating, and this process is what I explore while taking into account 

how artefacts are progressively digital in form and art as we know it 

                                                           

increasingly growing field and a number of scholars have been engaged in defining 
digital humanities and its subjects. See:  Berry, “The Computational Turn: Thinking 
about the Digital Humanities”; Hayles, How We Think; Hall, “Toward a Postdigital 
Humanities.” 
4 Matthew Fuller uses the term ‘not-just-art’ in his essay ‘A Means of Mutation. 
Notes on I/O/D 4: The Web Stalker’ where he describes the browser WebStalker 
as not-just-art art, underlying the projects qualities that make it functional not only 
in the domain of art. He refers to this concept also in his later text “Art 
Methodologies in Media Ecology.”  
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is challenged by data as a material and other techno-cultural 

phenomena.        

This thesis explores curating as a practice that evolves in, and is 

distributed across, traditional art settings while also being dependent 

on myriad forms of participation in online platforms and algorithmic 

control present in software such as Facebook, twitter, as well as blogs 

and wikis amongst others. Various forms of cultural production and 

presentation are produced; rehearsed, replaced, invented and 

forgotten, they increasingly engage activities that are also involved in 

curatorial production, and in particular organisation, representation 

and distribution of data and information. This thesis investigates the 

formation of new subjects and objects of curating, and considers 

forms of subjectivation defined through such practices where users 

and software execute forms of curating at different levels of 

collaboration.   

This is an examination of how curatorial practice is influenced by 

contemporary cultures of participation in socio-technological 

networks as areas of common practice where computation is 

increasingly at the centre of our daily lives. At the same time, the 

internet and the socio-technological networks which it supports are 

not just the extent of common production by individuals but the 

framework for production and reproduction of the commons. The 

overarching question is how relations of power are reconfigured by 

social and technological agencies generated as the results of operating 

within such infrastructures, and how this intensified commons 

generation relates to contemporary descriptions of network power 

and the wider context of creative mediations in the digital public 

space of the internet.  

The focus on commons as a parallel line of enquiry to curating not 

only underlies how curating is a common practice, but most 
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importantly how mass participation in social media and the daily 

habitual use of technologies are basic activities that today sustain 

these two seemingly opposite practices of curating and commoning. 

The commons always assume a plural subject, a community of people 

engaged in a particular form of managing resources, whereas when 

we think of curating, commonly it is an individual activity that rests 

authority with the meaning-making figure of a curator. This thesis 

shows how these familiar definitions are muddled and complicated 

by the increasingly computational character of daily life.  

The location of curating and commons within and as part of 

computational culture, that is explored in the thesis, makes visible 

features that link them, but also identifies moments when they 

diverge. Curating and commons are two contemporary forms of 

organisational practices that are about managing, distributing, 

categorising, tagging, and organising as well as being idiosyncratic, 

eclectic and situated. They establish two fields which are consistently 

referred to in the thesis: the field of art and the field of popular 

culture. Their relations to technology and to each other contribute to 

contemporary computational culture. It is this relationality of culture, 

creativity and technology that is analysed here, focusing in particular 

on the way in which social ways of engaging with technology are able 

to shape it and influence the computational and cultural fields. I begin 

by looking at them through each other to explore the complexities of 

practices that cut across these fields. For example, I take participation 

as an important contemporary value in art and culture. I analyse 

participatory processes and their critiques in the two fields, taking into 

account the function of technology as facilitating participation across 

art and common spaces. The questions ask how curating intervenes 

into such everyday and common practices, and how commons 

becomes operative for curating.   
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The thesis situates curating as common practice and uses the term 

‘commons’ throughout, rather than the more conventional term ‘the 

commons’. This differentiation is at the core of this project. With the 

growing popularity of ‘the commons’, the meaning of the term is 

altered because of the use of ‘commons’ by groups defined by 

different, often opposing ideologies. Chapter two expands on this in 

detail and at length. Suffice to say for now, that my use of ‘commons’ 

is not only sensitive to this issue but it also places it at the heart of the 

thesis in a continuous gesture of what Donna Haraway describes as 

‘staying with the trouble’:5 that is, being reminded of commons 

histories and its current developments that are not just one sided but 

multi-dimensional and conflicting.  

Importantly, commons is considered here not just because of its 

relevance to curating as another organisational method within 

particular technologically mediated context, which allows for 

comparative analysis; but commons value to the thesis rests on the 

fact that it has always been an already-posthuman-subject. 

Constituted through relations between resources, communities that 

share and manage these resources, and commoning as the way in 

which resources are organised and shared, commons always includes 

humans and nonhumans in relations. Commons is about relationality 

with the other. Finally, commons defines a particular terrain that 

indeed is common to all who are users of digital technologies and 

who populate virtual terrain of big data fields with selfies, cats, links, 

comments and other affective traces that increasingly comprise our 

life. Commons as a space/time continuum supported by servers, 

networks, fiber-optic cables, desktops and mobile devices, is 

fragmented but at the same time shared experience that is common 

                                                           
5 Haraway, “When Species Meet,” 2010. 



 

9 
 

to us all – the compulsion to be connected, to stay online and to watch 

the screen.  

The thesis addresses the posthuman character of contemporary 

culture of curating and mass online practices that contribute to 

commons creation. It reframes computational culture by focusing on 

the human participants as subjects who appear as result of people 

engaging in computational culture. The focus is on practice and 

influence of the human on computation and it is by placing curating 

as an activity common in computational culture its posthuman 

character is traced and made known.  

This extension of the curatorial field and commons as posthuman 

practices is achieved by redefining what constitutes it, what and who 

are involved in curating, and by taking into account the users of online 

media and tools as well as producers of software and the spaces 

occupied by them. In other words, the thesis identifies some of the 

features of curating today. The assumptions which underpin the 

project are that curating is: 1) a form of organising, managing and 

assembling information, data, concepts, images, artworks, objects, 

etc.; 2) a form of knowledge production and power distribution; 3) an 

activity which not only takes place in and outside of the museum and 

the gallery but increasingly involves curation of content and data; 4) 

an activity which is performed constantly with the use of available 

technological tools and across socio-technological networks and 

supported by algorithms; 5) an activity accessible to a larger 

constituency and no longer just to professionals operating within the 

art field.  
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The burgeoning field of ‘the curatorial,’6 a term which identifies 

curatorial ambitions to define the field as a separate discipline and 

even to consider it as ‘a philosophy of curating’,7 rarely, if ever, 

responds to and is able to cope with myriad agencies that are involved 

in curating today as it is distributed and performed by people (not 

only curators), machines, software and systems. Furthermore, the 

interest in computational culture has been driven predominantly by 

the question how computation influences human creativity, culture, 

organisational forms, business, etc.  This thesis turns this question 

around and its focus is on how people influence computation. This 

project addresses this directly by exploring curating at large and by 

firmly defining curating and commons as posthuman subjects.  

 

Apparatus and the problem of government 

As implied earlier the relationship between curating and commons 

may seem unlikely as curating is most often thought of as individual 

and commons/commoning collective. What links these practices 

today is that they are executed through similar activities that focus on 

arranging, organising and managing of objects, resources, 

information, knowledge, and they make objects accessible publically 

or available as a resource in common. Importantly curating and 

commons are influenced by software operating through them as well 

as through the internet and associated digital media. Therefore, 

curating and commons are seen as part of the wider apparatus that 

functions across many different and often oppositional practices and 

media domains. My interest in looking at the two is first to establish 

                                                           
6 See O’Neil, “The Curatorial Turn: From Practice to Discourse”; Lind, “The 
Curatorial”; Morland and Amundsen, “Potential of Curatorial Practice. 
Introduction”; Martinon, The Curatorial. 
7 Martinon, The Curatorial. 
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if and how curating and commons influence software and how their 

agency is present in computational culture; more precisely how they 

influence computation.  

A symptomatic expansion of curating and its omnipresence in almost 

every aspect of our daily lives suggests that curating is not just a 

method of arranging art but that it is central to managing life across 

different platforms, media and technologies. Similarly, the current 

interest in commons and commoning assumes a certain ethical stance 

that is attentive to the wider ecologies of practices, things and 

systems, including data, with which we live.8 By bringing the two 

together my focus is specifically on how they are executed differently 

while sustained by very similar framework and practices. This is the 

question about politics of curating and commons as posthuman 

subjects. In other words, what forms of governance are executed as 

part of these practices at the time when media platforms and 

algorithmic processes of computational culture are at the core of the 

structures which ‘act upon the possibilities of action of other people’.9  

The proposed connection of curating and commoning is analysed by 

making a conceptual link to Foucault’s genealogy of the state and the 

subject. This manoeuvre situates these two contemporary practices in 

relation to the problematics of government. Foucault’s study of 

governmentality explores side by side the practices and techniques of 

governance and what practices of self-control/self-governance 

develop alongside. As Thomas Lemke claims, these ‘seemingly 

                                                           
8 Examples of exploring the potential of commons in relation to technologies and 
data are two projects Human Ecosystem and Ubiquitous Commons. Both initiated 
by art group Art is Open Source (Salvatore Iaconesi and Oriana Peresico). See 
http://www.ubiquitouscommons.org and http://human-ecosystems.com/ and 
related The Real-Time Museum of the City that harvests data generated by users of 
online platforms and city inhabitants, and it shows ‘people, relationships, 
communities and communications, as they happen, in real time’. 
9 Foucault, “Afterword. The Subject and Power,” 221. 
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disparate projects’: genealogy of the state and genealogy of the 

subject, characteristic of Foucault’s work, are at the core of ‘the 

problem of government’.10  

In his essay on governmentality (1978) Foucault traces the genealogy 

of the government as a ‘general problem’ to the sixteenth century 

when the ‘art of government’ was addressed as distinct to the 

previous approach defined as ‘advice to the prince,’ and to the later 

‘treaties of political science’. Foucault traces the art of government to 

governance over men and things in relations, and specifically to the 

moment of introduction of economy into political practice. He 

recognises how the model of family based on the ‘meticulous 

attention of the father towards his family’ was introduced into the 

management of the state, and how the shift from the family as a 

model to the family as an instrument for the government of the 

population allowed for establishing population as a new subject and 

object of governmental control and interest.11 Foucault sees 

government in its broader meaning of designating ‘the way in which 

the conduct of individuals or of groups might be directed’ not only 

through ‘legitimately constituted forms of political or economic 

subjection, but also modes of action’.12  

My hypothesis is that today curating emerges as a practice where 

individual appears as increasingly occupied with management of the 

self. The self then materialises as a subject and object of control via 

daily practices and routines that support this seemingly independent 

and self-directed practice via technology and media platforms. At the 

same time the self as a unified and singular subject is complicated by 

the collaborative and participatory nature of social media and their 

use. The parallel focus on commons is a way to address the perceived 
                                                           
10 See Lemke, “Foucault, Governmentality, and Critique.” 
11 See Foucault, “Governmentality.”  
12 Foucault, “Afterword. The Subject and Power,” 221. 
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changing perception of who and what the self is and how to think 

‘self’ in this shifting terrain. The concept of ‘apparatus’ is crucial to 

this enquiry. With the term apparatus Foucault defines the system of 

relations between a ‘heterogeneous ensemble consisting of 

discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, 

laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, 

moral and philanthropic propositions – in short, the said as much as 

the unsaid’.13 This understanding of apparatus becomes a 

methodological framework for investigating this changing notion of 

the self, as it brings together curating and commons assumed as a 

collection that includes forms of actions, institutions, discourses, 

forms of subjectivation and individuation, algorithmic processes, 

power strategies and struggles.  

The use of the Foucauldian concept of apparatus in the thesis allows 

an analysis of curating and commons as apparatuses of governance 

and self-control that operate on the body through disciplinary 

practices and forms of subjectivation. But it is Karen Barad’s 

understanding of apparatus that is the most productive for this thesis 

in bringing the body directly as an executor of forms of subjectivation 

and as such as the source of agency. The body is not only an instrument 

of disciplinary practices or practices of control as Foucault would 

suggest, but it is an element active in those practices executed on the 

self. According to Barad the notion of apparatus is not premised on 

familiar dichotomies that define the human and nonhuman, social 

and scientific, body and mind, nature and culture and similar. She 

argues, ‘apparatuses are the practices through which these divisions 

are constituted’.14 In other words they are ‘material-discursive 

practices by which these important distinctions are produced’.15 The 

                                                           
13 Foucault, “The Confession of the Flesh.” 
14 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 169. 
15 Ibid. 



 

14 
 

project of looking at curating and commons together questions their 

association with the individual and collective, and engages in material-

discursive practices that explore how the self is formed through these 

distinct practices. Therefore, the thesis detaches the idea of curating 

from the figure of the modern curator and focuses on processes of 

subjectivation and the way the self participates in the process of 

becoming a subject/object. It also engages the concept of commons 

as practice of commoning while inquiring the traditional subjects of 

commons: community and resources. As such this project 

investigates power/knowledge distribution and organisation through 

curating and commons as: 1) apparatuses producing subjects/objects; 

2) as already part of an apparatus where curating and commons can 

be understood as posthuman subjects.  

 

The Posthuman predicament 

The thesis expands what is traditionally considered to constitute the 

field of art curation and becomes part of a wider conceptual 

framework in which curating has been situated that is computational 

culture. Computation is a cultural practice and it further influences 

culture that increasingly becomes computational. The usual focus on 

software that motivates research in computational culture is 

complemented here by rethinking of the human subject that is also 

operative in the computational culture.  

Rosi Braidotti defines this context a ‘posthuman predicament’, or else 

‘posthuman turn’,16 to question the human as the basic unit of reference 

at the time when ‘discourses and representations of the non-human, 

the inhuman, the antihuman, the inhumane and the posthuman 

                                                           
16 Braidotti, The Posthuman.  
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proliferate and overlap in our globalized, technologically mediated 

societies’.17 Everyday experiences across technologies, data and online 

platforms are included as part of a wider posthuman ecology that goes 

beyond the self of the mediator, and shows how the self participates 

in complex arrangements that are not only digital. Posthumanism 

demands life beyond the self 18 and it also defies anthropocentrism as 

it looks for other subjects.19 Posthuman theory supports a proposed 

argument to account for curating and commons within the networked 

media technologies and their digital materials where interventions are 

generated across humans and nonhumans, they are temporally and 

spatially distributed. Posthumanism facilitates interpretation of them 

as posthuman subjects while also paying attention to how humans are 

operative in such contexts.      

The set of experiences and platforms which are referred to in this 

thesis is considered as symptomatic of change in recognising where 

everyday takes place; the so-called real becomes a posthuman 

predicament distributed across humans and nonhumans and injected 

with ‘inhuman(e)’ practices of the human subject.20 Therefore, the 

overarching framework for the thesis is sustained not by focusing on 

                                                           
17 Ibid., 2. 
18 Rosi Braidotti argues for the new theory of the posthuman subject which 
acknowledges the posthuman turn and the decline of Humanism. This is not seen 
as a negative development but an increasing chance for a constructive change that 
takes into account the other and the excluded from the definition of the human. 
See The Posthuman. 
19 Donna Haraway’s cyborg is one of these subjects, as well as primates and 
companion species. See Primate Visions; “The Promises of Monsters: A 
Regenerative Politics for Inappropriate/d Others”; “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, 
Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century”; 
Modest−Witness@Second−Millennium.FemaleMan−Meets−OncoMouse. For a different 
approach to posthumanism framed as ‘humanism beyond human’ and ‘mode of 
thought’ explored with systems theory and poststructuralism, see edition of essays 
in Wolfe, What Is Posthumanism?   
20 Braidotti, The Posthuman. 
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what this means, but how it takes place. The method applied here 

explores if and how the posthuman is present in contemporary 

curating and commons while locating the posthuman as inherent to 

the social by introducing the concept of post-participation. The thesis 

offers a material-discursive development of curatorial apparatus that 

performs curating in/as common/s as a method of intra-acting 

within this posthuman predicament. 

Curating in this thesis is a practice-based method able to recognise 

‘the messy state of media, arts and design after their digitisation’ and 

it is aware of the ‘fiction of agency’ as the underlying narrative for 

digital-born cultural practices.21 The complex status of curating as 

posthuman complicates the agency of the human and seriously 

engages in studying life beyond the self through a notion of the 

posthuman commons. However, human agency is not dismissed 

altogether but is considered in its intra-actions and is analysed 

through Barad’s framework of agential realism, expanded in the 

following section.22  

 

Conceptual framework and material-discursive method 

Agential enactment marks the possibility for exploration of agency 

which in this thesis takes place through the construction of curating 

and commons as posthuman. Agential realism is crucial to it as: 1) it 

recognises participation of nonhumans in ‘naturalcultural practices 

including everyday social practices, scientific practices, and practices 

that do not include humans’; and 2) it does not settle on the 
                                                           
21 Florian Cramer defines complexities of post-digital and its ‘messy’ genealogy in 
the article “What Is ‘Post-Digital’?” 
22 In Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway. agency is established as a matter of intra-
acting: ‘it is an enactment, not something that someone or something has’. Ibid., 
214. 
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established ideas of what counts as human and nonhuman. 23 Agency 

is always related to its materiality that is influenced by relationality 

emerging from the way in which distinct elements intra-act together, 

that is how they are ‘entangled’. I use agential realism as a framework 

through which to study entanglements of curating and commons by 

focusing on human and nonhuman subjects in relation within the 

curatorial project common practice (2010). This allows me to follow what 

relations emerge from such intra-actions, and how curating and 

commons become posthuman. This approach acknowledges 

relationality not as an abstract value, but as a situated and material 

gathering together of human and nonhuman subjects in specific 

relations. It is materialisation of these relations that are ‘intra-actively 

produced’ and which are ‘intra-actively demarcated through the 

specific production of marks on bodies’.24   

These two points of Barad’s can be applied to the field of the 

commons, namely the relationality and reproducibility of such 

relational attitude. This (re)productive and relational character points 

at curating and commons as an epistemological and ontological form 

(onto-epistemology) which pays attention to two things together: 1) 

understanding material conditions of curating; and 2) a process of 

becoming a posthuman subject. Similarly, material conditions of 

commons and commoning are always results of relations between 

different elements that constitute commons (resources, community 

and forms of commoning), and as such commons already are 

posthuman. Curating in/as common/s which is proposed and tested 

as curatorial apparatus in this thesis defines the material conditions of 

the apparatus that is to say its agencies of observation, and it defines 

the observed as a posthuman subject.  

                                                           
23 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 32. 
24 Ibid., 236. 
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In this onto-epistemological framework defined by Barad as ‘agential 

realism,’ representation is problematised and focus shifts to the 

performative practices of representing that are concerned with 

practices which (re)produce representations.25 The project of 

posthuman curating and commons applies this model to know the 

posthuman subject through the practice of curating in/as common/s 

where knowing ‘does not come from standing at a distance and 

representing, but rather from a direct material engagement with the 

world’.26 Employing agential realism as a framework for an analysis of 

curating and commons as posthuman subjects allows the testing of 

my original claim that computation can be influenced by practices of 

curating. This assertion complements the claims that curating and 

related practices are influenced by software,27 and my ambition is to 

account also for how curating influences software. The thesis defines 

curating in/as common/s as such a method and practice that accounts 

for all entangled bodies in material relations.  

Curating in/as commons which I propose is a feminist investigation 

into difference. It is in part guided by Barad’s and Haraway’s 

proposition where ‘diffraction’ is an important tool for such an 

investigation. Diffraction patterns, according to Haraway, ‘record the 

history of interaction, interference, reinforcement, difference’.28 

Diffraction, she continues, is ‘a narrative, graphic, psychological, 

spiritual, and political technology for making consequential 

meanings’.29 The metaphor of diffraction is attentive to difference in 

the process of making difference. This is also Barad’s argument who 

                                                           
25 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway. 
26 Ibid., 49. 
27 Krysa, “Software Curating.” 
28 Haraway, Modest−Witness@Second−Millennium.FemaleMan−Meets−OncoMouse, 273. 
29 Ibid. 
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sees diffraction as ‘more than a metaphor’,30 recognising its value to 

physics and specifically to quantum physics: 

(…) where it can help us to sort out some crucial epistemological 
and ontological issues. (…), diffraction is a quantum 
phenomenon that makes the downfall of classical metaphysics 
explicit. Diffraction experiments are at the heart of “wave versus 
particle” debates about the nature of light and matter. (…) So 
while it is true that diffraction apparatuses measure the effects of 
difference, even more profoundly they highlight, exhibit, and 
make evident the entangled structure of the changing and 
contingent ontology of the world, including the ontology of 
knowing. In fact, diffraction not only brings the reality of 
entanglements to light, it is itself an entangled phenomenon.31 

Diffraction is a method and it is an object of that method, and as such 

it reveals the entangled nature of what and how is investigated. It is 

through diffraction that I explore the entanglement of curating and 

commons through a very specific configuration of people, software, 

texts, machines and others. Like Barad, I am interested ‘in building 

diffraction apparatuses in order to study the entangled effects 

differences make’ and curating in/as commons is a material-

discursive apparatus to experiment with difference making. The 

curatorial project common practice is one of its effects.   

The structure of the thesis follows a ‘diffractive’ methodology to 

make visible a number of different phenomena. Rather than 

representing such phenomena, they are constructed through 

discursive and material practices. Part of the argument has been 

developed and performed through common practice, a curatorial event, 

online reading group and software practice. common practice took place 

through a series of four events in the Arnolfini gallery in Bristol in 

                                                           
30 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 72. 
31 Ibid., 73. 
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2010 and online, and in a presentation of common practice: there is nothing 

new under the sun (NNUTS) during the transmediale  festival Back When 

Pluto Was a Planet (#BWPWAP) in 2013; and through collaborations 

with Marcello Lusanna and Tobias Münzer to develop a software 

based version of a curatorial system, that preceded the presentation 

at transmediale 13.32 These curatorial activities were experiments that 

created a space for material-discursive engagement with curating 

in/as common/s. They were situated within an art context and art 

institutions as well as distributed across socio-technological networks, 

using software and hardware and utilising skills and abilities of its 

participants, as well as other materials and texts. 

The curatorial events entangle the posthuman subjects of commons 

and curating through events and collaborations, collective reading, 

allowing texts to intervene and intervening into them through online 

conversations, designing and programming bots to contribute to 

project’s interventions.33 All this is constitutive of what I mean by the 

material-discursive apparatus that lies at the core of the thesis.     

Similarly, this written thesis is another element of material-discursive 

practice that contributes to the development of the concept of 

curating in/as commons through engaging with theories and 

                                                           
32 In the final chapter I describe common practice in detail and define changes in the 
system from its first manifestation at Arnolfini which was developed with Sönke 
Hallmann and Department of Reading, to its presentation at transmediale 13 
#BWPWAP. common practice developed from a number of earlier curatorial 
experiments I undertook with Hallmann and Department of Reading system 
including playing practice (2009), turning language into objects (2009) and interventions 
during (in)visible networks exhibition (2008).  
33 In preparation for the transmediale presentation in 2013 I collaborated with 
Marcello Lusanna and Tobias Münzer and developed a version of the common 
practice system that also included a bot called bar[d]bot. Humans were able to 
engage the bot by giving it a word. Bar[d]bot’s function was to compose random 
poems from the words on the Wikipedia entry page for the chosen word. This 
poem was included in the text chat on IRC that accompanied the session. Detailed 
explanation of the project and how the system worked can be found in Chapter 4.  
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concepts of others, reading, interpreting histories and practically 

allowing for other interventions into it. The practice of writing a PhD 

thesis is a tradition within academia that even though predominantly 

focusing on developing discourses as the result of intellectual 

endeavour, is embedded in specific materialities and practices of 

knowing. For example, the regular use of the Google search algorithm 

when writing this thesis, as well as sources available on the internet, 

have directly influenced the argument on both discursive and material 

levels. This ascertains that writing a doctoral thesis is another practice 

embedded in the online experience of operating across platforms and 

algorithms, which in itself offers specific interventions into academic 

practices.  

Each chapter of the thesis is dedicated to a different phenomenon 

each analysing complexities and genealogies operative already in 

them. Consequently, Chapters One and Two offer a genealogy of 

curating and commons and establish them as posthuman 

subjects/practices. Chapter three investigates complexities of 

contemporary participation as a socio-technological practice and the 

changes in how public and private are defined. The final chapter 

develops a concept central to this thesis that combines curating and 

commons together as curating in/as common/s – a curatorial apparatus 

performing what Barad refers to as ‘cutting together apart’.  

This method of diffractive reading of curating, commons, 

participation and the common practice concludes in aesthetics of 

commons as ethico-onto-epistemological practice able to engage with 

the complexities of contemporary knowing, being and becoming. 
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Chapter Overview 

The structure of this thesis acknowledges the multi-layered 

complexity of the posthuman framework. Each chapter is dedicated 

to one subject: curating, commons, participation and the common 

practice project, and each of them is discussed in at least three sections 

each outlining their different complexities. 

In Chapter One, ‘Posthuman curating: expanding the curatorial field’, 

I propose a genealogy of curating which situates developments in 

curating in relation to art history and the history of curating, and in 

relation to socio-technological developments. Movement across 

these areas allows for the disruption of established notions of curating 

and contributes to an expanded interpretation of curating as 

posthuman. Posthuman curating as a new subject is defined by the 

intra-actions between people, machines and software, and the aim of 

the chapter is to make these practices visible as forms of managing 

of/by the posthuman subject.  

The chapter is divided into three sections, each of which presents and 

traces the genealogy of curating differently. First I map the history of 

curating by recognising a pattern which follows a movement from 

curator as the figure that used to be responsible for collections; to 

curating as idiosyncratic (later institutionalised) practices of presenting 

art that developed in the 1960s and marked the arrival of the 

independent curator; to the curatorial at the core of emerging discursive 

practices of the curatorial field. This unique genealogy of the 

curatorial field situates a chronology of developments in curatorial 

practices and it also recognises that the new models do not replace 

the previous ones but exist alongside each other.  

The next section is dedicated to locating other forms of curating that 

have developed with the increasing use of digital technologies. This 
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approach recognises social media as influential in expanding ideas 

about digital public space represented by such terms as the public 

domain 2.0 or network commons, which schematise and 

conceptualise the impact of technologies on an understanding of the 

public.34 Examples of early artistic experiments are discussed where 

even blogging and surfing online become the basis for 

artistic/curatorial expression and not just a platform and medium for 

their distribution. Even though these practices have developed within 

the global art context, they have remained outside the mainstream art 

world. The initiative of New Media Curating and the CRUMB mailing 

list since early 2000s attempted to address this gap and has engaged 

in the debates as to whether curating new media art is any different 

from curating art in general.35  

More relevant, however, to this project are models of software 

curating, and art platforms as forms of organising creativity online 

proposed by Joasia Krysa and Olga Goriunova respectively.36 These 

models, native to the digital context,, expand how we think of 

curating today in that they link the process of curating to 

organisational and algorithmic processes that are constitutive of 

online creativity and participation. Krysa’s claim that curating today 

takes place in open systems and that it can be described as (an) open 

system(s)37 is referenced in the title of this thesis, suggesting that 

curating is a common activity and that it constitutes commons, which  

I argue in the thesis. The organisational aesthetics of art platforms are 

                                                           
34 Bosma, “Constructing Media Spaces. The Novelty of Net(worked) Art Was and 
Is All about Access and Engagement”; Paul, “Digital Art/Public Art: Governance 
and Agency in the Networked Commons.” 
35 New Media Curating and CRUMB list started in 2001 at Sunderland University 
and run by Beryl Graham and Sarah Cook who also presented their work on the 
subject of curating new media art in their book Rethinking Curating.   
36 Krysa, “Software Curating”; Goriunova, Art Platforms. 
37 Krysa, “Software Curating.” 
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particularly important to this project, as Goriunova links 

organisational processes with emerging forms of subjectivation and 

individuation distributed across art platforms. Such is the basis for 

the main claim of the chapter, namely that the expansion of the 

curatorial field needs to be linked to these complex processes which 

give rise to the emergence of posthuman curating.  

After establishing how curating is no longer a human-only activity but 

how the process is distributed across human and nonhuman subjects, 

I turn to the human, in order to define his/her function in curating 

when it is distributed across systems, machines, software and people. 

The case study of content curator and content curating is helpful in 

an analysis that defines content curation as a disciplinary practice and 

technology of the self. Content curator is a new subject and curating 

content is analysed as process of subjectivation as combination of 

systems that involve human and nonhuman elements operative in the 

field of big data.  

The genealogy from the curatorial experiments of the 1960s which 

defined the figure of the independent curator to the content curation 

as a mass practice performed by the web of users, software and 

hardware, is proposed here as a historical context for the way in which 

computation influences curating. It is argued that curating as a 

posthuman subject performs complex processes of subjectivation 

while constantly engaged in reaffirming and reproducing the self.   

Chapter Two is dedicated to establishing commons as a posthuman 

subject. Starting with the invitation to think of commons as a 

‘composition of disparate elements’, it is proposed as social and 

technological conditions for commoning and not only as a concept 

related to its resources and communities. This is based on the 

difference between what is generally understood as a practice of 

governing commons and commoning as a process of becoming. This 
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difference is explored by focusing on labour practices and the role of 

labour in the process of becoming commons. Operative is the 

assumption that when we talk about commons we think of relations 

which do not reproduce existing divisions based on gender, race, 

material status, material form, species order, etc. This approach 

requires consideration of living and non-living things as participating 

in becoming commons. It also urges to study their performance in 

the regime of work that advances the proposition that ‘it is possible 

to be creative outside of the boundaries of work’.38    

This is a project of reclaiming commons taken as a constitutive task 

of ‘commoning’, here a discursive example of the way I claim 

commons is constructed – through participation and performance of 

subjectivities. The task of reclaiming commons is seen as a process of 

making commons that is also productive of resources and 

communities, and thereby produces new subjects. An affective 

politics of commons rests in the recognition of how commons is not 

only sustaining life but also how it is a practice of care and 

(re)production of new subjects.  

Taking free software practices as an example of commoning today I 

trace such new subjects and their practices and I engage also with the 

affective context of such practices that again are strongly attached to 

gendered divisions. ‘Hacker’ is a new subject of computational culture 

and I acknowledge the deeply gendered character of the free software 

movement operative also in its official histories. Issues of access, 

which have a gender dimension, are discussed not just in relation to 

freedom to code but as a wider access to structures that support 

practices of coding. The chapter ends with the recognition that 

                                                           
38 Weeks, The Problem with Work, 12. 
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practices of commoning require interventions into ‘materially affective’ 

language that is code.39  

Chapters One and Two establish curating and commons as 

posthuman subjects and reveal their complex framework. If 

subjectivity is a self-reflective activity of a subject,40 the traditional 

notion of subjectivity is interrupted in posthuman context and 

interrogated beyond its traditional availability as a human self. This 

thesis does not define subjectivity in the posthuman framework, but 

uses the tension between the posthuman subject as process of 

subjectivation and the notion of the self as a (re)productive practice 

based on forms of individuation. Both chapters analyse this 

relationality present in commons and curating.  

This tension becomes operative in chapter Three and is explored 

through ontologies of post-participation as a framework for human 

and nonhuman interactions. I start with the critique of the established 

notion of participation in art that excludes nonhuman subjects. With 

the examples of the two Fluxus works I offer new materialist reading 

where participation is opened to other than human subjects and thus 

opening aesthetic possibilities of the artwork itself. I continue by 

introducing ‘post-participation’ as a wider category that accounts for 

the nonhuman subjects. Nonhumans, here software, hardware and 

platforms are acknowledged within participatory systems as 

constitutive of the so-called social in the same way that the social 

participates in the construction of the nonhuman (production of 

software, hardware, and platforms). Participation in art and in 

everyday experiences facilitated over the internet is confirmed as a 

condition present everywhere and enacted by humans and 

                                                           
39 Galloway, Protocol, 244. 
40 Such subject is traditionally human and accounts of subjectivity, as Kim Atkins 
explains, are grounded ‘in God, spirit, nature, society, the body, the brain, or some 
combination of these’. See Atkins, Self and Subjectivity, 1–2. 
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nonhumans, being part of some participatory arrangement almost a 

priori. This ubiquitous participation is defined as a dystopian state of 

post-participation, which is at the core of contemporary aesthetic 

experience where claims of autonomy are simply impossible to 

substantiate at the time of increasingly automated participation.  

Central to the chapter’s argument is the concept of the public sphere 

and how public, private and social are influenced in post-participatory 

condition.  In particular I focus on Hannah Arendt’s complex notion 

of the public in The Human Condition and on the distinction that she 

makes between labour, work and action. By problematizing action 

from posthuman perspective, I analyse Occupy movement as an 

example of posthuman action as common practice, and as a version 

of recursive public which is not defined by a particular subject.  

Throughout the chapter I refer to the possibility for aesthetic 

experience and the final section addresses it directly. How humans 

and nonhumans are operative in computational systems as experience 

of post-participatory reality is a necessary condition for aesthetic 

experience to take place. And, I argue, it is foundational to an 

aesthetics of commons.   

The final chapter is dedicated to a discussion of the curatorial 

apparatus. I start by expanding the notion of ‘curatorial system’ 

already discussed in the first chapter. Here, the curatorial system is 

proposed as a method of mapping the conditions for curating that 

include the history of curating and history of art and also the wider 

context of technological and social development. This allows for 

outlining immediate elements that produce the curatorial system, and 

at the same time it establishes a ‘constitutive outside’ as foundational 

to the formation of such a system. The curatorial system which I 

propose, is a methodology for identifying who and what is part of 

curating while at the same time it encompasses conditions beyond the 
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curatorial contexts in which they meet. It is identified as a site of 

formation and redefinition of boundaries. It refines curatorial 

sensitivity to what takes place within such a system by expanding the 

focus of the curatorial subject position. This system does not produce 

difference but it maps and measures difference generated by 

curatorial apparatus.  

The concept of ‘curatorial apparatus’ is introduced with close, specific 

and situated material-discursive reading of common practice that relates 

to different phenomena. This presentation sets out the conditions for 

outlining common practice as a curatorial apparatus understood as 

phenomena in the process of producing new phenomena. This is not 

a device for the representation of concepts and contexts, but is space 

and matter when relations enacted by the phenomena involved in it 

are explored and thus created.  

With the curatorial apparatus the three categories of commons 

(community, resources, commoning) are questioned as defined from 

a human-centred position. The idea of commons as a concept 

exclusive to humans is contested not because, as Barad says, ‘we use 

nonhuman elements in our practices but because knowing is a matter 

of part of the world making itself intelligible to another part’.41 

Temporality of what is common materialises in aesthetic form which 

brings together phenomena materially and discursively bound to their 

occurrences in specific conditions and intra-acting with other 

material-discursive practices that are not immediately visible within it 

– which I refer to as constitutive outside. The intention is to link with 

what is common in such forms to expose their similarities and also to 

explore how they differ.          

The concept of apparatus, based on Barad’s agential realist approach 

which is at the core of my analysis, recognises that discursivity works 
                                                           
41 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 185. 
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together with materiality and I investigate material-discursive process in 

the process of curating in/as commons. The body is in direct relation 

with apparatus not as an instrument of disciplinary practices or 

practices of control as Foucault would have it, but as an element 

active for those practices with other elements. The project of looking 

at curating and commons together engages in material-discursive 

practices that explore how distinctions, borders and exclusions are 

formed and maintained.     

Curatorial apparatus is a practical device for the material-discursive 

enacting of the process described by Barad as ‘cutting together apart’, 

which here is applied to curating in/as common/s; in other words, 

exploring links and possible relations between curating and commons 

in the project of common practice identifies how these apparently clear 

concepts are constantly in a process of becoming. How they are 

unsettled and questioned by intra-actions in which they are complicit. 

Curating in/as commons is a posthuman curatorial form that gives 

attention to the other not to display it but to intra-act with it.      

The practice-based investigation into commons and curating operates 

as ‘extradisciplinary investigation’ that can function outside of the 

usual domain of normalized curatorial practice, and which is based 

on ‘a circulation between disciplines, often involving the real critical 

reserve of marginal or countercultural position (…)which can’t be 

reduced to an all-embracing institution’.42 Curating here is a tool of 

exploration and annotation as well as discursive and spatial 

materialisation of my proposed hypothesis where curating and 

commons are posthuman subjects.  

The intra-actions of curating and commons can explain the 

management of selves and content in the age of social media. But just 

                                                           
42 Holmes, “Extradisciplinary Investigations. Towards a New Critique of 
Institutions.”  
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as those networks require a posthuman understanding, so does 

curating and commons need to be understood in a posthuman 

framework. The thesis establishes their embodied, affective and 

material framework not as unified concepts but ones that are highly 

complicated by reconfigurations and rearrangements of components 

in constant movement and (re)production. Posthuman predicament 

present in curating and commons complicates agency and autonomy 

as these practices of curating and making commons dependent on 

materialities through which they are enacted while scattered in time 

and place. Curating and commons are put together to diffract each 

other and through doing this perform their material conditions that 

result from this form of agential relations.43 Performance of a 

curatorial project common practice is a form of curating in/as 

common/s and it is a practical application of ‘cutting together apart’ 

in the context of commons and curating. This is the ‘specific 

materialisations in their differential mattering’44 and reconfiguring of 

connections between curating and commons. I use curating to 

intervene in the world and to affect commons and I use commons to 

affect curating. This thesis is part of that practice. 

 

                                                           
43 Agential realism of Barad is a concept that defines materiality and performativity 
of matter. See chapter four of ‘Agential Realism: How Material Discursive 
Practices Matter’ in Meeting the Universe Halfway, 133–185. 
44 Ibid., 178. 
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CHAPTER ONE The expanded curatorial field and the 

institution of the [curatorial] self in the network 

 

 

 

       You have to understand what a curator does to understand in part what you are 

looking at in an exhibition.     

Seth Siegelaub 

 

       Art practices posited the questions of the transformative socio-political power of 

aesthetics, of the subjectification of human and technical and the constitution of publics 

through collective production and participation, or open questioning of art’s production, 

valorization, and circulation through the twentieth century and earlier. 

Olga Goriunova 

 

 

This chapter proposes to reconsider curating, the curatorial field and 

its institution(s). On the one hand the idea is to pay attention to the 

structures and conditions in which curating and art making take place 

today and which extend far and beyond the field of art ‘proper’; and 

on the other to examine it as an ‘extradisciplinary investigation’ based 

on movements between disciplines, involving social interventions and 

technological infrastructures, ‘which can’t be reduced to an all-
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embracing institution’.1 This chapter situates curating in an extended 

context that for some time now is not limited to the art field and art 

institutions. The discussion includes genealogies of curating and 

curatorial practices throughout the twentieth and twenty first 

centuries, to contemporary descriptions of network power and the 

wider context of increasingly common interventions in the public 

realm which include the digital space of the internet. The history of 

curating art and moments of transformation of curatorial practices is 

established as a movement from curator, to curating, to the curatorial. 

Appearing at different times in history, these concepts now tend to 

function in parallel with each other, as well as with new institutional 

formats and processes of institutionalisation. I place these practices 

within the context of institutional critique, on the one hand, and as 

contributing to the development of a new institution – that of the 

independent curator – on the other. 

The main argument of the chapter is the proposition of curating as 

posthuman in that it envelops practices of subjectivation developed 

within the networked environment, and curating as one of the 

‘techniques of the self’.2 Curating today not only takes place within the 

expanded terrain but is an activity and process which involves people, 

machines, data and software. The focus is on curating as a form of 

technology and a technique which by bringing human and nonhuman 

elements together contributes to new curatorial forms and the 

formation of new subjectivities. Such an understanding of curating 

takes into account environments in which the new subjectivities are 

                                                           
1 Holmes, “Extradisciplinary Investigations. Towards a New Critique of 
Institutions.” 
2 This concept has been the subject of the later stages of Foucault’s work. It 
describes techniques that allow the individual to perform certain rituals and 
operations on their bodies in order to achieve certain desired effects. Foucault 
connected this concept to the notions of governmentality and the way in which 
people are made subjects.  
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produced, performed, and displayed, and their institutionalisation. 

Forms of cultural and social production are qualified by concepts such 

as immaterial, free, digital and affective labour. In conclusion, I 

establish curating as a technology of the self which performs the 

curatorial vision as meaning making, and operates as a strategy to 

regulate and organise the performance of the self in the network thus 

influencing self-value and value of the systems employed.   

 

Genealogy of the curatorial field: curator, curating, the 

curatorial 

The genealogy which I propose in this section does two things. It is 

my response to the need to historicise curatorial practice and go 

‘against the amnesia of curatorial history’ which ‘obscures our 

understanding of experimental exhibition history’ and ‘affects 

innovative curatorial practice’.3 Today the discursive field known as 

‘the curatorial’ has grown exponentially and it envelops curatorial 

practices and discourses, curators and theorist that create them, and 

ever-growing number of curatorial courses in Europe and North 

America that sustain/(re)produce the field. However, the history of 

curating beyond the narrative of its main protagonist – the curator - 

is yet to be written4 and this chapter contributes a material-discursive 

structure for such a project.  

Most importantly, the proposed genealogy helps to situate new forms 

of curating which are regularly excluded from the mainstream 

histories of curating as part of those histories. This chapter locates 
                                                           
3 Obrist, “Panel Statements and Discussion,” 31. Staniszewski, The Power of Display. 
4 Hans Ulrich Obrist’s books A Brief History of Curating. and Ways of Curating. 
contribute histories through stories and conversations with individual curators. 
The narrative developed through interviews, evolves around the curatorial figures 
as the central for curating and its histories.   
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the new curatorial methods and formats such as Joasia Krysa’s 

curating in/as open system/s and Olga Goriunova’s art platforms, 

firmly as part of and in the context of curatorial histories. The 

curatorial genealogy proposed in this chapter addresses the perceived 

amnesia of curatorial history and at the same time challenges 

curatorial discourse by analysing past and recent innovative curatorial 

methods and technologies. These new methods as well as related 

technologies influence practices of curating and its discourses. The 

genealogical approach expands the understanding of what curating is, 

where, who and what performs it, and what is produced as a result of 

such processes. It focuses on power/knowledge distribution 

facilitated by curating and technologies which support curatorial 

processes. Most importantly curating is recognised as a massively 

distributed phenomenon and no longer performed by curators only, 

nor reserved as activities within the established curatorial and art 

context.  

The historical analysis of curating in relation to art history in the West 

which this genealogy provides admittedly relies upon the privileged 

terrain of Eurocentric art history with its dominant model of art and 

its institutions that have colonised contemporary art globally. It is 

within that history that the modern sense of the curator and curatorial 

is formed, and this project expands an understanding of that tradition 

through critical analysis of its history.   

curator and curating 

The very first Wikipedia entry under the tag ‘curator’ was entered at 

23:19 on 6 December 2003 by the IP address defined as 

131.211.225.204. At the time it was a one sentence description of the 

term:  ‘A curator of a cultural heritage institution (e.g. archive, library, 
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museum) is a person who manages the institution’s collection’.5 Fast 

forward to 11 January 2013 and the definition has 8 sections of which 

the first paragraph reads:  

A curator (from Latin: curare meaning “take care”) is a manager 
or overseer. Traditionally, a curator or keeper of a cultural 
heritage institution (e.g., gallery, museum, library or archive) is a 
content specialist responsible for an institution’s collections and 
involved with the interpretation of heritage material. The object 
of a traditional curator’s concern necessarily involves tangible 
objects of some sort, whether it be artwork, collectibles, historic 
items or scientific collections. More recently, new kinds of 
curators are emerging: curators of digital data objects and 
biocurators.6  

This development of the definition for ‘curator’ on Wikipedia reflects 

how the understanding of what a curator does, what the 

subject/object of the curator’s concern is, and how the field of 

curatorial activities have changed over the past ten years, and how the 

definition itself is constantly under construction. In fact, curating, 

especially throughout the second part of the 20th century, has 

undergone unprecedented transformations which, as Paul O’Neil 

claims, have ‘resulted in the formation of a culture of curating that 

continues to determine and reinvents itself’.7 We are now far away 

from the figure of the custodian, the invisible keeper of the collection, 

who could be described with a dose of nostalgia: ‘Curators. They used 

to search the storage rooms of their collections’.8 

Not least the model for modern curatorial practice has been shaped 

by the rise of the figure of an independent curator. Practices 

developed by curators such as Harald Szeemann, Walter Hopps, Lucy 

                                                           
5 131.211.225.204, “Curator - Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia.” 
6 “Curator.” 
7 O’Neil, Curating Subjects, 7. 
8 Schollhammer, “‘Curated By...,’” 31. 
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Lippard and Seth Sigelaub in the 1960s have been influential as a 

prototype for establishing what is considered today as independent 

curatorial practice. At the time, emerging curators’ interest in ideas, 

concepts and forms, normally a reserve of artists, became the core of 

the curatorial task: finding alternative exhibition formats most 

suitable for displaying conceptual art. Hans Ulrich Obrist with his 

book A Brief History of Curating contributes towards the history of 

curating a number of interviews with curators who are innovators in 

curatorial formats. As well as Szeemann, Siegelaub, Lippard and 

Hopps, the book includes conversations with other influential 

curators such as Pontus Hulten, Anne d’Harnoncourt, Franz Meyer 

and others.9 These interviews document the idiosyncrasies of 

curatorial models which establish a figure of a curator as central to 

the way in which the new curatorial formats are instituted. Indeed, it 

is the figure of the curator as well as their exhibitions that had become 

central to these narratives.  

Critic and writer Aaron Shuster exemplifies this tendency when he 

defines Szeemann as ‘the single figure most responsible for the image 

we have of the curator today: the curator-as-artist, a roaming, 

freelance designer of exhibitions, or in his own witty formulation, a 

“spiritual guest worker”‘.10 Shuster goes further to draw the genealogy 

of a curator-as-artist type and says:    

In a way this shift in the role of the curator makes perfect sense. 
If artists since Marcel Duchamp have affirmed selection and 
arrangement as legitimate artistic strategies, was it not simply a 
matter of time before curatorial practice – itself defined by 
selection and arrangement – would come to be seen as an art that 
operates on the field of art itself?11  

                                                           
9 Obrist, A Brief History of Curating. 
10 Serra and Obrist, “Harald Szeemann 1933 - 2005.” 
11 in ibid. 
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The shift towards curating as creative practice that would affirm 

curatorial authorship has been recognised as a fundamental change in 

the understanding of curating, which occurred to such a degree that 

‘it is unlikely to return to the situation in which the curator is 

perceived as facilitator or caretaker’.12 Elsewhere, curator and art critic 

Guy Brett identifies that in the 1960s ‘curating didn’t exist as a verb, 

only as a noun’.13 A number of examples illustrate this evolution from 

a description of the job in the museum with responsibilities which 

traditionally included acquisition, classification and care of objects 

and collections, to curating as a practice that was radically moving 

outside of the museum and away from connoisseurship normally 

associated with curators and critics. For instance, Lippard’s book Six 

Years: Dematerialisation of the Art Object from 1966 to 197214 was in itself 

an exhibition and as Lippard affirms it was her ‘most successful 

curatorial effort’.15 Sigelaub’s The Xerox Book,16 an exhibition in the 

form of a book, and also the Artist’s Contract,17 drafted with lawyer 

Robert Projansky, are just a few more examples which record how 

conceptual aesthetics has influenced curators and new curatorial 

formats.  The question of what curators do, and what curating is, is a 

broadly discussed subject and also a deeply contested one. Issues 

include the relationships of artist and curator and their roles within 

art,18 the curator as a producer of discourses and publics,19 debates 

around curatorial practice as discourse,20 and understanding the public 

                                                           
12 Hoffmann, “A Certain Tendency of Curating,” 138. 
13 in Bal, “A Piece of Sky Is Missing! An Interview with Guy Brett.” 
14 Lippard, Six Years. 
15 Lucy R. Lippard, “Curating by Numbers,” 6. 
16 Siegelaub and Wendler, THE XEROX BOOK. 
17 Siegelaub and Projansky, The Artist’s Reserved Rights Transfer and Sale Agreement. 
18 Millar, “Something between the Two.” 
19 von Osten, “Producing Publics - Making Worlds! On the Relationship between 
the Art Public and the Counterpublic.” 
20 O’Neil, “The Curatorial Turn: From Practice to Discourse.” 
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role of the contemporary curator.21 Beatrice von Bismarck in her essay 

‘Curatorial Criticality: On the Role of Freelance Curator in the Field 

of Contemporary Art’ recasts curating as a ‘specific form of criticality 

in the art field’ and situates it in a broader art context in relation ‘to 

objects, artists, other communicating professionals in the field and to 

the various communities and spheres of the public’.22  

When tracing the historical conditions which accompany the rise of 

the independent curator it is noticeable that it took place at a time of 

a particular urge amongst many artists to re-define the object of art 

and dematerialise it. Minimalism and conceptual art were the two 

movements particularly invested in breaking with the art object as a 

matter of aesthetic appreciation, contemplation, and as the sole end 

of artistic production. The need to break out and challenge the 

particular constraints of the institutional setting that rigidly defined 

and administered the way in which art was shown and distributed was 

strongly felt by artists who were opposing the status of an art object 

as a commodity. Precedence for this is found in the famous gesture 

of Duchamp who in 1917 submitted a porcelain urinal for the 

exhibition of the Society of Independent Artists, thus questioning the 

very idea of an art object; conceptual artists continued the enquiry 

into what was considered art.   

One significant strand of this enquiry was an investment by some 

artists into the question of the institution of art. Artistic practices that 

since have been defined as institutional critique were being developed 

in the 1960s by such figures of conceptual art as Martha Rosler, Mierle 

Laderman Ukeles, Michael Asher, Robert Smithson, Daniel Buren, 

Hans Haacke and Marcel Broodthaers, among others. With the use 

                                                           
21 Strauss, “The Bias of the World: Curating After Szeemann & Hopps”; Fowle, 
“Who Cares? Understanding the Role of the Curator Today.” 
22 von Bismarck, “Curatorial Criticality: On the Role of Freelance Curator in the 
Field of Contemporary Art,” 69. 
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of artistic methods they engaged in the direct investigation of ‘the 

condition of the museum and art field’ with the aim to ‘oppose, 

subvert or break out of rigid institutional frameworks’.23 This context 

of course was shared by the curators too. Such art required entirely 

new approaches to exhibiting within these institutional frameworks. 

The exhibition standard that required its framing on the historical 

chronology or the categories defined by museums’ collections was 

replaced by concepts and ideas that became the new terrain 

increasingly desirable not just to artists but also curators.24 Curatorial 

developments of those actively working with and representing 

conceptual artists at the time, such as Szeemann, Siegelaub, Lippard 

and Hopps, among others, should be clearly framed in relation to this. 

It is within the milieu of what has since been defined as the first wave 

of institutional critique that we encounter the curator engaged in the 

practice which extends the field of his or her curatorial activity 

beyond the museum and the white cube, beyond the ideologies of the 

gallery space,25 and the administrative constraints of the institution. At 

the same time, when following the curatorial strategies developed at 

the time, it is impossible not to recognise that those new models and 

curatorial strategies were based on proposing new institutional forms, 

and new structures that can define novel parameters for presenting 

art.  

Perhaps the most demonstrative example of this shift from institution 

to independent curating was Szeemann’s career who in 1969 left his 

job at the Kunsthalle in Bern after eight years in the position of its 

director. This was the result of a disagreement and increasing 

discontent of the Kunsthalle board of directors with the curatorial 

methods employed by Szeemann, especially for his last exhibition 

                                                           
23 Raunig and Ray, Art and Contemporary Critical Practice, xv. 
24 Lippard, Six Years; Lucy R. Lippard, “Curating by Numbers.” 
25 Smithson, “Cultural Confinment”; O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube. 
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there: Live in Our Head: When Attitudes Become Form: Works-Processes-

Concepts (1969). Interestingly it is this exhibition that has since been 

claimed as defining his future practice which influenced what is now 

considered to be the domain of independent curating. Presenting 

works of some of the most influential artists including Joseph Beuys, 

Eva Hesse, Yves Klein, Joseph Kosuth, Sol LeWitt, Richard Serra, Jo 

Ann Kaplan among many others, the show revealed the curatorial 

process and exhibition making as a creative process which helps to 

introduce art concepts into the public imaginary.26          

Szeemann, a mystical as well as significant curatorial figure, thought 

of exhibitions as ‘poems in space’, comparing his curatorial activities 

undertaken in preparation for the exhibitions as ‘structured chaos’.27 

One of the strategies he employed in his practice was that of creating 

conceptual structures and idiosyncratic models such as Agentur für 

geistige Gastarbeit (Agency for spiritual guest work)28 for exhibition 

making; or individual mythologies employed as a title of an exhibition for 

Documenta 5, a particular attitude towards art history writing and 

reception as a way of producing art history without historical 

concepts. By inventing and then employing such ideas as Museums of 

Obsessions he was able to steer the Agency and constantly invent and 

revitalise his approaches to exhibition-making which would also 

include his choices of exhibition spaces for his ‘non-institutional’ 

                                                           
26 This exhibition was reconstructed by Fondazione Prada in Ca’ Corner della 
Regina during the Venice Biennial in 2013. The aim was to make it available as a 
historical case study of an exhibition as a creative format with its own language 
that sets out the relations between the works. See Celant and Fondazione Prada, 
When Attitudes Become Form. See also Altshuler, Biennials and Beyond. 
27 Obrist, A Brief History of Curating, 88. 
28 Agency in itself was a political statement and a response to increasing hostility to 
foreign workers in Switzerland at the time of Szeemann’s directorship at 
Kunsthalle Bern. Szeemann was Swiss himself but from a family of Hungarian 
émigrés.   
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shows, including the use of a private apartment, an ex-theatre, 

gymnasium, and similar places.29   

What can be noticed is that Szeemann’s curatorial methodology 

involved developing new kinds of institutions. The Agency is an 

example of what Szeemann called ‘a one-man enterprise and a kind 

of institutionalization of myself’.30 The Museum of Obsessions was 

an imaginary museum, a kind of utopia which could never be realised 

in an exhibition, but served as a model and irrational aspiration to be 

attempted at each time when making a new exhibition. In contrast, 

Individual Mythologies established Documenta 5 as a 100-day event 

rather than an exhibition as such.31 Paradoxically it can be argued that 

these curatorial experiments led to establishing new formats that 

reaffirm curatorial legislative powers, and in effect have contributed 

to the strengthening of the role of the independent curator.     

A further example of an independent curatorial approach is that of 

Siegelaub, whose initial focus as a gallerist and art dealer was on 

representing the work of a selected group of artists. Working closely 

with them, his challenge would be to find the best conditions to show 

their art which did not fit the ‘sacred space’ of the traditional gallery.32 

To him the issue at stake was ‘to present the work in a different, 

broader framework which was not a “consecrated” art space’ and ‘to 

find those formats, to find those new structures and conditions to be 

able to show their work’.33 Books and exhibition catalogues were 

often used as the basis for those new structures and new formats for 

exhibiting. The Xerox Book (1968), the ‘first big group show’, was 

based on standardising the ‘conditions of production underlying the 

                                                           
29 Obrist, A Brief History of Curating, 96. 
30 Ibid., 88. 
31 Strauss, “The Bias of the World: Curating After Szeemann & Hopps.” 
32 O’Neil, “The Action Man: Paul O’Neil Interviews Seth Siegelaub.” 
33 Ibid. 
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exhibition process’.34 By giving the artists constraints for the work, 

such as 25 pages which they were to use in whatever way they wanted, 

an attempt was made to ‘demystify’ the hidden structures of the art 

world, and to present the actual artworks and not just their 

representations. The Artist’s Reserved Rights Transfer and Sale Agreement 

(1971) is another example of demystification where a legal contract 

was proposed to become part of the artwork itself, articulating the 

convention which would allow artists a greater degree of control over 

their work once sold. As Siegelaub says himself about his work: ‘One 

should view the exhibitions I did as series that moved from a specific 

limited interest in a few artists to a more general interest in art and its 

process’.35   

When we think of the first generation of institutional critique we tend 

to refer to artists such as Asher, Smithson, Buren, Haacke and 

Broodthaers, but curatorial decisions which underlay their critical 

gestures were clearly being made at this time also. The critique in the 

context of curating unfolds in a different way, however. It was based 

on the pragmatic need to come up with functioning models which 

could first articulate and then shift the ‘interests existing in the work 

of art’,36 so they could be used for presenting and disseminating 

artworks. As Siegelaub says about the Artist’s Contract: ‘in no way was 

it intended to be a radical act; it was intended to be a practical, real-

life, hands-on, easy-to-use, no-bullshit solution to a series of 

problems concerning artists’ control over their work’.37 

This brief reflection on selected examples of curatorial strategies of 

the late 1960s and early 1970s, which have since become the much 

contested model for independent curating, is included here to provide 

                                                           
34 Obrist, A Brief History of Curating, 121. 
35 Ibid., 128. 
36 Ibid., 125. 
37 Ibid. 
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an indication of how differently these practices engaged in forms of 

institutional critique and how, in effect, they have themselves been 

institutionalised. At least two models of independent curating can be 

identified as the result of this historical reflection: the radical 

institutionalisation of the self that can be observed in Szeemann’s 

curatorial practice which has become the model for independent 

curators, and the practical interest in conceptual curatorial forms that 

is characteristic of Siegelaub’s or Lippard’s exhibition practices. Later 

in the chapter I refer to these models again when discussing more 

current curatorial formats that can be observed today.  

curating and the curatorial as institutional critique 

The practical and radical element in curatorial practice, characteristic 

of the discussed examples above, has waned somewhat and it is no 

longer common to come across radically new curatorial propositions 

within traditional art institutions. Institutional critique models, 

exhausted by their inability to move beyond their own ‘cell-like’ 

structures, have turned into what has been termed ‘new 

institutionalism’38 or the ‘institution of critique’.39 Artists, however, 

continued to question the institutional parameters of contemporary 

art. During what has been termed the second wave of institutional 

critique in the 1980s and 1990s artists such as Andrea Frazer or Fred 

Wilson ‘used the museum itself as primary source material’40 but also 

reflected on their own role in forms of institutionalisation recognising 

themselves as subjects performing institutional critique. Simon 

Sheikh pays attention to this shift from institution as a problem posed 

by the artists during the first wave of institutional critique, to the 

                                                           
38 Ekeberg, New Institutionalism. Verksted #1. 
39 Möntmann, “The Rise and Fall of New Institutionalism. Perspectives on a 
Possible Future,” 155. 
40 Trainor, “Andrea Frazer.” 
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second wave led predominantly by curators and directors of 

institutions who see them as not just a problem but also a solution.41 

However, as I have established already, the strategies of curators like 

Szeemann, Siegelaub and Lippard are also forms of institutional 

critique preoccupied with the very format with which curators work 

– the exhibition. It can be argued that Sheikh’s analysis is not 

complete, as it does not take into account fundamental curatorial 

developments that took place at the time of the first wave of 

institutional critique, as discussed in the previous part. In his analysis, 

institutional critique is reserved to artists only on the basis of their 

ability to use their artistic practice as critical method. This approach 

suggests two things, namely that radical strategies are only possible 

through artistic practices, and that artists are somehow outside of the 

institution of art.  

It is true, as Sheikh claims, that both waves of institutional critique 

are part of the canon today. The observation, however, that 

institutional critique has shifted and now takes place inside the 

institution of art and is performed by curators and directors of 

museums rather than by the artists as outsiders, is rather limited. It 

excludes the possibility of defining how the institutional critique is 

performed differently by these professional groups and subjects 

active in the field of art. The focus on difference, that is how artistic 

and curatorial practices contributed to institutional critique, would 

help in recognising how these distinctive formats and methods have 

developed since the time of the first wave and how they are changing. 

For example, Szeeman’s radical practice of institutionalisation of the 

curatorial-self has become a neutralised process that models 

independent curators today. Its function now is to merge the 

                                                           
41 see Sheikh, “Notes on Institutional Critique.” 
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curatorial vision with the self-interest of the institution42 rather than 

to allow for critical and creative curatorial method to emerge. 

Therefore, Sheikh’s argument should be complemented by the 

recognition of new and anti-institutional formats developed by 

curators who had not been included in the canon of what is 

considered the first wave of the institutional critique traditionally 

attributed to certain artists only.  

There is a pertinent question that Sheikh asks in relation to new 

institutional practices where critique is exercised by curators rather 

than artists, and where ‘institution has become internalized in curators 

and artists alike’.43  Such a new concept as ‘the curatorial’ should be 

considered in the context of institutional critique performed by 

curators reflecting on their practice and the wider art field. More 

importantly the curatorial can be considered as a process of 

internalising the institution. Responding to the stagnation of the 

institutional critique, the concept of the curatorial as ‘the possibility 

of framing [those] activities through a series of principles and 

possibilities’44 has not as yet mobilised radical critique of the 

institution nor has it supported creation of new methods of 

knowledge production beyond the participation in curatorial 

discourse. The curatorial is established as the philosophy of curating45 

and, we might add, by curators who, as Sheik observes, usually opt 

                                                           
42 Illustrative of this is the case of the Artistic Director of dOCUMENTA(13) 
Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev Named the most powerful person in the artworld in 
2012 according to the Art Review, Bakargiev is an institution in her own right. Her 
activities of self-promotion as part of the PR package for dOCUMENTA(13), as 
well as of her public talks generated a number of commentaries including those by 
art journalist and blogger Sayej, “The Curator Porn Star of dOCUMENTA.”  and 
a YouTube published film by WAGEforWORK, pOWER (100).  
43 Sheikh, “Notes on Institutional Critique.” 
44 Rogoff, “‘Smuggling’ - An Embodied Criticality.” 
45 Martinon, The Curatorial. 
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for rather than against institutions and are an effort to modify and 

solidify the institution, and not to oppose and destroy it. 46 

Furthermore, the critique of ‘the curatorial’ proposed by O’Neil, 

which he defines as ‘the curatorial turn,’47 arguably does not reach 

beyond the institutional rhetoric of the curatorial field either. He 

recognises a trajectory in curating which is preoccupied with one’s 

own practice, with the exhibition as ‘the principal medium in the 

distribution and reception of art’ and the central voice in the debates 

around visual arts.48 He continues:   

Exhibitions are, therefore, contemporary forms of rhetoric, 
complex expressions of persuasion, whose strategies aim to 
produce a prescribed set of values and social relations for their 
audiences. As such exhibitions are subjective political tools, as 
well as being modern ritual settings, which uphold identities 
(artistic, national, sub-cultural, ‘international’, gender-or-race-
specific, avant-garde, regional, global, etc.); they are to be 
understood as institutional ‘utterances’ within a larger culture 
industry.49      

The engagement of the exhibition as a form of rhetoric and the 

accompanying preoccupation with discursivity moves here beyond 

the typical formal and aesthetic qualities traditionally debated by art 

critics. Its focus becomes a production of discourse where, as Mick 

Wilson claims, ‘even talking is doing something,’50 and the exhibition 

becomes a rhetorical point in an ever-evolving argument for the 

curatorial.  

                                                           
46 Sheikh, “Notes on Institutional Critique.” 
47 O’Neil, “Curating: Practice Becoming Common Discourse”; O’Neil, “The 
Curatorial Turn: From Practice to Discourse.” 
48 O’Neil, “The Curatorial Turn: From Practice to Discourse,” 15. 
49 Ibid., 15–16. 
50 Wilson in ibid., 20. 
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The many examples of contemporary curatorial practices that are 

critical and that engage directly with institutional structures, formats 

and histories are proposed as instances of what contributes to a 

notion of the curatorial as defined by Jean-Paul Martinon and Irit 

Rogoff in their preface to the book The Curatorial: A Philosophy of 

Curating (2013).51 Their argument positions critical curating as 

instrumental to developing ‘socio-politically relevant exhibition 

formats, to question cultural-historical facts and myths, politicising 

the narration of the shown content concerning gender issues, 

migration, economy urbanism and globalisation’. It can be contested, 

however, that such an approach tends toward preoccupation with ‘the 

issue of the messages of exhibitions’.52 In other words, as much as 

exhibition is a useful format for bringing these subjects into the public 

domain, it rarely is able to go beyond its function to display the issues 

it refers to. The curatorial with the ambition of being embedded in a 

self-reflexive praxis that aims to be ‘a disturbance, an utterance, a 

narrative’53 merely stays at the level of self-referential practice 

constricted by the discipline it is aiming to become. 

Indeed, curating as a form of rhetoric is the subject of criticism of 

two other books about curating, namely O’Neil’s The Culture of 

Curating and The Curating of Culture(s)54 and Thinking Contemporary 

Curating by Terry Smith.55 In his review of the two books Julian 

Stallabrass recognises the ‘increasingly professional, institutional, 

academic, theorized, and historically informed character of curating’ 

                                                           
51 Martinon, The Curatorial. 
52 Richter and Wolf, “Institutions as Medium. Curating as Institutional Critique?,” 
3. 
53 Martinon and Rogoff, “Preface,” ix. 
54 O’Neil, The Culture of Curating and the Curating of Culture. 
55 Smith, Thinking Contemporary Curating. 
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which both describe.56 He points to the character of the language used 

by curators and considers it in terms of the ‘abuse of language’ which 

produces only ‘the illusion of coherence’ and in fact is a ‘defensive 

linguistic posture’ with an ‘inability to say anything specific’.57 

Curating is exposed here as a practice which increasingly uses 

particular kinds of language to communicate and, as Stallabrass’ 

critique suggests, in fact uses it as the very material with which 

curators work. Production of discourse in curatorial studies then can 

also be investigated on the level of linguistics and semiotics with the 

attention to the systems used in constructing this curatorial science 

made out of a particular form of newspeak.  

With these examples the reformation of institutional critique seems 

necessary. Its future proposed as ‘instituent practice’ that can offer a 

better understanding of the relations between ‘institution’ and 

‘critique’.58 Gerald Raunig and Gene Ray who propose instituent 

practices as the third wave of institutional critique define them as:   

(...)strategies and initiated processes that in some respects take 
their bearings from traditions of institutional critique, even as in 
other respects they go beyond anything recognizable in the 
movement now canonized as part of art history. [...] this tendency 
towards new activist and instituent practices is one direction in 
which practitioners and theorists are actively attempting to renew 
and reinvent institutional critique under difficult contemporary 
conditions.59  

The acknowledgment of the wider context in which contemporary art 

making takes place enables reframing institutional critique as an 

activist practice, expanding the notion of critical practice beyond 

                                                           
56 Stallabrass, “Rhetoric of the Image. Julian Stallabrass on Contemporary 
Curating.” 
57 Ibid. 
58 Raunig and Ray, Art and Contemporary Critical Practice. 
59 Ibid., xv. 
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artistic practice and towards the practice of instituting. Raunig and 

Ray point to the mixing of art practices and activism as the way to 

engage in institutional critique as a matter and form of instituting. 

Instituent practices result from engagement in forms of governance 

and self-governance, as Raunig explains after Foucault. The tension 

between ‘government and not to be governed like that is still a prerequisite 

today for reflecting on the contemporary relationship between 

institution and critique’.60 Instituent practices defined in this way seem 

to have more potential than the curatorial as rhetorical practice in the 

institution of art, in addressing the tension between different forms 

of governance. Emancipatory transformations can happen when 

action reaches beyond own field opening to contingency.  

Indeed, we can observe another approach which responds to ‘the 

curatorial turn’ and which engages with the critique of the curatorial 

as a form of knowledge production that does not fall into curating as 

rhetorical exercise. It brings into focus issues of contingency and pays 

attention to other forces ‘that situate it, drive it, and affect it’.61 Here, 

the central recognition is that of the ‘social, aesthetic and political 

impact curation has for the culture’ and ‘the primacy of the 

organizational’.62  Curation is situated in relation to ‘its arts, its artists, 

its managers, its bureaucrats’ and is concerned with ‘the politics of 

creativity and how culture is made public’.63 As a result of this enquiry, 

curation is recognised as an ever expanding field ‘of public 

commissions, urban architectural developments, social community 

projects, commercial galleries and academic research’64 and as such it 

                                                           
60 Raunig, “Instituent Practices: Fleeing, Instituting, Transforming,” 4. 
61 Beech, Lester, and Poole, The Contingency of Curation, 10. 
62 Ibid., 6. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Ibid., 7. 
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moves beyond art and participates in processes which organise life 

more broadly and often as a civic activity.  

Nevertheless, the recognition of contingency as a qualitative 

characteristic to curating, and with it the elements which govern life 

beyond the curatorial field and which nevertheless directly intervene 

on curating, situates curating within a much broader field.  The 

passage from curators in an institution, to curating, to the curatorial 

and curation, which I have described throughout this section, makes 

a full circle as it is again firmly situated as an institutional practice. 

This time, however, the institution needs to be considered in its 

expanded capacity where curatorial activity goes beyond making the 

art work visible through exhibitions and discourse which generates 

interest in it, but where curators ‘must orchestrate and choreograph 

the interest in, and therefore the value of, the institutional formats of 

art distribution, whether these are biennales, museums, galleries, 

magazines, etc.’.65 The field in which the curator operates becomes 

much more than practice and discourse of curating and the curatorial, 

but in fact the curator is proposed as an agent who ‘regulates and 

actively affects the values of the demand, regulating the value of the 

value of art’.66 In this discussion the art institution and art market are 

brought firmly together, and aesthetic qualities are defined by the 

market value of the artwork where the issue becomes how to measure 

such value. The shift in curatorial practice suggested by such a 

proposition, goes further than making culture public, and enters it at 

the moment of speculation, that is at the moment when art is being 

made, which in fact can take place at any time or never at all. This 

situation can be contested yet again. Unlike, however, in the case of 

Roland Barthes whose seminal essay proposed to separate the work 

from its author, so as to deconstruct the traditional understanding of 

                                                           
65 Poole, “Art, Human Capital, and The Medium of Contingency,” 43. 
66 Ibid. 
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where the production of meaning takes place, this time the interest is 

in the moment in which contingencies meet and erupt into an event. 

Such a phenomenon is described in the following way: 

This is not that it is the moment where art per se occurs, or more 
specifically where the art of the art work occurs, but where the 
very conditions for the possibility of the art work itself are/is 
created retrospectively. In its finest most rarefied moments this 
is where it, as a singularity, erupts as a ‘world’.67  

This proposition of the constant potential for art to become art, at 

any given moment, might be considered liberating, yet for the curator 

it can suggest that either curating as a practice is irrelevant or that 

indeed curating has to approach art as a market where exhibition as 

‘a post-factum operation’68 is no longer a dominating form through 

which the curatorial is distributed. The art market with independent 

‘übercurators’ travelling from one biennale to another, is an example 

of how power and value are enacted by the curatorial ‘self’ in order 

to sustain the image of power as resting with the curator. However, 

if the singularity erupting as a world should be the leading quality for 

the curator, new materials and currency such as data, information, 

speculative objects, biodata and similar, should increasingly attract 

curatorial attention. I will elaborate on this in the final section of this 

chapter when discussing content curation as a model that engages 

with affective data. 

towards disciplinary practice of curating 

The passage from curator to curating to the curatorial mapped in the 

above section is not exhaustive. It requires more detailed historical 

                                                           
67 Ibid., 46. 
68 Borowski, Ptaszkowska, and Tchorek, “An Introduction to the General Theory 
of Place,” 45. 
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periodisation and a description of the topography which situates it in 

relation to artistic, institutional, economic and other activities and 

relevant events. My focus here, however, is to consider curator and 

curating as a critical practice in close relationship with institutional 

histories affected by outside forces, that is those forces that normally 

do not belong to what is considered as the field of the curatorial. In 

effect what I am proposing is the expansion of what constitutes 

institution in itself beyond the critical practices of institutional 

critique. We can observe that the curatorial strategies and models 

which developed particularly in the late 1960s and early 1970s 

contributed to a fundamental shift in what is now considered 

contemporary curatorial practice. More recent histories and 

developments in curating situate the curator even farther from its 

early understanding. S/he is now an active and engaged agent whose 

domain extends beyond creating publics and curatorial formats in 

public domain, and moves towards forming discourses and markets; 

a figure to influence and fashion not only the public tastes but the 

very value system of art.  

The keepers of collections today increasingly work with data, digital 

assets and information. As such, curatorial practice and education 

with a focus on digital curation in libraries and museums arguably 

should attract more attention from the curators preoccupied with the 

question of the curatorial within the contemporary art context and 

vice versa. The regulation of a value system in art shifts towards data 

management and as result becomes comparable to the way in which 

financial markets function where software trading constitutes 40%-

80% of all transactions.69 The entangling of different systems (art, 

                                                           
69 According to Sean Dodson “Was Software Responsible for the Financial Crisis?” 
algorithmic trades, so called “algotrades”, ‘account for as much as 40% of all trades 
on the London Stock Exchange in 2006; on some American equity markets the 
figure can be as high as 80%’.  
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finance, technology) influences what becomes part of curatorial 

knowledge, which has to include knowledge of technologies and 

systems in order to distinguish how data manipulation techniques, 

which potentially could be used to regulate and distribute art as an 

asset and derivative, might also become part of the curatorial process. 

For some this might not be a desired direction as one that goes against 

the traditional perception of autonomous artistic practice but, 

nevertheless, it does not make it less relevant to art and its curation.70   

Arguably this realisation of the importance of technology prompts 

another approach to art and curatorial practice: one that is in line with 

models developed by Free/Libre Open Source Software (FLOSS) 

practices in software production and usage, based on principles of 

sharing, openness, networks and community building around those 

practices, and a copyleft attitude.71 Without following the rhetoric of 

Web 2.0 and the ‘Cloud’ which tend towards a view of networks as a 

natural space where openness and collaboration flourish, this thesis 

explores and experiments with curatorial models which critically 

engage with software and its cultures of collaboration and production 

as a basis for value creation that is not organised by algorithmic 

speculation and market logic but actively intra-acts with them. The 

discussion which follows looks at models of curating which have 

developed more recently in relation to the communication 

technologies, and in particular the radical mobilisation of The internet 

users as active participants in digital culture.   

 

                                                           
70 The new project ART, DATA, MONEY (2015) initiated by Furtherfield, as well 
as numerous projects by artists using data as medium in their practice, are 
examples of the increased interest in the connection between art, data and money 
in contemporary art practices.   
71 FLOSS practices are discussed in more detail in the next chapter of the thesis 
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Curating after the net: labour / systems / public / platforms  

What constitutes curating when socio-technological networks are 

involved? I have already discussed the changes in the curatorial field 

since the 1960s by proposing certain bifurcations that are part of 

historiography of the curatorial field. Firstly, there is a movement 

from curator to curating to the curatorial, which in actual fact is not a 

chronological and linear programme. The three categories function in 

parallel with each other and enter curatorial history at different points 

rather than evolve from one to the other. I have also made explicit 

the link between curating and institutional critique. Not only did 

institutional critique become an intrinsic element of curatorial 

practice, often at the moment when criticality of such practice had 

been institutionalised (as in New Institutionalism), but I also have 

emphasised a link between curating, technology and the market as 

together entering configurations which influence each other and at 

the same time expand the notion of the institution of art.  

In this section I focus in more detail on the links and connections 

between curating, technology (and in particular digital technologies), 

and the market. This is not just to show that such links exist but to 

trace them starting from curating and expanding towards issues 

related to public spaces, labour, systems, platforms and publics. The 

genealogy of curating which I have introduced in the previous section 

is not complete if it does not take into account the expanding terrain 

of curatorial practice influenced by computational technologies.  

Interdisciplinary scholarship in this field has been barely registered by 

the established contemporary artworld. In such research curating is 

not considered as an activity performed by a curator, and one 

occupied with art objects and art institutions only. But, curating is 

defined by its wider context that pays attention to the role of 

technologies in production, organisation and distribution of art and 
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culture. In other words, the focus is on curating and its performance 

as part of knowledge/power apparatus. 

This section expands the genealogical project of the previous part, 

which looked at some of the historical developments in curating. Its 

main focus is the expansion of a public space into a digital domain, 

giving examples of how art practices and also mass participation in 

online technologies have contributed in creating a digital public 

sphere. Two examples of scholarship are discussed in detail, which 

focus on systems and processes and which contribute to an expansion 

of how we think of curating today. The concept of curating in/as 

open systems proposed by Krysa, defines the link between curating, 

systems and immaterial labour.72 Whereas Goriunova’s claim that art 

platforms should be understood as a form of organisational 

aesthetics, points to the creative processes and the function of human 

creativity in art platforms.73 The discussion of these two models lays 

the ground for my final proposition which is argued in the final 

section of the chapter, when I introduce the concept of posthuman 

curating and explain the function of curating that amalgamates the 

social space of the internet and its algorithmic infrastructure.         

new public spaces of creativity and labour 

In the field of art history scholars have surveyed the very strong link 

between art and technology and the creation of connections to mass 

culture through the convergence of artistic innovation, technological 

progress and social and political desires.74 Similarly, technological 

                                                           
72 Krysa, “Software Curating.” 
73 Goriunova, “Autocreativity and Organisational Aesthetics in Art Platforms”; 
Goriunova, Art Platforms. 
74 See, for instance, Daniels, “Interaction versus Consumption: Mass Media and 
Art from 1920 to Today”; Arns, “Interaction, Participation, Networking”; 
Shanken, Art and Electronic Media. 
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influences upon curatorial practice are also explored, focusing, 

however, on different strands of such impacts: from the questions of 

how to exhibit artworks that use technologies and digital media within 

the ‘white cube and beyond’,75 to the emphasis on art as a system 

entering the networked model of organisation, and how forms of 

curatorial practice engage in presenting, archiving and documenting 

these new art forms need to account for this transformation.76   

Focus in the analysis that follows is slightly different in that it is 

directed towards the internet as a public space, the space of labour, 

and the space of creativity with particular emphasis on how these 

different functions influence curating. The changes in curating are 

analysed in relation to the forms of interaction, collaboration and 

participation and their networked and distributed character that 

regularly challenges established models of authorship and production. 

Such a context for curating takes into account the art historical 

interest in and production of public artworks in the 1990s and 2000s. 

At the same time it participates in much broader discussions of public 

space and the changing notions of ‘publicness’ which were taking 

place at the time,77 as well as those pointing towards ontological 

questions and the intrinsic relation between private and public.78  The 

approach with focus on internet as public space, which I take here, 

does at least two things simultaneously: it continues to contribute 

                                                           
75 Cook, “Immateriality and Its Discontents. An Overview of Main Models and 
Issues for Curating New Media”; Dietz, “Collecting New Media Art: Just Like 
Anything Else but Different”; Gere, “New Media in the Gallery in the Digital 
Age”; Lichty, “Reconfiguring Curation. Noninstitutional New Media Curating and 
the Politics of Cultural Production”; Paul, New Media in the White Cube and Beyond. 
76 Garrett and Catlow, “Do It With Others (DIWO) - E-Mail Art in Context | 
Vague Terrain”; Graham and Cook, Rethinking Curating. 
77 The notion of ‘publicness’ was not only related to the issue of publics and the 
public space but also it was connected to the issue of celebrity status. See for 
example review of the ICA exhibition Publicness in Farquharson, “Publicness.” 
78 See Pesch, The Predicaments of Publicness; Rice, Distant Publics. 
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towards the interest in art as a public issue concerned with site 

specificity, the notion of publics, and the production of art as public 

format;79 it also functions as a parallel investigation of the concept of 

public space in a digital environment.  

The questions that require continuous analysis refer to how the 

concept of public is defined by exchange and relationship between 

artist and their audiences in the digital environment,80 and how this 

relationship changes. Are these interactions and exchanges free of 

artistic agency and intervention? Where do they take place, and 

who/what else is involved in intra-actions between users, platforms, 

publics? For example, among the various voices that have engaged in 

the reflection of internet as public space, Christiane Paul has 

discussed media in art in relation to the digital space of network 

commons defined as ‘non-locality consisting of global communication 

systems’.81 Paul’s definition of network commons is linked to the 

concept of public domain which she examines as a space for new 

public art that opens possibilities for new forms of public 

intervention through contribution in network-based art or through 

directly engaging in collaborative creation. Similarly Josephine Bosma 

recognises ‘new art’ in information networks as ‘almost by default 

part of the public domain 2.0’ with its main characteristic being that 

of engagement.82 In both instances an attempt is made to define digital 
                                                           
79 Lacy, Mapping the Terrain, 1995; Kwon, One Place After Another; Sheikh, In the Place 
of the Public Sphere? 
80 Kluitenberg, “Frequently Asked Questions about the Public Domain”; 
Kluitenberg, “<nettime> Constructing the Digital Commons: A Venture into 
Hybridisation”; Bosma, “Constructing Media Spaces. The Novelty of Net(worked) 
Art Was and Is All about Access and Engagement”; Dietz, “Public Sphere_s”; 
Paul, “Digital Art/Public Art: Governance and Agency in the Networked 
Commons”; Dietz, “Media, Technology & Community in the Interactive City.” 
81 Paul, “Digital Art/Public Art: Governance and Agency in the Networked 
Commons.” 
82 Bosma, “Constructing Media Spaces. The Novelty of Net(worked) Art Was and 
Is All about Access and Engagement.” 
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art through its manifestation to the public through participation, 

collaboration, communication or connectivity. This form of art is well 

defined by the concept of networked art, as it accounts for the 

inclusion of other elements which are part of such artworks and 

comprises social, institutional, technological and capital relations 

among others.   

Only over a decade ago this new space of public interaction was only 

just beginning to be included as part of the public sphere. Curators, 

critics and artists working within the digital domain contributed to 

the negotiation and mediation of this new context as an extension of 

the public sphere, regardless of the fact that the mainstream art world 

was paying little or no attention to what was happening online. 

Among those active on the internet, it was recognised as a platform 

and a medium that gives artists ‘long awaited freedom from art 

institutions’ and in effect becoming a space for experimenting with it 

as both a working and display platform.  

One such example is the work of artist Marisa Olson who from early 

on in her practice used the internet as a stage on which to perform 

and document her online life. Between 2005-2008, in her wordpress 

blog WHATAMIDOINGWITHMYLIFE? Olson more or less 

regularly recorded her ‘wranglings’ on art, curating etc., creating the 

record of her engagement in the internet as a public space and 

performance platform. This approach is visible in many of her other 

works and collaborations. In Abe & Mo Sing the Blogs (2005) (Fig.1) 

Olson, with artist Abe Lincoln, sing posts from their favourite blogs.  
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Figure 1.  Abe & Mo Sing the Blogs, (2005), Abe Lincoln and Marisa Olson, 

http://www.linkoln.net/abeandmosingtheblogs/ 

Nasty Nets Surf Club (2008) another of Olson’s collaborations (with 

over twenty members at times) was a celebration and a critique of the 

internet.83 Nasty Nets, published as a DVD and premiered at the New 

York Underground Film Festival in 2008, also attempted to merge 

online and offline cultures and as such made an intervention into the 

so called real life event.  

These art experiments already then considered the internet as a space 

of popular culture mediated by net.art aesthetics and gradually 

                                                           
83 Debatty, “Interview with Marisa Olson - We Make Money Not Art.” 

http://www.linkoln.net/abeandmosingtheblogs/
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evolving into activities and cultures that were yet to colonise the web, 

but which today are the very essence of our daily online lives. The 

artists were the users of online platforms keen to explore and play 

with content found on them, provoking material effects as the result 

of their interactions. Today there are many more examples of artistic 

works which appropriate and reveal online space as a space of public 

performance. Among them, for instance, the recent project of Amalia 

Ulman’s Excellences and Perfections (2014) is based on the creation of 

another persona and performance of her life through Instagram 

posts, use of hashtags and captions, and other tactics familiar to savvy 

social media users. Another work of the artist Erica Scourti, Life in 

AdWords (2012-2013), engages a Google algorithm to translate her 

personal diary into a list of commodities and data revealing the 

computational domain that constitutes public/private life online. All 

these examples reveal the public dimension of the internet to be a 

space of interaction, collaboration and participation to be explored, 

experimented with and exploited. On the one hand, the early projects 

of Olson negotiate the public dimension of online and offline spaces 

by making connections between them and enacting one within the 

other. Whereas in the works of Ulmann and Scourti the internet is 

already a familiar public space that is used for a private performance 

in order to engage with it critically.           

An exploration of an early web culture by one of the pioneers of 

net.art, Olia Lialina is especially interesting in relation to curating. 

Lialina, known as the author of My Boyfriend Came Back From The War 

(1997) along with other early net.art projects, had been investigating 

issues of a curatorial nature in her projects such as Art.Teleportacia 

(1998) which was ‘the very first internet gallery’, and her ongoing The 

Last Real Net Art Museum. The starting point for Art.Teleportacia was 

the question how to sell and own net.art. The project critically 

engaged with issues that we are increasingly facing today in a broader 
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context, such as internet freedom, and opened up questions of what 

it means to sell art which is at its point of creation open to mass 

reproducibility, what processes are involved to materially own a piece 

of net.art, and how to go about executing them. These questions 

reveal early recognition and familiarity with the new digital domain, 

and a genuine necessity to address them in relation to presentation, 

collection and ownership of digital work. The Last Real Net Art 

Museum engages with questions of archiving and distributing online 

projects as it is proposed as ‘infinite reconfiguration of information 

in an open system’, an opportunity traditionally not afforded by 

museums. The project starts with Lialina’s own work My Boyfriend 

Came Back from The War which is offered as a reference point for other 

artists to create a number of variations and mixes and remixes of it. 

In effect The Last Real Net Art Museum is an archive of all these works 

and different ways in which artists decide to work with source 

material. It is at the same time an exhibition concept and as such 

presents itself as a curatorial project which explores how the same 

data/subject is re-mixed and recreated from source.  Here the 

curatorial project becomes an archiving project, where data is open 

to an infinite number of remixes and interpretations and where access 

to that data is differently negotiated. 

Relevant in this context is Lialina’s expanded interest in documenting 

and preserving the ‘vernacular web’ of ‘the indigenous’ and 

‘barbarians’;84 terms with which she defines the popular culture of the 

early web and its users. Most remarkable is the salvation of GeoCities, 

one of the first web-hosting services where users were able to build 

their own websites. It was funded in 1994, acquired in 1999 by Yahoo 

and then closed in 2009, making defunct 38 million pages built by 

users throughout its fifteen years of existence.85 Together with Dragan 

                                                           
84 Espenschied and Lialina, Digital Folklore. 
85 Shechmeister, “Ghost Pages”; “GeoCities.” 
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Espenschied and the group of people calling themselves the ‘Archive 

Team’86 they downloaded a terabyte of data from GeoCities. This is 

now stored as a torrent file, and has been sorted and represented in a 

Tumblr based blog One Terabyte of Kilobyte Age87 (Fig.2) as well as in the 

research blog Contemporary Home Computing88 and in recent various 

exhibitions that include a show at the Photographers Gallery in 

London (2013) and HMKV in Dortmund (2015).89  

Lialina defines the culture of the early adopters and users as a 

particular form of experience, as: 

(…) bright, rich, personal, slow and under construction. It was a 
web of sudden connections and personal links. Pages were built 
on the edge of tomorrow, full of hope for a faster connection 
and a more powerful computer. One could say it was the web of 
the indigenous… or the barbarians. In any case, it was a web of 
amateurs soon to be washed away by dot.com ambitions, 
professional authoring tools and guidelines designed by usability 
experts.90        

Saving the first amateur web as a past version of the web is an attempt 

to preserve its aesthetics as it was being constructed before usability 

experts and design templates took over the highly individualistic and 

non-standard attempts to present the self, commonly introduced as: 

‘Welcome to my home page’.91  

                                                           
86 “Archiveteam.” 
87 Lialina and Espenschied, “One Terabyte of Kilobyte Age Photo Op.” 
88 Lialina and Espenschied, “One Terabyte of Kilobyte Age | Digging through the 
Geocities Torrent.” 
89 “One Terabyte of Kilobyte Age | Media Wall | The Photographers’ Gallery.” 
90 Lialina, “A Vernacular Web,” 19. 
91 Ibid., 20. Welcome to my homepage was a regular welcoming sign.   
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Figure 2. Examples of homepages from GeoCities archive. Source: 

http://oneterabyteofkilobyteage.tumblr.com 

The importance of the preservation of the GeoCities archive and 

activities around such platforms as traces of the very first online 

public spaces is especially relevant today when Facebook is 

considered as almost separate from the internet,92 indicative of the 

tendency for the internet to become a space where any activity, 

including personal expression, becomes a market activity controlled 

by data corporations; whereas GeoCities was an online public space 

before standardised public participation, which still required its users 

to engage in the design and development of their pages. As Lialina 

suggests, when explaining the ubiquitous ‘Under Construction’ sign: 

                                                           
92 See the results of the real-time survey conducted by GeoPoll in Indonesia and 
Nigeria also available in Miriani, “Millions of Facebook Users Have No Idea 
They’re Using the Internet.”  

http://oneterabyteofkilobyteage.tumblr.com/
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Ordinary people came with their tools and used the chance to 
build their own roads and junctions. Work was everywhere and 
everywhere there was something that wasn’t ready, links were 
leading to nowhere or to pages that didn’t quite exist and there 
were signs on the pages that warned of broken connections and 
lack of navigation.(…) the meaning of “Under Construction” 
images changed from a warning to a promise that this page will 
grow.93        

With the concept of a vernacular web we are offered a tool which is 

helpful in reflecting how the web was being developed and assembled 

by extensive and experimental practice of its early users, who as well 

as artists, academics and military, included ordinary people.  

In view of this the vernacular web can be also charged with over-

romanticising that early internet period as that time when all users 

were equal, learning internet through doing it, literally building it from 

scratch. Do-It-Yourself aesthetics that emerged at the time of these 

early creative explorations where images of unicorns and starry skies 

were commonplace, are referenced today in many of the internet 

works defined as post-digital, represented in gif art as a form of choice 

for post-digital aesthetics. The post-digital in itself refers to the time 

when digital and non-digital were easier to define and distinguish 

from one another. Today the ubiquity of digital experience makes the 

‘post-digital’ as a term irrelevant, as claimed by Florian Cramer who 

is more interested in underlying ‘tangibility, do-it-yourself, and urban 

locality’ as values that define post-digital as a material experience.94  

In that sense the GeoCities archive is a record of early digital 

aesthetics, also defined by Lialina as vernacular web. It is an 

aesthetically rich documentation of the labour that went into making 

what the internet is today, as well as serving as an example of how 

                                                           
93 Lialina, “A Vernacular Web,” 20. 
94 “Interview with Florian Cramer.” 
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certain practices and histories can be easily forgotten and excluded 

from the prevailing narrative of the web. But it is also a post-digital 

collection of data which can be materially experienced through the 

activities of downloading, storing, distributing and organising it. In 

other words, through data curation that continuously flows between 

public practices of online distribution via tumblr blogs for example 

and more private decisions on what tools to use, what to upload and 

download, and how to store data.    

All these examples reveal how labour, creativity and public space 

intertwine on the internet, and how they produce data and associated 

practices. Statements which have situated cultural and artistic 

production in the so called network commons or public domain 2.0 need 

to be constantly revisited and questioned as ‘central in the process of 

capital valorisation’ with attention to artistic creativity as ‘an 

important element of capitalist productivity’.95 The increasing 

privatisation of the internet where many new public spaces are already 

enclosed and function as operative to capital, as in the case of 

Facebook and Google, are the evidence of how public space on the 

internet is shrinking, and network commons are no longer a default 

characteristic of the network environment. Importantly, user 

participation, together with systems and technologies that organise it, 

is equally an important element of this process and constitutive of 

contemporary concerns for curatorial practice which increasingly 

deals with data.  

immaterial curating in open systems 

The forms of engagement and participation online, as discussed in 

the previous sections, have been productively analysed as forms of 

                                                           
95 Mouffe, “Art and Democracy. Art as an Agonistic Intervention in Public Space,” 
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labour, and specifically as immaterial, free96 and digital labour.97 

Originally associated with post-autonomist theories of labour, these 

concepts define conditions of post-Fordist forms of production as 

the main form of organisation of labour engaged in production of 

non-physical objects such as data, ideas, knowledge or social relations. 

Maurizio Lazzarato defines immaterial labour with regard to its two 

aspects: the ‘informational content’ of the commodity, production 

and skills involved in this process such as computer control; and with 

regard to ‘its ability to manage its own activity and act as the 

coordinator of the immaterial labour of others’.98 Further description 

of immaterial labour as the interface which links it to the immaterial 

commodity, enlarged and transformed by the process of consumption, 

makes this concept highly relevant to emergent forms of curating. 

An explicit link between immaterial labour and curating has been 

made with the term of immaterial curating proposed by Krysa.99 

Immaterial curating operates in recognition of practices and relations 

which ordinarily are still considered external to the art world. It 

directly references characteristic features of labour in post-Fordism, 

and like immaterial labour it describes a process which uses 

information-technologies and takes place within socio-technological 

networks.100 As immaterial labour was introduced as a critique of 

labour conditions in the late capitalism, immaterial curating should be 

recognised also as a critique of prevailing concepts around curating 

which omit recognition of the conditions, technological, social and 

institutional, in which curating takes place today. Immaterial curating, 

                                                           
96 Lazzarato, “Immaterial Labour”; Terranova, “Free Labor: Producing Culture for 
the Digital Economy”; Hardt and Negri, Empire. 
97 See essays in the publication edited by Trebor Scholz, Digital Labor. The Internet as 
Playground and Factory 
98 Lazzarato, “Immaterial Labour.” 
99 Krysa, Curating Immateriality. 
100 Krysa, “Software Curating.” 
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thus, precipitates the conditions for the further concept of ‘software 

curating’.101 Software curating defines a specific way in which curating 

can be understood.  

Software is recognised as a form and practice of artistic expression 

and how ‘concept of programmability and the algorithm’ are ‘the 

organising principle of artwork (in a functional and/or technical 

sense)’.102 There are two parallels that are drawn here: curating and 

programming are linked through the concept of programmability 

which characterises software/artwork and is the core of practice of 

programming/curating; to be precise, the argument is that software 

is at the same time a tool for curating (organising, archiving, 

displaying), and can ‘demonstrate curating in itself’.103 After this 

statement, another argument follows, namely that curating can be 

understood as an open system. Such an understanding of curating 

includes ‘continuous interaction with the socio-technological 

environment’104 of which elements are users/audience, machines, 

software, artists and the curator. Krysa recognises the conditions in 

which such a system(s) exists and overtly situates curating in the 

context of immateriality, referencing changing conditions of labour 

and production in networks.  

Curating in (as) open system(s) also references systems theory and second-

order cybernetics ‘to understand some of the nodes of power and 

forms of control’ as well as the ‘importance of feedback loops and 

self-organisation’105 for curating. In parallel to considering power and 

control in open systems, the concept of agency in open systems and 

in curating is also discussed. The basic understanding of agency as the 

                                                           
101 Krysa, “Experiments in Social Software Curating.” 
102 Ibid. 
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104 Krysa, “Software Curating,” 3. 
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‘ability of humans to act autonomously or independently and to make 

interventions’ is acknowledged as important, and it is from this basis 

that other forms of agency are also considered: from the Marxist 

tradition of agency as ‘a collective and historical dynamic’ to a more 

contemporary notion of agency that takes into account the 

engagement of subjectivities and collective subjectivity invested in 

forms of labour and production, and finally to the claims of the 

agency of software. The aim of such an approach is to show how 

agency is distributed between humans, machines and software in a 

similar way to how control is distributed over the system. The 

proposition to think of curating ‘in terms of distributed management 

system’106 is clearly defined here. It stresses the transformative 

implication for cultural work which is ‘(reorganisation of control) in 

relation to changing technologies’,107 and consequently requires 

operating with ‘a broader understanding of power and control in open 

systems’’108  

Curating in Krysa’s work is rendered as a political practice and 

considered not just in its relation to people who participate in such 

curatorial systems, but in relation to overarching systems which 

regulate power and control in digital environments. The proposition 

of curating in/as open system(s) where ‘the curatorial process is 

demonstrably a collective and distributed executable that displays 

machinic agency’109 might at times read as overly optimistic in a way it 

champions software as a ‘collective executable’110 that can open up 

curatorial process. Nevertheless, this contribution which argues for 

                                                           
106 Krysa, Curating Immateriality, 14. 
107 Ibid., 15. 
108 Krysa, “Software Curating,” 23. 
109 Ibid., 11. 
110 Ibid., 108. The notion of ‘collective executable’ has been taken by Krysa from 
Marina Vishmidt.  See her essay ‘Twilight of the Widgets: Notes on Immateriality 
and Value’. 
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curating as a system has implications not only on what can be 

considered part of curatorial process, but also it defines it as a practice 

which exists in a much wider physical and conceptual terrain. Curating 

in/as an open system involves ‘continuous interaction with the socio-

technological environment’ of which elements are users/audience, 

machines, software, artists, art institutions, curators, programmers, 

bureaucratic systems and so on. The concern moves beyond the 

intricacies of the professional strand in curating that occupies itself 

with so called ‘new media’, and instead focuses on the forms and 

systems of technologically-assisted organisation/curating of art.  

This approach to curating works on a number of levels. Firstly, 

curating is analysed in relation to organisational structures and 

systems in which it operates, i.e. art systems and technological 

systems. As a result this helps in drawing parallels between these two 

fields that go beyond the focus on individual artistic practices or 

recognition and mapping of art movements, but also attempts 

through science-related methodologies to consider curating in its 

complexity, and at the same time as a systematic practice. Secondly, 

by linking to immaterial labour, it manages to critically situate curating 

not only within the post-Marxist tradition of labour theory but also 

in relation to contemporary practices of cultural production which 

include software writing and software art. The concept of curating 

in/as open system/s proposed by Krysa is invocative of this approach 

in paying attention to curating as a system and as a practice which 

confirms the open status of the system. 

The key proposition offered defines curating as software. Software 

curating identifies curatorial process as ‘a collective and distributed 

executable that displays machinic agency’111 as it is both a tool and a 

                                                           
111 Krysa, “Software Curating,” 4. 
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force of change. Curating understood in this way recognises the 

curator as a function within the curatorial process which  

(…) already collaborative and involving other agents in addition 
to a singular curator, now becomes closely integrated with 
dynamic socio-technological networks and software; software 
that is not used simply to curate but that demonstrates the activity 
of curating itself. Agency is reconstituted beyond the collectivity 
of human agents to include software and dynamics of the system, 
as the collective executable that acts in the world and is able to 
transform it.112   

Curating here is situated in relation to an eclectic group of 

constituents involved in the practice beyond the curator and the 

public, but also inclusive of machines and software and systems 

which again are distributed networks of people, machines and 

protocols. Agency is enacted through the systematic arrangements 

and rearrangements of all the elements as a collective executable.  

Curatorial function as collective executable that Krysa offers is 

different to how Marina Vishmidt originally introduces it in her essay 

‘Twilight of the Widgets’.113 Vishmidt is more critical of the all too 

schematic, an account of ‘greater openness’ and ‘grater inclusion’ that 

is apparently settled by the distribution of a curatorial process via 

software. Paying attention to the ‘abstract subjective potential’ that 

unfolds ‘via already existing social automatism of the curatorial 

function’, Vishmidt explains:  

This automatism is reduced to machine readability but then also 
exponentially augmented by the operations of chance that 
ultimately draw a line of indistinction between the organisation 
of the field and the field itself. By displacing the curatorial 
function from abstract subjective potential to binary code, it 

                                                           
112 Ibid., 54. 
113 Vishmidt, “Twilight of the Widgets: Notes on Immateriality and Value,” 48. 
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reproduces the singular curator as a collective executable. In this 
way it preserves the curator by exceeding the curator, the 
perfectly consistent paradox that any art practice grounding its 
critique in both art-immanent and social terms is structurally 
bound to enact. With the position of the curator already 
transformed, or diffused, by the post-institutional critique 
context, espousing collectivity and instigation rather than 
mediation as curatorial virtues, the redistribution of the curatorial 
function over telematic networked systems like the internet 
leverages that critique at the level of the network, and exhibits 
the same tension between the productive capacity of collectivity 
and the pragmatics of control and surveillance.114  

The ambiguity of the process of opening the curatorial function is 

exposed here as tension between transformation of the practice 

possible via its collective execution and its controlling framework. 

The vulnerability of the process is located in how its value is extracted 

where collectivity reaffirms reproducibility of a curator as a function 

within a wider system.  

Krysa’s analysis of curating complemented by Vishmidt’s critical 

insight gives a greater understanding of the processes which can be 

observed regularly influencing social and cultural practices today. 

Agency is assigned not just to humans but to systems where humans, 

machines and software together are able to generate transformative 

practices also made productive for the system in which they are 

employed. What emerges is a particular understanding of curating 

that I would argue is hugely relevant today in the age of the pervasive 

use of socio-technological networks in everyday life. Web and 

internet systems are clearly not just display platforms but actively 

influence how and what can be generated and stored based on its 

value within and for the system.      
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The link between curating and systems that is extensively investigated 

by Krysa makes reference to systems theory and specifically open 

systems in second order cybernetics. As such it is foundational for 

this thesis in that it operates as a point of departure to theorise 

curatorial system in the final chapter. The importance of systems 

thinking for curating for this thesis, however, relates to the fact that 

a certain difficulty and possibly a limitation is introduced that is 

related to the very connection to cybernetics and general systems 

theory. The preoccupation of cybernetics with control and 

communication is troubling, not because it defines the laws that 

govern them in complex systems, such as feedback principle in the 

first-order cybernetics, and self-referentiality and self-organisation in 

the second-order cybernetics, but because of what this implies.115 

Feedback loops and self-referentiality indicate not only the closed 

character of the systems but its movement towards closing further; 

towards what in the sciences is defined as equilibrium or decrease of 

entropy. This difficulty is somewhat acknowledged by Krysa in her 

reference to Bertalanffy’s general system theory. Bertalanffy makes a 

distinction between closed and open systems where the latter is 

defined as ‘a system in exchange of matter with its environment, 

presenting import and export, building-up and breaking-down of its 

material components’.116 Curating in/as an open system/s is an example 

of the model where an open system (curating and/or programming) 

enters a closed system (the computer) and thus is able to create a new 

structure, and more importantly, to function as a transformative 

process.117 Yet if we consider curating to be a collaborative executable 

                                                           
115 For information about cybernetics and open systems see Wiener, Cybernetics; 
Wiener, The Human Use of Human Beings. Cybernetics and Society; Bertalanffy, General 
System Theory. To read about systems thinking for curating see Chapter 3. Open 
Systems in Krysa, “Software Curating.” 
116 Bertalanffy, General System Theory. 
117 Krysa, “Software Curating,” 43. 
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as argued by Vishmidt, this suggests its pre-designed function where 

curating is operative for the system. In other words, the curatorial 

function is a scripted performance that does not open the system, 

consequently transforming it, but it is being executed within the 

system and as a part of it. What happens is that the curator is not an 

operator of systems with ability to ensure its openness as argued by 

Krysa, but it becomes the tool of communication and control in the 

system.  

With this brief speculation I want to amplify this systemic difficulty 

present when systems theory is applied as a chief concept with which 

to understand the world. For me the key question is quite explicit: 

how do we include other ways of knowing and being in the world? 

With technological networks and their increasing organisational 

impasse on world systems and other related concepts, systems 

become dominant in discourse and material practices with little space 

for other models that do not end with conscription. Could it be 

expected that, taking a cue from Barad’s proposition, we meet the 

universe halfway, leaving some space for another order that may 

come our way? I address this question in the final chapter specifically. 

For now, I will move to the second example which also considers the 

shift in the way that culture and art are produced and organised, and 

attempt to take account of unpredictable elements that are not part 

of the system.  

platforms and organising creativity 

At the core of Goriunova’s Art Platforms and Cultural Production on the 

Internet118 is recognition of the structural character of internet-born 

creative activities that contribute to the way in which culture occurs 
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today as ‘irreversibly coproduced by networked media technology’.119 

This study is an exploration of the concept of organisational aesthetics 

which, as Goriunova explains, is the result of creative activities of 

users within the online network platform dedicated to art production. 

Art platforms are considered partly in opposition to the concept of 

Web 2.0 which gained prominence in the mid 2000s.120 The 

importance of art platforms, however, lies in the forms of creativity 

that emerge as the result of unpredicted uses of online platforms, 

which can be thought of ‘as a deviation from the main thoroughfares 

of digital cultures, paths that allow us to come closer to key issues 

manifesting larger cultural formations – such as self-organisation and 

creativity, folklore production and free participation’.121  

This focus points directly to amateur forms of production, the DIY 

and idiosyncratic ways of engaging in online activities that result in 

new cultural or aesthetic forms. As such, this particular concern 

shares Lialina’s preoccupation with the vernacular web, and at the 

same time it complements it by its explicit interest in organisational 

structures that support such activities.  

The significance of art platforms for organisational aesthetics relates 

to a process of assembling together ‘human-technical objects and 

relations’ which at the same time are ‘reflexive of their own processual 

composition’.122 Here, as in Krysa’s research, the interest in workings 

of power relations is implicit, and in this case too it is situated across 

the human and technical utterances that are considered to disrupt 

institutional, organisational and representational arrangements. The 

focus in Art Platforms is on creativity and forms of ‘living practices in 
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their blurred and “dirty” forms’123 that is at the moment before they are 

art, or at the moment of ‘failing to become art, aspiring to become 

art, where art is an avant-garde formation of new realities, language; 

ways of living, seeing, and imagining’.124 It is perhaps the moment 

when art is at its most productive and contingent, giving emergence 

to aesthetic practices which are the source of aesthetic value in art. 

To consider creativity in this expanded way is indeed to think of it as 

‘aesthetic practice’ thus not aligning it to one dimensional reading of 

creativity as freedom, or creativity reduced to and reduced by the 

contemporary phenomena such as creative industries, creative cities 

or creative citizens with their definite economic or liberal 

associations.125 Neither is it a form of creativity that can be assigned 

to the individual figure of an artist whose status is based on some 

unidentified concept of a creative genius. This extended 

understanding of creativity as forms of living practices is a useful 

proposition that does not denote aesthetic experience to the domain 

of art limiting its possibilities to that field only.  As Matthew Fuller 

affirms ‘art is no longer only art’126 and so it follows that the curatorial 

function has to be recognised as curating that is not just about 

curating art: not-just-art curating.  

Curating which traditionally is an activity invested in organising, 

classifying, preserving and displaying of art objects is replaced by 

Goriunova with art platforms. It is clear that the term platform is used 

(at the point of transition to Web2.0), and became popular to mark 

the distinction from mere website where production is registered 

rather than simply displayed. This movement from curating to art 

                                                           
123 Ibid., 7. 
124 Ibid. 
125 I make similar argument in relation to Bishop’s distinction that assigns 
aesthetics to art and considers creativity only in its function for neoliberal policies. 
See the section the end of participation in Chapter Three.   
126 Fuller, “Art Methodologies in Media Ecology.” 
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platforms undermines what could be considered a curatorial 

monopoly to classify, document, display or archive artistic and 

aesthetic activities and its preoccupation with art objects. Here the 

focus is on organisational capabilities performed in and through the 

human-technological objects and relations which are active in and 

simultaneously become organised through art platforms in the 

expanded terrain of social and cultural production. This process is 

described in the following way: 

Working with or thinking about the aesthetic practices and scenes 
of art platforms means following the paths they take through a 
complex set of mutually determining relationships that have 
larger subjective and societal effects and finding out what is 
happening to digital technology as a tool, as a context, as a 
metaphor, as an agent, and as culture-at-large.127  

Aesthetic practices are enacted through intricate relations across 

social and technological assemblages that organise them. Thus here 

organisational aesthetics refers to the complex phenomena that hold 

together a particular arrangement of certain processes, people and 

technologies constituting what is then defined as art platforms where 

curating is not just concerned with art.  

Art platforms are conceptualised by taking issue with network theory 

as a way to understand systems pointing towards two very different 

models of networks that exist in parallel. On the one hand networks 

have been considered as emergent, heterogeneous and rhizome-like 

formations that affirm the non-linear character of certain processes. 

On the other, as a concept stemming from network theory related to 

applied mathematics that studied links between objects, networks can 

be also linear and topologically defined. Finally other concepts are 

referred to, which result from combinations of these two models, 
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such as: bifurcation, networks as assemblages, ecologies and media 

ecologies.128 Art platforms are also considered in this way as a 

particular blend of the two binary models, and furthermore as a 

concept that is ‘inclusive of a reflection upon its own media 

ecology’.129 The complexity of network-based formations defined 

through all these ideas is explored in detail within a proposed 

organisational format of art platforms which are ‘plugged into a 

process of creativity and subjectivation, into art worlds, folklore and 

repetition, into the late capitalist eminence of ‘immaterial’ labour, into 

the politics of participation, publics and self-organisation’.130 

Goriunova’s attempt to reach out and account for processes and 

assemblages that are creatively potent, systematically enacted, as well 

as mundanely experienced and emergent, is articulated with the 

concept of art platforms as an attempt to account for such 

formations.  

Present is also a refusal to give away organisation to curating as an 

activity that defines creativity within systems and institutions from a 

fixed and centralised position. Organisational aesthetics attempts to 

‘address the emergence of art that does not start with the end product 

and the structures within which it is embedded, but instead unfolds 

through aesthetic production, through autocreativity to actualize 

culture’.131 Its focus is on technological forms that part-take in making 

culture and where cultural phenomenon is understood in relation to 

its ‘networks of subjectification’. I understand Goriunova’s 

organisational aesthetics as an effort to capture these dynamics 

without immediately handing them over to established 

epistemologies, unable to account for these emergent processes 
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outside of disciplinary borders. Organisation and subjectification are 

brought together as nuanced and intricately performed, while at the 

same time constitutive of art platforms.  

An example from her own collaborative practice, that of the 

Runme.org project which is a software art repository allowing for 

submission, display and constant development of a platform and its 

content, is illustrative of how art and software cultures connect. 

Runme.org, described as a club, infinite exhibition, open collection 

and set of relationships,132 also involves featuring, a particular way of 

adding to the collection by conceptualising and making selections. 

Featuring, according to Goriunova, is a form of organisational 

aesthetics,133 where organisation and subjectivation can be traced as 

one and the same activity.  

Organisational aesthetics problematizes curating not only because of 

the investment of technologies into organisational structures but also 

their engagement into processes of subjectivation and the inclusion 

of the ‘user power’. Art platforms define the plane on which 

organisational aesthetics take place, at the same time shifting attention 

from what is produced to how it is performed. It is a subtle argument 

and at the same time foundational for this thesis in order to account 

for the complex relations which are organised and mediated through 

art platforms.     
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Posthuman curating: beyond disciplinary practice and 

technology of the self 

Both Krysa and Goriunova expand curating and how it is understood 

as a plethora of practices enhanced by technologies and informed by 

systemic arrangements present in network-based forms of 

organisation. In Krysa’s argument curating is claimed to be a system, 

and at the same time it operates within systems, in line with second 

order cybernetics. I argued how this cybernetic quality defines 

vulnerability that might leave curating co-opted into the system rather 

than opening it up, while at the same time transforming curating into 

a control mechanism. Art platforms address this problem implicitly 

in that they account for the way in which creativity works and is 

governed by organisational aesthetics, therefore expanding curating 

beyond systems, and as an emergent and creative process that is 

directed at ‘not-just-art’ curating. At the same time Lialina’s curatorial 

experiments reveal the social web as a plethora of vernacular practices 

necessary for aesthetic development and the distribution of such 

practices. Taking into account the recognition of how subjectivation 

and individuation is part of organisational aesthetics and how it is 

inherent to vernacular practices on the web, I am interested in 

emphasising this function of the user/participant performing 

activities within curatorial platforms and systems.  

Indeed, individuation participates in organisational aesthetics and 

Goriunova explains how this takes place. In her article (2013) ‘The 

force of digital aesthetics: on memes, hacking, and individuation’, she 

explains individuation with examples of memes and other aesthetic 

objects generated as the result of internet culture. Individuation, a 

process of becoming a thing or a person different from other things 

and persons, is further complicated in highly mediated and 

technologically advanced culture. A meme thus is not just a product 
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of popular culture on internet but it is proposed as ‘an aesthetic 

performance through which individuation takes place’.134 This insight 

suggests the posthuman character of individuation where aesthetic 

object and its experience are mediated and complex. According to 

Goriunova individuation is an aesthetic process not limited to 

traditionally defined aesthetic activities but directly an expression of 

aesthetic experience of individuation as multilayered and outlined as: 

(...) essentially collective, technical and physical: it is the 
individuation and consummation of ideas, norms, snippets of 
codes, codes of practice, cultural events and political acts, 
creative forms, sets of behaviours, gestures and performances, 
conceptual figures, youth practices, and technical platforms that 
unfolds online.    

Individuation is a property of persons and things as well as processes, 

platforms and ways of being online that allow for making the self 

distinct while at the same a part of a milieu. It can be understood as 

a particular expression of difference and a never-ending process of 

realising and reconstituting the self, the becoming one not as a subject 

but as an other. In that individuation is different to subjectivation 

although they might take place simultaneously.   

In this section I continue my discussion of curating while being 

attentive to implicit relation of subjectivation and individuation as 

different processes that overlap at certain moments. In what follows, 

curating is examined as an activity of the human participant in the 

process of curating distributed across systems, machines and people. 

In online communities the identity of ‘the public’ is disrupted as users 

take part in activities related to community within the platform where 

they are at the same time users, readers and content providers. The 

example of the GeoCities platform is demonstrative of how its users 
                                                           
134 Goriunova, “The Force of Digital Aesthetics: On Memes, Hacking, and 
Individuation.” 
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are constructed as producers of the vernacular web and how their 

very participation in the platform, in itself a form of individuation, is 

a necessary step before they are defined as particular subjects. The 

problem also extends to the role of the new ‘curator’ in online social 

media, whose function is to select, reblog, edit, tag, etc. The figure of 

‘content curator’, however, can prove crucial to understand the 

importance of the commons and commoning, which are concepts 

analysed in detail in the following chapter. The important question to 

ask of the content curator is not whether (s)he is active or passive, a 

creator or consumer, but how (s)he functions in the social space of the 

internet itself. To pursue a complementary analysis, I draw on the 

work of Foucault, and the shift that he identifies from the disciplinary 

society to the society of control, where power is no longer sovereign 

but diffused among the general body/ies of the population. If we 

consider the internet as a disciplinary technology, then how can we 

understand the function of the content curator – as a prison guard or 

as expression of a wider consensus? (S)he is at once subjectivising but 

also operating in the field of big data and (re)producing much wider 

patterns of taste, information and affect. My claim is that the content 

curator represents an end point to Foucault’s argument: the 

management of his entire system has been devolved to the choices, 

tastes, likes of individual subjects.135   

I start with affective bodies of peer production which I argue are the way 

in which subjectivation is performed in online networks. I take into 

account the issue of curating as a collaborative and distributed 

process and go back to the Wikipedia entry for ‘curator’ paying 

attention to processes involved. I analyse further how the human 

body is part of such practices as with the case of the ‘Gamergate 

controversy’ page on Wikipedia, and gendered harassment towards 
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the female members of the gamer community and their supporters. I 

then move to a discussion of the content curator as a generator of 

affective data (based on likes, comments, etc.) within a framework of 

big data (surveillance), who acts voluntarily but within a system of 

values that are pre-established and coded into what VNS Matrix 

defined as the ‘big daddy mainframe’136 and Donna Haraway refers to 

as ‘informatics of domination’. However, as networks of taste and 

collaboration are generated, some of them cannot be predicted or 

anticipated. I conclude by setting up the discussion of the commons 

which will follow in the next chapter, as a space of co-production 

which is circumscribed by the enclosed and regulated outside for 

which the body and content curation are brought together as an 

apparatus of subjectivation.   

(im)materialities of not-just-art curating  

To start with I return to the example of the definition for curator on 

the Wikipedia to illustrate the conditions in which curating takes place 

when social and technological networks are involved in collaborative 

processes of knowledge production. My aim is to contribute a 

material-discursive analysis of such curatorial formats and bring the 

human body into focus. If subjectivation requires a human subject to 

perform it, the question is what happens to the body when platforms, 

systems and technologies facilitate this process?  

Starting with the reading of the full history of revisions made for an 

entry on the wiki page goes beyond just following the changes to the 

definition, addition of statements and references, and provides more 

                                                           
136 VNS Matrix in their Cyberfeminist Manifesto for 21st Century proposed to disrupt the 
clean technology of ‘big daddy mainframe’ and contaminate it with bodily slime 
and fluids, also interrupting the symbolic order by ‘corrupting the discourse’ of 
data and code as controlled by men. See the manifesto 
http://adanewmedia.org/files/2014/07/VNS.png 
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contextual details. The definition consists also of the data 

documented and archived on the wiki. A number of entries and users, 

number of edits per each user, dates of their edits, IP addresses and 

links to the profiles of the editors, etc. also are part of the information 

which together with the information on the definition page is 

constitutive of the semantic entry for ‘curator’. As such any reading 

of this data requires an understanding of how it is generated beyond 

the quantitative facts: each abstracted IP address is in fact a user, an 

individual subject, who at the same time constitutes a bigger 

community working towards developing the definition (Fig.3); each 

edit registered on the wiki is an expression of voluntary work and time 

dedicated to generating, editing, commenting and reading. 

 
Figure 3. Wikipedia, screenshot of the revision history page for ‘curator’ 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Curator&offset=20070205000925&li

mit=500&action=history  

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Curator&offset=20070205000925&limit=500&action=history
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Curator&offset=20070205000925&limit=500&action=history
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Human labour power drives this process as much as the technologies 

which support this form of producing, organising and distributing 

knowledge. This process also takes place in different languages and 

generates independent definitions for those semantic locations, 

accounting for the local histories and traditions specific to the cultural 

territories where those languages exist.    

Collaboration which is characteristic of the encyclopaedic production 

that takes place on Wikipedia has its own structures and models of 

governance and authority,137 which are created directly by the 

community organised around Wikipedia, and more specifically 

around the definition of ‘curator’ in this case. As well as people, this 

process also includes code and is managed by algorithms, editors 

(people and bots) (Fig. 4), Wikipedia rules, policies and guidelines; it 

is hosted, documented and archived on servers and distributed via 

global networks. The complexity of this system and the number of 

practices, locations, languages, etc., which cut across it and organise 

it are countless. All these components are constitutive of particular 

organisational formations which are based on network structures and 

are sustained by the flow of data, software, people, practices, 

languages, labour, etc. 

                                                           
137 For critical study of organising principles of collaboration on Wikipedia which 
includes software as well as editing process see Lovink and Tkacz’s Critical Point of 
View: A Wikpedia Reader. 



 

85 
 

 
Figure 4. Wikipedia, screen shot of user edits page for ‘curator’ 

http://toolserver.org/~daniel/WikiSense/Contributors.php?wikilang=en&wikifa

m=.wikipedia.org&grouped=on&page=Curator 

Wikipedia is an interesting example of organising such forms of 

collaboration, where many layers and densities of sometimes abstract 

arrangements manifest themselves on the web pages and through 

more general perceptions about Wikipedia as an online space for 

collaborative knowledge making, and as an institution fundamentally 

based on socio-technological networks.  

The example of Wikipedia is illustrative of new forms of community 

that accompany collaboration online. Wikipedia is a community of 

readers, users, content writers and editors, and as such it complicates 

the identity of the public, through the unidentifiable differences 



 

86 
 

between these groups, formerly more easily distinguished and visible. 

The many layers in which it is possible to engage with Wikipedia also 

distort ideas about the Wikipedia community and its members. Take 

for example the usual structure of Wikipedia content writing, 

debating, approving and editing as a highly structured and hierarchical 

process that takes place over time. Versus the recent phenomena of 

wiki editathons which are usually social events organised by users who 

for a day or a weekend meet physically and engage in editing sessions 

dedicated to a particular subject.138 Such events are also considered 

Wikipedia outreach activities aimed at tackling the gender bias among 

the Wikipedia editors, as well as biased language in constructing 

articles about women on Wikipedia.139  

Now, if we place a curator within this context it is then possible to 

further outline what is meant by expanded curatorial field in this 

thesis: not only the socio-technological and traditional networks that 

function within art institutions, and that define and organise 

curatorial activity, but also the complexities of those systems, 

practices and formats which traditionally would be considered outside 

of the field of curatorial practice. This expanded field might also 

include availability and access to internet in private as well as public 

                                                           
138 A number of such events have been organised by feminists and artists in art 
organisations and universities, dedicated to updating Wikipedia entries on subjects 
related to contemporary art and feminism, as well women in technology and 
science. See http://eyebeam.org/events/art-feminism-wikipedia-edit-a-thon and 
Wadewitz, “Fem-Tech Edit-a-Thon Sparks Discussions about Wikipedia Gender 
Gap.” I expand this discussion of Wikipedia referencing the existing editing 
models and organisational structure in the next chapter.  
139 According to the survey of Wikipedia editors in 2011 90% of them are men, 9% 
are women and 1% is classified a transgender. See also “Gender Bias on 
Wikipedia”; “Editor Survey 2011/Women Editors - Meta”; Gardner, “Nine 
Reasons Women Don’t Edit Wikipedia (in Their Own Words).” See also Cohen, 
“Wikipedia Ponders Its Gender-Skewed Contributions”; Wadewitz, “Fem-Tech 
Edit-a-Thon Sparks Discussions about Wikipedia Gender Gap”; Wadewitz and 
Ayers, “The Struggle over Gender on Wikipedia.” 
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spaces, knowledge and ability to use networks, knowledge of the 

netiquette and rules specific to those networks, ability to learn about 

those new environments and to engage in them through independent 

and confident participation, access to a friendly and generous 

environment which supports and encourages participation regardless 

of gender, specific beliefs, and so on.    

Recognising that the curatorial, and in fact any cultural production 

today, functions according to the processes which involve complex 

interactions between people, machines, institutions, and contexts is 

crucially important to understand how curating is informed and 

constituted by them as well as becoming part of them. In other words, 

how curating is a material-discursive practice. The organising 

principle of networks based on what has been referred to as the ‘space 

of flows’,140 is a useful conceptualisation of what takes place within 

such formations. The space of flows refers to specific conditions 

where social and technological activities influence, support and 

interrupt one another: ‘that stage of human action whose dimensions 

are created by dynamic movement rather than by static location’.141 

Technologies, networks, communities, bodies, collaborative and 

sharing processes, economic, political policies and protocols, as well 

as everyday events are constantly at work and intertwine with creative, 

art and curatorial practices, and frame those within an institutional 

context which no longer can be limited to its physical location or 

confined to disciplinary discourse. The space of flows characterises 

the shift from understanding space as ‘place’ to space defined through 

the movement which flows through it.142 The constant flow suggests 

that this process is continuously distributed and is taking place at 

                                                           
140 Castells, The Rise of the Network Society. 
141 Stalder, Open Culture and the Nature of Networks, 71. 
142 Castells, The Rise of the Network Society; Stalder, Open Culture and the Nature of 
Networks; Rossiter, Organized Networks. 
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different locations at the same time. And it is fundamental that the 

body is recognised as one of such locations.  

affective bodies of peer production  

The case of ‘Gamergate’ and in particular the ruling of the Wikipedia 

Arbitration Committee (ArbCom) which sanctioned a number of 

editors from participating in the discussion and editing of the 

Gamergate related articles as well as articles on gender and feminist 

issues on Wikipedia is illustrative of this complex process and the way 

in which bodies perform in it.143 The body is an element of a 

collaborative, socio-technological network that is a knowledge 

making and distributing machine. The body is a functional as well as 

an affective component of such networks and it is the latter that 

defines its vulnerability.  

Gamergate started as a series of personal attacks on a female game 

developer Zoe Quinn whose game Depression Quest (2013) received an 

excessive amount of undeserved attention, according to some gamers 

who as the result started a harassment campaign against the game 

developer. A series of additional attacks against women speaking 

about sexism and misogyny in gaming culture followed and others 

were targeted, including Anita Sarkeesian, a feminist cultural critic, 

and Brianna Wu, a video game developer, among others. However, 

Gamergate activists defined the goal of their campaign to be the 

improvement of ethical principles in video game journalism, which at 

                                                           
143 For more information see Wikipedia’s article “Gamergate Controversy”; Day, 
“The Only Thing I Have To Say About Gamer Gate”; Stuart, “Zoe Quinn”; 
Valenti, “Gamergate Is Loud, Dangerous and a Last Grasp at Cultural Dominance 
by Angry White Men”; Beaudette, “Civility, Wikipedia, and the Conversation on 
Gamergate”; Hern, “Wikipedia Votes to Ban Some Editors from Gender-Related 
Articles.”   
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its core assumes particular standards as to what the gamer industry is.144 

The fact that Wikipedia became another battleground for Gamergate 

prompted ArbCom to mediate the content of the ‘Gamergate 

controversy’ page,145 which concluded with a ruling against a number 

of editors on both sides.  

The ruling bans editors who actively attempted to prevent the pro-

Gamergate viewpoint and name calling146 on the Wikipedia article, 

from being allowed to edit any Wikipedia entries on the subject as 

well as on gender and feminism. It is hard not to see the results being 

in line with the aim of Gamergate supporters to get rid of its 

opponents.147 Most importantly this ArbCom ruling is demonstrative 

of how certain bodies and gender are excluded from the procedures 

that aspire to achieving the so called objective truth when writing a 

Wikipedia article. At the same time gendered matter and discourse are 

the target of harassment campaigns outside of Wikipedia, which in 

effect ensure that gendered bodies are discouraged and excluded from 

knowledge making practices more generally. It is illustrative of how 

not taking into account the fear and anxiety which results from 

doxing, rape threats and other threats of violence against women, 

their families, friends and co-workers, is a matter of fact. For to 

exclude, in this instance, requires a collection of a particular kind of 

data to be able to execute harassment and bullying against those 
                                                           
144 Hathaway, “What Is Gamergate, and Why?”; Bravo, “Corruption and Ethical 
Issues Shown throughout #GamerGate”; “Gamergate Controversy.” 
145 For archived version of the request for mediation see “Wikipedia: Requests for 
mediation/GamerGate (controversy).” 
146 See the article by Lauren C. Williams, “The ‘Five Horsemen’ Of Wikipedia Paid 
The Price For Getting Between Trolls And Their Victims.” And the series of 
articles by Mark Bernstein “Infamous”; “Thoughtless”; “Careless”; “Reckless.” 
147 The Operation 5 Horsemen against the five Wikipedia editors considered anti-
Gamergate accomplished with success and according to the prediction in the post 
announcing it: ‘sit back and enjoy the show. Once the evidence is collected, and 
presented, there’s no stopping the happenings train’. See “Operation 5 Horsemen - 
Pastebin.com.” 
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editors who ‘don’t want anyone calling people a slut on the world’s 

most read website,’148 and to effectively ban such editors from 

Wikipedia by a lawful order of a Wikipedia community, while at the 

same time making them targets of harassment offline.  

As has been argued elsewhere, harassment and peer-production 

constitute ‘the affective labour of Wikipedia’ and themselves they are 

‘two opposing visions of collaboration online’.149 Indeed, even 

harassment could be a result of a collaborative process and there are 

many examples when it is that. Doxing, regularly used in harassing 

women online, and not just the targets of Gamergate, encourages 

malicious behaviour directed at the doxed individual. Hacking into 

private accounts and releasing nude photos of female celebrities with 

the view to humiliate them is another example. Such practices make 

the harassed body visible: they are women, whose names, 

photographs, their addresses, as well as more intimate details about 

their lives and bodies become public. At the same time the 

perpetrating body/ies are rarely revealed beyond their user name or a 

hashtag. The status of the affective body can be regularly proved as 

not only harassed and bullied, but also gendered, racialised, victimised 

and naturalised, and it is made visible as such.  

In this section my intention was to show how the body features in 

subjectification processes and how they are facilitated by socio-

technological networks. The assertion of the gendered body as an 

affective result of participation in peer production networks is an 

important consequence that has to be taken into account for my later 

discussion of commons and commoning in Chapter Two. In the next 

section, however, the affective body is helpful in situating curating as 

                                                           
148 Mason-Bushman in Williams, “The ‘Five Horsemen’ Of Wikipedia Paid The 
Price For Getting Between Trolls And Their Victims.” 
149 Mandiberg, “The Affective Labor of Wikipedia: GamerGate, Harassment, and 
Peer Production.” 
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a practice that is distributed through bodies and machines and defined 

through the role of the content curator.    

content curation: subjectivation and affective data 

Foucault’s description of subjectivation provides a framework for 

analysing the function of affective data in social media. Subjectivation 

for Foucault is a process through which the individual subject 

becomes an object of knowledge about self and about the world 

around. Foucault’s extensive work into the genealogy of madness,150 

punishment,151 and sexual deviances152 has shown how institutions 

have been involved in processes of subjectivation. His historically 

situated analysis of how institutions construct discourses and 

practices has shown how prisons, clinics, barracks, etc. have power to 

define people as objects of their science and as subjects of their 

discourse. In this section I consider data as a new element that takes 

part in contemporary disciplinary practices and as such contributes to 

construction of new subjects. Data here is thought of as an intimate 

and powerful link between the self of the data user and provider, the 

subject created for disciplinary practices and the subject of control. 

By considering content curation as a practice that negotiates the 

relationship between the self and other selves, I analyse the way in 

which it can be understood as a method to construct the self 

(individuation) and a way to present the self to the world as a 

constructed subject (subjectivation), and therefore how content 

curation is a technology of the self and how it performs as part of 

technology of knowledge/power. 

                                                           
150 Foucault, Madness and Civilization. 
151 Foucault, Discipline and Punish. 
152 Foucault, The History of Sexuality. 
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Study of the mechanism of subjection follows relations with the 

mechanism of exploitation and domination, as well as daily practices 

exercised by the subjects. The process of subjectivation is concerned 

with the production of truth about the self. It is the process in which 

individuals create themselves as subjects. Foucault recognises how 

individuation and subjectivation function together within state power 

that combines techniques of individuation and totalization 

procedures.153 The ability of the state to exercise simultaneously these 

two forms of power is traced to the fact of integration within the state 

power of an old power technique that originated in Christian 

institutions, the pastoral power and its concern with the soul of a 

believer.154 As Foucault suggests the modern state did not develop 

above the individuals ‘but on the contrary as a very sophisticated 

structure, in which individuals can be integrated, under one condition: 

that this individuality would be shaped in a new form, and submitted 

to a set of very specific patterns’.155 Foucault defines here the relation 

between individuation and subjectivation processes and shows how 

they become inherent. In the modern state, pastoral power was 

distributed throughout state institutions such as prison, school, 

hospital, etc. In the regime where software extracts and organises 

data, the structure which integrates individuals is even more 

sophisticated, and therefore exponentially distributed and naturalised 

through the daily activities of individuals that at the same time include 

aesthetic choices and technical skills. Affective data is produced 

through material-discursive practices that bring together algorithms 

and bodies, technical platforms and youth practices and so on. How 

such individualizing power is integrated as part of the process of 

                                                           
153 Foucault, “Afterword. The Subject and Power,” 213. 
154 Foucault, “Afterword. The Subject and Power.” 
155 Ibid., 2014. 
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subjectivation can be observed today on various social media 

platforms.     

Content curation is an example with which to explain how this takes 

place regularly online and involves many basic activities performed 

daily by its users. It is inclusive of different technologies that facilitate 

and support regular activities of re-blogging, posting, linking, or RSS 

feeds. Facebook, Pinterest, Instagram, YouTube are platforms where 

social content curation takes place relentlessly while integrating 

individuality according to specific patterns. Mobile devices further 

support these activities and perpetual access to online platforms and 

individuation processes.  

For example, sites such as Wikipedia, Newslines.org, Scoop.it, 

Digg.com or EContentmag.com function as specialised repositories 

of content and links to articles, rich media and similar, all over the 

net. Content curation is able to produce, manipulate and transform 

digital things and objects online, and it can be argued that 

technologies of production are implicitly part of content curation, as 

are technologies of sign systems such as visualisation techniques, or 

simply images or writing. If we think of the internet as a collection of 

various technologies of power156 (surveillance, data monitoring, face 

recognition, etc.), the function of content curation within it requires 

further contemplation. Importantly, this analysis makes visible the 

complexity of relations between computational technologies and 

practices that sustain them.  

According to Foucault, technologies of the self are described as 

focused on interactions between oneself and others, as forms of 

individual domination and how individuals act upon themselves.157 

                                                           
156 Winokour, “The Ambiguous Panopticon: Foucault and the Codes of 
Cyberspace”; Rajagopal, “Does the Internet Shape a Disciplinary Society?” 
157 Foucault, “Technologies of the Self.” 
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These technologies are linked with a set of practices that are 

concerned with self and taking care of ‘yourself’ that Foucault traces 

back to the ancient Greek practice of epimelēsthai sautou.158 Other forms 

of technologies which execute different forms of domination and 

which most commonly function together are also accounted for: 

(I) technologies of production, which permit us to produce, 
transform, or manipulate things; (2) technologies of sign systems, 
which permit us to use signs, meanings, symbols, or signification; 
(3) technologies of power, which determine the conduct of 
individuals and submit them to certain ends or domination, an 
objectivizing of the subject; (4) technologies of the self, which 
permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the help 
of others a certain number of operations on their own bodies and 
souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to transform 
themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, 
wisdom, perfection, or immortality.159   

By focusing on content curation as internet-born practice, my 

intention is to determine how these different technologies constitute 

not only the practice itself, but also how content curation participates 

in the creation of particular publics which use online platforms and 

content as source material for practices of individuation and 

subjectivation. This argument should be perceived as the other side 

of concepts which characterise the internet as a panopticon,160 and 

disciplinary technology.161 I am interested here not just with 

recognising how bodies are coerced to particular forms of 

subjectivation, but also how they subvert it and what is produced as 

a consequence.   

                                                           
158 Ibid. 
159 Ibid., 18. 
160 Winokour, “The Ambiguous Panopticon: Foucault and the Codes of 
Cyberspace.” 
161 Rajagopal, “Does the Internet Shape a Disciplinary Society?” 
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There are many definitions about what content curation is, and many 

expectations as to what content curation should be doing. It has been 

proposed as ‘an important participation and collaboration skill for 

digital citizens’,162 and therefore a practice that everyone should be 

aware of and engaged in as an active and empowered citizen. 

Elsewhere, digital curators are seen to be ‘the future of online 

content,’163 an answer to the amount of information constantly 

generated and added, and where content curation is considered 

‘emerging literacy’ which can help in accessing the content 

‘critically’.164 Content curator DiDi, active on Scoop.it, says this about 

curators of online content: 

In this Age Of Super Abundance, one of the things we need more 
than anything is trusted filters... We need folks whom we trust to 
lead us to where we would not go on our own. Ideally, these 
people will do more than just lead us to good work; they will 
expand our mind, and widen our social circles. But where are 
they?165  

Online curators deal with information and content, and their aim is 

to organise it in a way that allows its audience quick, just-in-time access 

to it. However, along with the curation of content which requires 

regular reposting, re-blogging and commenting, DiDi recognises also 

another role that might be performed by content curators beyond 

filtering information. The author articulates the desire and need for 

content curators who are more like gurus. Not just leaders but also 

directly influencing the personal development of the users.  

                                                           
162 Rheingold, Robert Scoble On Online Curation. 
163 Rubel in VanPeursem, “When Did Content Curation Begin?” 
164 DiDi, “Who Are Today’s Curators? And Where The Hell Are The Rest Of 
Them?!!” 
165 Ibid. 
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With these two examples it is possible to recognise content curation 

as defining two kinds of disciplinary practice. On the one hand it is a 

way in which digital citizens can engage with their institutions 

(internet, state, corporations) by managing content online. And on 

the other, it is a practice that creates another institution of the content 

curator charged with helping those not yet digitally literate or simply 

unable to critically engage with the sheer mass of content online. 

Another comment about content curation adds to the latter by 

placing the value of such curatorial work in the fact that ‘(…) in the 

process of doing “serious”, “quality” curation, even at the personal 

level, me and you are helping others (my emphasis) understand and 

make sense of their worlds more easily’.166 The argument which 

considers the content curator and the practice of content curation in 

relation to forms of institutionalisation reaffirms this further. 

Important to this is the case of how content curators link the value 

of their work to their ability to build strong links with users of their 

content. As the result curating becomes a method that has many 

applications. It ranges from a pedagogical tool in education,167 to its 

use in retail shopping online where ‘a tailored experience is no longer 

just a desire for shoppers, it is an expectation’,168 which makes content 

curation particularly suitable for marketing purposes. At the same 

time, however, it is also a method to apply in curating one’s own life169 

or/and that of others. Content curation is more than aggregation of 

links and comments, as such practices aspire to production of 

enlightened minds and socially rich subjects. Moreover, it is always a 

disciplinary practice and a practice of subjectivation.   

                                                           
166 Good, “The Short Road Between Collective Intelligence ...” 
167 Mihailidis and Cohen, “Exploring Curation as a Core Competency in Digital 
and Media Literacy Education.” 
168 Whitehead, “Zappos Labs.” 
169 Good, “How to Curate Your Life: Seven Tips to Live By.” 
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What can be observed is the resurrection of the curatorial task as 

explicitly invested with the care of souls, which refers pastoral 

powers, and its connection to the care of self, both discussed in depth 

by Foucault.170 The care of souls was a concern which used to be a 

domain of the curate, a parish priest looking after spiritual wellbeing 

of the members of the parish in the Christian tradition. With the 

example of content curation we can observe how it becomes the task 

of content curator online. Galloway and Thacker comment on the 

connection between the practice of curating art and the practice of 

taking care of parish members, by investigating the etymology of the 

word ‘curate’ and its roots in the Latin curare meaning to cure.171 They 

propose the combination of ‘curate, care, cure’,172 and then make 

further biopolitical connection between curating as management of 

art and curing as management of life.  

In content curation curating is translated into the digital environment 

in which it operates. Curating content performs management of 

particular forms of data rather than art objects per se. And as I have 

argued, curating re-establishes its direct connection to what used to 

be the function of the curate, by preoccupation of content curators 

with management of particular forms of life (digital life of citizens). 

Effectively, curating here can be seen to be not just an affective 

practice but also about affect and truth. Its value is directly linked to 

the affective potential which can be generated by it. This, perhaps, 

might be considered one possible way in which curators can 

orchestrate and choreograph their own value, on the one hand, and 

on the other the value of such practice can be considered a 

disciplinary practice.  

                                                           
170 Foucault, “Technologies of the Self”; Foucault, The History of Sexuality. 
171 Galloway and Thacker, “On Misanthropy.” 
172 Ibid., 154. 
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The use of language is equally important to the construction of a 

particular discourse around content curation as well as construction 

of subjects with content curation. Examples include preaching, 

referring to the almost evangelical manner that defines content 

curators as ‘selfless and willing to act as sherpas and guides’.173 Not 

only does the content curator engage with users and work with them 

as subjects defining curation as an affective practice,174 but the content 

curator is a ‘personal curator,’175 and operates as a kind of personality 

trainer who can directly influence subjectivities of those linked to 

him/her. The relation which is formed between content curators and 

their users can be observed as articulated in two ways: with the use of 

particular language and with specific practices (linking, commenting, 

reposting, etc.). They both function to increase the potential for a 

curator to generate strong links and at the same time increase the 

number of users for their content. These two elements: language and 

social media (technology) further assure how content curation is an 

affective practice and how it makes technology affective. 

Content curators themselves offer advice and tips for ‘perfect’,176 

‘effective’,177 ‘valuable’,178 ‘great’,179 ‘inspired’180 or ‘formidable’181 

content curation in the context of a burgeoning desire among the 

internet users to manage information online. According to many, the 

                                                           
173 Rubel, “The Digital Curator in Your Future.” 
174 This does not presuppose that it would not be affective practice if content 
curation involved nonhuman subjects. In fact, nonhuman subjects are always part 
of this process. See the discussion related to the nonhuman involvement in such 
practices in Chapter Three. 
175 Levine, “Curating the Curators.” 
176 Murphy, “4 Steps to the Perfect Content Curation.” 
177 Merritt, “If Curating Content Is Easy, You’re Doing It Wrong: 5 Tips for 
Effective Content Curation.” 
178 Kanter, “Content Curation Primer.” 
179 Rosenbaum, “5 Tips for Great Content Curation.” 
180 Romeri, “Inspired Content Creation.” 
181 Lake, “How to Be a Formidable Content Curator.” 
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‘holy grail of curating’ lies in how the act of sharing content makes this 

a ‘valuable experience’ to followers.182 Regardless what valuable 

experience might actually mean for this form of meta curation, it ends 

up being measured by ‘likes’ on Facebook, Klout scores, or the 

Google AuthorRank system. In effect the evidence of the value of the 

experience is based on numbers of posts, likes, links to it and reposts, 

etc., creating what I already referred to as affective data where 

subjectivation and datafication become entwined. Datafication 

defines the process of turning non-computer based aspects of our life 

into data via, for example, use of networked technologies and social 

media generating what has become known as ‘Big Data’.183 In Chapter 

Three this process is central to my analysis of what I refer to as post-

participation and one of the examples I discuss there is the translation 

of social value via blockchain technology into a value represented in 

crypto-currency of Bitcoin.   

For now, my focus remains with affective data and its function in 

social media. My analysis is guided by Foucault’s definition of 

subjectivation and individuation understood as practices that co-exist 

and where the human subject is situated in complex power relations: 

(this) form of power applies itself to immediate everyday life 
which categorizes the individual, marks him by his own 
individuality, attaches him to his own identity, imposes a law of 
truth on him which he must recognise and which others have to 
recognize in him. It is a form of power which makes individual 
subjects.184  

                                                           
182 Merritt, “If Curating Content Is Easy, You’re Doing It Wrong: 5 Tips for 
Effective Content Curation.” 
183 See also Mayer-Schonberger and Cukier, Big Data. 
184 Foucault, “Afterword. The Subject and Power,” 212. 
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It is the specific, as Foucault says ‘empirical’,185 relation between the 

subject and power that defines rationalities behind particular practices 

of subjectivation. Big data, which accounts for exponential growth 

and availability of qualified and unstructured data, is one of the new 

rationalities today that requires genealogical analysis. Or more 

adequately, it is the relation between big data as a form of power and 

the subjects that it brings to life that requires close intervention. I will 

account for many of its subjects across the pages of this thesis, and 

the content curator is one of them.  

Affective data, I argue, is a side effect of big data. It is generated as a 

result of big data’s inability (yet) to function without bodies. 

Furthermore, affective data is evidence that subjectivation and 

individuation take place, and it is performed through bodies.  

                                                           
185 Ibid., 210. 
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Figure 5. Visualization of daily Wikipedia edits created by IBM. At multiple 

terabytes in size, the text and images of Wikipedia are an example of big data. 

Source http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Big_data#/media/File:Viegas-

UserActivityonWikipedia.gif  

For example, content curation is not just about selecting, 

contextualising, organising and distilling content ‘to its most relevant, 

essential parts’.186 It is also a process which is already a part of some 

form of counting and visualisation facilitated by computation (Fig.5). 

Together with various technologies, such as social media, aggregator 

sites and other applications, it constitutes an apparatus directly 

engaged in the production of new subjectivities. It is clear that content 

curation is in fact performed not just by content curators but by 

millions of users of online social platforms, every day, and many times 

a day. Under these conditions the apparatus supports the production 

                                                           
186 Rubel, “The Digital Curator in Your Future.” 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Big_data#/media/File:Viegas-UserActivityonWikipedia.gif
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of experience of the self as a consumer and producer of content, and 

at the same time the self is defined by that content, while subjects 

become the products with processes of datafication. Of course this is 

not to say that my Facebook wall or your tumblr dashboard is ‘me’ or 

‘you’, at least not yet. My intention here is to point to the extent, 

duration and often regular repetition of activities which include 

decision-making on what to keep, read, remove, reject, and who to 

trust, what is credible and what is not, etc. Again, this is not to reduce 

the production of subjectivity to linking, liking, deleting, or reposting 

of content as such, but to situate those online gestures within much 

broader assemblage of forces which reaffirm themselves as daily 

practices and that turn into daily performances of the self. They 

constitute the individual defined by the data (s)he produces.   

These practices can be described as driven by a desire to ‘count as 

subject’ and to ‘become eligible for recognition’.187 Such aspirations 

define these activities not just as politically potent, but as political 

where data, like body, is not only personal and definitely not private.188  

When all data is archived but not all counted, the question is what 

degree of autonomy is possible when the effect goes as far as the 

score on Klout?  

In the regime of big data, the ability to handle it sufficiently is still 

rather limited. However, the immediacy with which content curation 

turns affective practice into quantifiable data, makes it particularly 

attractive to businesses as a marketing strategy tool.189 Indeed, 

marketing and advertising is one of the very few industries which 

                                                           
187 Butler, “Performtivity, Precarity and Sexual Politics,” iv. 
188 I refer here to slogans ‘personal is political’ and ‘private is political’ made 
popular at the time of the second wave feminism in the late 1960s and 1970s. 
Originally featured as the title of an essay by Carol Hanisch, “The Personal Is 
Political.” published in Notes from the Second Year: Women Liberation (1970) 
189 VanPeursem, “When Did Content Curation Begin?” 
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recognise the value of affect in data and are increasingly better at 

making it work for trade. The growing professionalization of content 

curating, and the recognition that ‘there will always be a market for 

Digital Curators’190 fits into the process of processing big data through 

collection, managing, displaying, distribution, communication and 

meaning-making. In effect such an approach to curating content 

produces online users as consumers whose interest in searching for 

information on the the internet is to find more suitable (read: 

personalised) products with which to construct and reaffirm their 

digital ‘self’, which in return was always already a number. 

As the Wikipedia definition of a curator demonstrates, cultural and 

creative practices are now firmly situated within technological and 

social protocols which control any related action.191 Similarly content 

curation is a mix of technological tools, various practices performed 

by the curator/user. Agency of all these elements is reaffirmed in such 

constructs. This recognition requires that autonomy and agency are 

reconsidered anew, taking into account that ‘it is not simply that 

subjects are governed, disciplined or regulated in ever more intimate 

ways, but even more fundamentally that notions of choice, agency 

and autonomy have become central to that regulatory project’.192  

To conclude, I wish to turn to a forceful interpretation of Foucaultian 

concept of subjectivation which recognises how Foucault:  

(...)introduces a form of subjectivity which bears a closer 
resemblance to an aesthetics of the self than to a form of ethics 
understood in the traditional sense, and for this reason posits 
more of a composition of disparate elements of the self than an 
unambiguous identity.193  

                                                           
190 Rubel, “The Digital Curator in Your Future.” 
191 Galloway, Protocol. 
192 Gill, “Culture and Subjectivity in Neoliberal and Postfeminist Times.” 
193 Bonnafous-Boucher, “The Concept of Subjectivation,” 77. 
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The memes, GeoCities archive, content curating emerge as 

relationality of practices, techniques, people, technologies, aesthetic 

objects and data, and internet is a tool and a framework where 

individuation and subjectivation happen simultaneously. It is the 

tension between individuation and forms of subjectivation, processes 

further complicated by the participation of nonhuman others, that is 

at the centre of posthuman curating. This argument is carried out in 

full in the final chapter of this thesis.  

To stress the point of this chapter: curating is recognised here as an 

activity that in effect executes a process of 

subjectivation/individuation. The genealogy – from curatorial 

experiments in the 1960s, which defined the figure of the 

independent curator, to content curation as a mass practice 

performed by the social web of users – is proposed here as an 

example of how computation participates in the processes of 

subjectivation and individuation. The emergence of posthuman 

curating is not only introduced as part of this genealogy, but it also 

sketches out how certain curatorial practices can be seen as forms of 

individuation (practice of Szeemann, Siegalaub, etc.) and 

subjectivation with independent curators and content curators 

evolving as new subjects active within the field of art and beyond 

(not-just-art curation); and how posthuman curating merges these 

processes through its operation according to rules based on data 

choices, tastes and individual likes which on the one hand amass 

affective data, while at the same time they contribute to and are part 

of processes of individuation and subjectivation.  

Here I predominantly draw on the work of Foucault and the shift, 

identified by Deleuze too, from the disciplinary society to the society 

of control. Whereas in the final chapter, which is dedicated to close 

analysis of posthuman curating, I will expand this approach by 
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drawing on Barad and her reworking of Foucault that allows me to 

focus on material-discursive practices which are at the core of 

posthuman curating. Before this, however, I continue analysis of the 

tension between subjectivation and individuation in relation to 

commons and commoning and practices of code and programming.    
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CHAPTER TWO  Commoning and computation: practices 

of commons and networked labour  

 

 

 

The community is the other half of capitalist organization,  

the other area of hidden capitalist exploitation, the other,  

hidden, source of surplus value.  

Selma James 

 

In our society, the protocols of communication are not 

based on the sharing of culture but on the culture of sharing.  

Manuel Castells  

 

 

In the previous chapter I set out curating as a practice which is 

described through genealogy that follows Foucault method of 

investigating how power and self intertwine through practices of 

individuation and subjectivation. This genealogy contributed to 

revealing of historical evolution of practice and discourse of 

curating throughout the 20th century, and at the same time it 

exposed the complexities and the outside of such practices, as 

constitutive of them. Not only does such a proposition expand the 
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field in which curating takes place, it also directs the understanding 

of the practice as a flow through spaces and bodies and as a 

movement between many of the elements that sustain network 

culture and art field. The genealogy of curating asserted it as a form 

of subjectivation and individuation online which is accompanied by 

the rise of new subjects. The example of content curator is given to 

show how these processes intertwine. Operating according to rules 

based on data choices, tastes and individual likes, all supported by 

algorithmic intervention, the figure of content curator is part of the 

system that generates big data within networks. At the same time 

because of the affective and bodily character of the data generated, 

content curation is potentially able to subvert systems in which it 

functions inasmuch as it produces unexpected effects. I conclude 

the chapter referring to a way of thinking self and ethics that denotes 

notion of an ‘aesthetics of composition’. This manoeuvre insists on 

the self as a deconstructed subject and not as explicitly one set in 

the time and space of a human body and as an element of 

population.1 Aesthetics of composition could be defined as an 

aesthetic experience of being with others while being able to 

experience the self. Recognising the subject as posthuman is a 

necessary condition for this and I will expand on this in more detail 

in the next chapter.  

In this chapter the discussion is dedicated to the concept of the 

commons as a way to think through processes that can be defined 

as a ‘composition of disparate elements’, and where commons is an 

ambiguous subject. Commons today are often considered 

                                                           
1 Important to this thesis is the distinction made by Foucault between subject and 
subjectivation. As Maria Bonnafous-Boucher explains ‘Subjectivation, above all 
else, tends towards the abolition of the classical, unified, coherent, stable, a-
historical, and self-constructed subject – what we might generalize as the subject 
of philosophy’. See Ibid., 78.  



 

108 
 

synonymous with sharing and invoke certain ideas if not practices 

of ethics. Usually denoting common resources (material and 

immaterial), in this thesis commons also imply a shared condition 

increasingly defined and governed by digital and network 

technologies and their protocols. This chapter expands the 

traditional notion of commons as defined through its resources and 

focuses on collection and analysis of sentiments that accompany 

(re)production of commons today. Therefore, commons here is not 

considered as essentially positive but it refers to commons as open 

and multi-dimensional set of shared conditions and not just seen as 

resources. In this case, common condition is defined by networked 

and software infrastructures which facilitate and encompass 

(re)production of the world around us and what we consider to be 

our reality. Commons here is therefore a rather complex subject and 

not just indicating affirmative common values, resources and 

processes. Commons expands to include conditions commonly 

experienced while also differently realised, such as the use of social 

media and technologies.    

As curating in chapter one was defined through its genealogy that 

followed the subjects it created, similarly in this chapter commons 

is posited as a form of subjectivation linked to the potential for 

distributed and collective practices. These practices are strongly 

linked to governance and institutions/instituting, that is to the 

subjects created by commons. Commons /commoning is 

recognised in its potential for forms of distributed governmentality 

versus curating established as a methodological framework of self-

management and a form of technology of the self. In what follows, 
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I discuss social and technological conditions of commoning as a 

practice in the age of networked ‘ubiquitous commons’.2 

Commons, consequently, is not defined through its resources, as 

often is the case, but as doing, an activity and an attitude that is 

commoning.3 With this focus on commons as a practice a number 

of examples are discussed which include new movements and new 

subjects inherent to the internet, by scrutinising their practices and 

their outcomes. Such activities constitute practices of commons and 

contribute to developing digital commons characterised by ‘the 

ability of all people to take active part in the production of culture 

and to contribute freely to the exchanges that constitute public life’.4 

However, this utopian quality of commons is questioned and the 

chapter discusses exclusionary practices and power relations which 

are part of commoning.  

Network topographies of control and their common space of 

production are mapped by establishing details on the current 

conditions in which commoning takes place, taking into 

consideration work and labour practices which feature within the 

topography of ‘internetwork’. It has been argued how commons is 

                                                           
2 I refer here to two things simultaneously: 1) how commons has become a very 
popular subject which is also a driving force for resistance in the age of Empire; 
2) how commons becomes a value generating subject for networks. The title of 
the research project Ubiquitous Commons initiated by a network of researchers, 
artists and organisations and dedicated to understanding of data, information and 
knowledge in the age of ubiquitous technologies, recognises the omnipresence of 
data as commons in the digital environment. See more at 
http://www.ubiquitouscommons.org/ 
3 This term has been popularised by Peter Linebaugh, specifically in his The 
Magna Carta Manifesto; “Some Principles of the Commons.” It refers to practices 
that make and reproduce commons. See also Federici, “Feminism And the 
Politics of the Commons in an Era of Primitive Accumulation”; De Angelis, 
“Re(in)fusing the Commons.” 
4 Stalder, “Digital Commons,” 314. 
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the other side of enclosures,5 and that it is based on ‘politically 

incorrect grammar’.6 It is this premise that frames the discussion 

supported by feminist labour theories and critique of free labour in 

digital commons that reject essentialist attitudes.   

The chapter begins with a genealogical review of commons and 

commoning to situate the two strands of labour critique nested 

within it. Recognising feminist contributions to the discourse of 

immaterial and affective labour, I refer to feminist and ecofeminist 

research and practices to link the production of commons to 

‘women’s work’ that is to reproductive labour involved. This part of 

the chapter raises the subject of enclosures by tying them to 

processes of colonisation and ‘housewifisation’ as necessary to 

capitalist logic, and most importantly a basis for a model of capitalist 

accumulation and plunder.    

With the examples of the free software movement and the hacker 

as a new subject in informational capitalism, internet-specific 

models of collaboration and commons for networks are considered 

as the result of the proliferation of internet network and 

communication and information technologies. These collaborative 

models and subjects exemplify the dematerialisation of the sphere 

of social reproduction and their algorithmic character. They also 

produce and mark common areas and resources which can be 

externalised and naturalised so they can re-enter the market through 

exploitation. Association of feminist critiques of labour with digital 

labour allows for a rethinking of the received models of digital 

labour as reproductive work.  

                                                           
5 De Angelis, “Separating the Doing and the Deed.” 
6 Pasquinelli, Animal Spirits. 
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This exploration is motivated by the urgency to positively rethink 

the production and reproduction of the commons under conditions 

of immaterial and affective labour that fuel the ‘social factory’.7 If 

commons today is the result of abundance and surplus of 

participatory creation by humans, software and hardware, how to 

think of human and nonhuman relations so they are not defined as 

resources and extracted as big data where relation and affect are 

destined to waste?8 How to channel the excess produced by these 

digital commons which does not pretend that gender, race and other 

inequalities are all done away with and can be left unmentioned. The 

task is no longer just about protecting commons from enclosures 

but it is a struggle in ‘undercommons’ as force against total 

unification, diffusion, exploitation and accumulation, also as big 

data.9     

 

                                                           
7 Tronti, Workers & Capital; Virno, A Grammar of the Multitude; Morini, “The 
Feminization of Labour in Cognitive Capitalism.” 
8 the reference to ‘big data’ as distinct to data is important as it questions not the 
processes of datafication in general but their ideological grounds where big data 
is seen as a neo-liberal subject. The concept of ‘small data’ has risen to 
differentiate what is captured and how it is measured. See for example boyd and 
Crawford, “Six Provocations for Big Data”; Beer, Popular Culture and New Media; 
Blackman, “Social Media and the Politics of Small Data.”      
9 I refer here to the radical vision of the ‘undercommons’ as proposed by Fred 
Moten and Stefano Harney who ask ‘Can this being together in homelessness, 
this interplay of the refusal of what has been refused, this undercommon 
appositionality, be a place from which emerges neither self-consciousness nor 
knowledge of the other but an improvisation that proceeds from somewhere on 
the other side of an unasked question?’ The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning & 
Black Study, 96. 
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Commons as difference: governing commons and 

commoning  

In the last decade we have witnessed the resurrection of the 

commons in popular imaginaries and actions. Commons historically 

refer to the land in medieval England which was ‘held in common’ 

and which was accessible by members of community – the 

commoners – for grazing, pasture, foraging or estovers10 as the 

source of their sustenance. Legislated by The Magna Carta Manifesto 

and then specifically in the Charter of the Forest in thirteenth century 

England, commons have been defined as foundational for the 

political and legal rights in the so-called Western democracies.11 At 

the same time the continuous enclosures of the commons, which 

have been taking place ever since, illustrate how the modern political 

economy had been progressively divorced from commons-based 

economic models. The article by Garret Hardin entitled ‘The 

Tragedy of the Commons’ and published in Science journal in 1968, 

confirmed centuries of this process by finalising the view that had 

been foundational to the idea that freedom in the commons results 

in their ruin and that the use of commons-based forms of economy 

and governance leads to abuse and destruction.12 The tragedy of the 

commons became a metaphor especially helpful in arguing for 

privatisation of common land as a regulatory force necessary to 

protect common resources.  

Since, an increasing number of voices have contested this 

understanding of the commons. Historians accuse it of inaccurately 

                                                           
10 The right of tenants to gather wood for repairs, fuel, etc. See St John’s College 
Research Centre,  University of Oxford, “A Glossary.” 
11 Linebaugh, The Magna Carta Manifesto. 
12 Hardin, “The Tragedy of the Commons.” 
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following the modern understanding that defines the commons in 

terms of ‘public right’ and excludes the historical definition of 

‘medieval commons’.13 Economists propose other models based on 

shared management of resources that are considered an ‘alternative 

solution’14 to the private ownership of resources as the only way to 

save commons from its tragic end. Economist Elinor Ostrom’s life 

work has been dedicated to exploring alternative solutions to the 

negative models of the commons such as the one proposed by 

Hardin, and instead she proposes common pool resources (CPR) as 

a form of management of commons.15 Ostrom questions the 

metaphorical use of commons and holds it responsible for founding 

the assumption that ‘most resources are like those specified in the 

three models’.16 Importantly, these models based on tragedy, 

prisoner’s dilemma game and related collective action have been 

recognised as able to provide market and state solutions to 

governing common pool resources, but as Ostrom argues, they fail 

outside of them. By focusing on specific examples she investigates 

an institutional approach to self-government where communities 

are able to govern their resources sustainably without the need for 

external administration and laws to govern common pool resources.  

Today, the popularity of commons seems to be firmly restored even 

if it is not a fully-fledged model that overcomes capitalist rule over 

the economy. Ostrom’s Nobel Prize for her work on commons 

demonstrates how it has become not just recognised but also a 

                                                           
13 Cox, “No Tragedy of the Commons,” 53. 
14 Ostrom, Governing the Commons. 
15 Ibid. Ostrom received Nobel Prize in Economy for her work on management 
of commons, in 2009.  
16 Ibid., 8. The three models refer to the three ways to theorise the inability of 
‘commons’ to manage the resources and they include Hardin’s tragedy of the 
commons, prisoner’s dilemma game originally framed by Merrill Flood and 
Melvin Dresher, and Mansur Olson’s the logic of collective action.  
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mainstream concept. Commons or ‘the common’17 has become an 

increasingly widespread and potent notion that is seen as ‘a basis for 

convergence among anarchists, Marxists, socialists, ecologists, and 

eco-feminists’.18 Commons today is a framework for current 

struggles against neoliberal forces which are hard at work to 

economise spheres of life not yet fully enclosed by market logic, but 

nevertheless under its threat, such as knowledge, education, 

scientific and academic research, languages, plant and animal 

species, creative works, spheres of social and creative activity.19 With 

this rise of commons, which can be spotted everywhere, the term 

itself becomes problematic as cohesive and unambiguous. For 

example, Silvia Federici asks:  

from the viewpoint of devising an anti-capitalist strategy, are all 
those commons on the same level? Are they all compatible? 
And how can we ensure that they do not project a unity that 
remains to be constructed? Finally, should we speak of 
‘commons’ in the plural, or “the common” as autonomist 
Marxists propose we do, this concept designating in their view 
the form of production in the post-Fordist era?20 

These questions underlie the urgency to analyse the relation between 

the contexts in which (the) common/s is defined and the 

                                                           
17 Federici, “Feminism And the Politics of the Commons in an Era of Primitive 
Accumulation.” 
18 Ibid., 284. 
19 David Bollier recognises these as tangible and intangible commons, but he also 
creates another category of ‘frontier commons’ which he defines as ‘features of 
natural world that have historically been too large, too small, or too elusive for 
any market regime to capture and that have often been regarded as parts of a 
common human heritage’.  These, he sees as ‘threatened commons’ and under 
danger of being enclosed today. See Bollier, “Reclaiming the Commons. Why We 
Need to Protect Our Public Resources from Private Encroachment.”  
20 Federici, “Feminism And the Politics of the Commons in an Era of Primitive 
Accumulation,” 284. 
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community that produces commons. Reference to the ‘unity that 

remains to be constructed’ is pertinent in view of the argument 

referred to earlier, namely the reductionism present in the 

conceptualisation of commons proposed by Hardin and others, that 

does away with historical and local accuracies and settles on 

generalisations that become the essence of how commons are 

defined.  

In her article ‘No Tragedy of the Commons’, Susan Jane Buck Cox 

follows other historians in recognition of the commons as 

originating in ancient times and before the idea of private property 

was established.21 She ascertains Hardin’s argument as ‘historically 

inaccurate’ and says: 

The English common was not available to the general public 
but was only available to certain individuals who owned or were 
granted the right to use it. Use of the common even by these 
people was not unregulated. The types and in some cases the 
numbers of animals each tenant could pasture were limited, 
based at least partly on recognition of the limited carrying 
capacity of the land.22        

This statement resonates with Federici’s call to define the historical, 

social and economic context of commons, and it is also present in 

Ostrom’s acknowledgment that market, state and private ownership 

are not the only frameworks for governing common resources. The 

understanding of a historical as well as economic and geopolitical 

setting of commons is relevant when identifying how the concept 

of commons has grown in popularity and how it has also been 

appropriated by the forces of capitalism.  

                                                           
21 Cox, “No Tragedy of the Commons.” 
22 Ibid., 55. 
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The latter is defined by George Caffentzis as ‘a confluence of two 

streams coming from opposing perspectives’: on the one side, there 

is a capitalist perspective, and on the other, an anti-capitalist 

perspective.23 The anti-capitalist perspective is evaluated as a 

response to the political crisis of the 1980s and 1990s related to the 

collapse of socialism, communism and Third World nationalism 

which all were considered for their potential to be an alternative to 

capitalism and imperialism. Moreover, the reason behind the market 

participation in the commons is to ‘save capitalism from its self-

destructive totalitarian tendencies unleashed by neoliberalism’.24 

Capitalism needs commons to survive. And the recent rise of the 

‘sharing economy’, that defines companies such as Uber, airbnb and 

similar initiatives - whose business model is based on monetization 

of the practice of sharing resources - fits into what Caffentzis 

defines as ‘capitalist commons: the commons as a firm’.25  

His critique does not exclude economic models developed by 

Ostrom either, as it is directed at her approach to commons where 

questions of control of the commons and ways in which to govern 

them sustainably is considered to be situated within the capitalist use 

of the common where ‘a commons does not require the 

development of non-capitalist forms of sentiment and behaviour in 

its commoners’.26 And, it can be argued that in effect it is more 

accurately understood as an attempt to govern ethically what has 

been already enclosed and not what is common at source.  

                                                           
23 Caffentzis, “The Future of ‘The Commons’: Neoliberalism’s ‘Plan B’ or the 
Original Disaccumulation of Capital?,” 23. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid., 26. 
26 Ibid., 30. 
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The critique of engaging with commons according to capitalist logic 

is especially helpful in the context of this research, as it points 

towards an important distinction that has to be acknowledged, 

namely between governing the commons and commoning. The first is 

related to what Caffentzis describes as ‘a necessary “commons” to 

capitalism itself’, that force that is able to protect capitalism from 

itself. Caffentzis explains: 

For capitalism can reach, both theoretically and practically, what 
I call the ‘Midas Limit’ (when all transactions are based on pure 
utility maximising without any concern for the poorly 
sanctioned rules of fair exchange, and hence are surfeited with 
fraud and deception, or in other words, individualism gone 
wild). (…) This era has given what might be thought to be 
oxymoronic creatures, capitalist moralists or business ethicists, 
a new burst of employment in lamenting the ‘state of the world’ 
and drawing up new rules to generate trust in the executors of 
capital’s will. 27 

Reaching the limit of capitalism does not mean its end but a process 

of generating new subjects that are even more apt for its 

preservation in the new condition. Establishing of ‘commons as a 

firm’, through breeding common interests and trust as a motivating 

force, is a very different activity to that of commoning. It requires 

development of practices that sustain the capitalist rule not just 

through forms of production but also through its reproduction. 

Commons as a firm is a sustenance practice for capitalism, 

dependent on its many subjects but generating capital for just one 

of them - a company - with which the only relation is that of rent.28 

                                                           
27 Ibid., 31. 
28 Rent is ‘the other side of the commons’ as it is used to exploit new terrains 
where intellectual property flourishes through patent laws and ‘new knowledge 
enclosures, but also from exploitation of a common cognitive space’. Pasquinelli, 
Animal Spirits, 94.    
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As has been claimed elsewhere after Marx, capital once produced 

has to ‘reproduce the separation between producers and the means 

of production (and indeed, expands this reproduction)’.29 New 

subjects are created as well as new areas and resources ripe for 

appropriation and exploitation through commons and processes of 

subjectivation are as instrumental to commons (re)production as 

they are to curating (content) becoming common practice.  

In such conditions, governing over what is common is reaffirmed 

as a public process that is separated from the private lives of those 

who are governed. At the same time practices of governance are 

guarded by the law of private and intellectual property that protects 

those who govern. Free trade treaties such as GATT (the General 

Agreement on Tariffs and Trade), TRIPs (the Trade Related 

Intellectual Property Rights) and their current version WTO (World 

Trade Organisation) , or highly controversial TTIP (the 

Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership) that is being 

negotiated between EU and US, should all be looked upon as 

institutions governing over necessary commons, to use Caffentzis’ 

term, and as working towards the formation of ‘exclusive commons’ 

(otherwise known as enclosures). Such treaties have become known 

as institutions protecting the profits of corporations and Western 

states without recognition and due respect given to indigenous 

economic models which existed before.30 And today they are also 

engaged in colonising public services in Europe through the 

privatisation of welfare (national health system, education, etc.).  

                                                           
29 Peekhaus, Resistance Is Fertile, 66. 
30 Shiva, The Enclosure and Recovery of the Commons; Benholdt-Thomsen, 
“Subsistence”; Federici, “Women, Land Struggles, and the Reconstruction of the 
Commons.” 
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Similarly, practices of corporations like Monsanto, who use 

patenting laws to protect their ownership over every seed which 

they produce, are instances of exploitation based on such legal 

instruments. Through patenting laws, copyright, and laws 

introduced by organisations such as the World Bank, enclosures are 

constantly being reproduced and are an ongoing feature of capitalist 

regimes necessary to sustain themselves. As has been argued, 

‘patents are machinic, they are used to produce new commodities, to 

organize the workforce, to control other machines and generate 

profit exponentially’.31 In effect such practices engender conditions 

for new processes of primitive accumulation which cannot be 

considered as a matter of the past but are part of practices of 

ongoing enclosure.32 

I argue that governing the commons as an ‘institutional approach to 

self-government’,33 and the process of commoning differ because 

they are framed by different sets of values; and that there is no one 

way to describe how we common. Therefore, the task of 

distinguishing between governing commons and commoning 

requires attention to how that which is considered common/s is 

made into common/s; what relationships constitute common/s; 

what are the resources in common/s and how they receive this 

                                                           
31 Pasquinelli, Animal Spirits, 95. 
32 The linear genealogy traditionally separates enclosures and primitive 
accumulation and locates primitive accumulation in the domain of historical 
studies in Marxist disciplines. De Angelis questions this assumption based on the 
kind of thinking which places enclosures in the past ‘as if the social practices (…) 
had nothing to do with real and ongoing enclosures (since in their framework 
these already occurred sometime in the past)’. De Angelis, “Separating the Doing 
and the Deed,” 60. Similar argument has been raised by Bennholdt-Thomsen and 
Mies, The Subsistence Perspective; Federici, “Feminism And the Politics of the 
Commons in an Era of Primitive Accumulation.” 
33 Ostrom, Governing the Commons. 
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status? In other words, always asking the question about who, where 

and how is commoning? At the core of this is indeed the issue of 

labour and its role in this process of commoning. Are traditional 

work relations based on gender, race, material status but also 

material forms, species order, etc. interrupted with the changing 

character of productive and reproductive labour, and if so, how? 

Should the question of commons and commoning equally refer to 

living and non-living things and their performance in the regime of 

work? Certainly, to start answering these questions it is essential to 

focus attention on labour in order to examine the difference 

between governing the commons and commoning. But also it is the 

starting point ‘to remind us that it is possible to be creative outside 

of the boundaries of work’.34  

 

Common labour: biopolitics and reproduction  

Labour has been considered in its relation to capital as a process ‘for 

which value alone is the end in itself’.35 In ‘The Fragment on 

Machines’, Marx analyses the transformation of labour from its 

understanding as an element necessary for the production of capital 

to its function ‘as the use value of capital itself in different phases’.36 

In other words it establishes the recognition of how labour 

participates in the production process in its abstracted form 

appropriated by capital and how it becomes a resource for capital. 

Indeed forms of capitalist production are constantly changing and 

the factory today is not just a place of production of goods and 

commodities but it is a ‘social factory’ invested in production of the 

                                                           
34 Weeks, The Problem with Work, 12. 
35 Marx, Grundrisse, 690. 
36 Ibid., 692. 



 

121 
 

‘social relation and forms of life’.37 Content curation discussed in the 

previous chapter is one example of how social relations and forms 

of life are managed online and how curating content is biopolitical 

practice.  

Biopolitical production, according to Michael Hardt and Antoni 

Negri, ‘confuses’ the division between production and reproduction 

and includes its immaterial and affective forms and the example of 

content curating in the previous chapter illustrates how this takes 

place. Biopolitical productivity is the effect of the changing capitalist 

mode of production which can no longer be measured with waged 

labour as this would value production over reproduction. As Hardt 

and Negri say: 

The powers of production are in fact today entirely biopolitical; 
in other words they run throughout and constitute directly not 
only production but also the entire realm of reproduction. 
Biopower becomes an agent of production when the entire 
context of reproduction is subsumed under capitalist rule, that is 
when reproduction and the vital relationships that constitute it 
themselves become directly productive.38  

The social factory is the domain of the immaterial and affective 

labourer and content curator could be seen as the managing force 

influencing how social is constructed and reproduced.  However, in 

Hardt and Negri’s explanation of biopolitical production there is 

little reference to other biopolitical phenomena that define 

difference, such as gender, race, or sexual orientation. A unifying 

concept of ‘multitude’ does not leave much space for difference.39 

                                                           
37 Hardt and Negri, Commonwealth, 131. 
38 Hardt and Negri, Empire, 364. 
39 For an expanded argument of this notion see articles gathered in the issue of 
Focaal#64: The Empire Debate: Hardt and Negri’s Anthropological Encounter. 
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The authors of the Empire trilogy call for a ‘new notion of commons’ 

as ‘the incarnation, the production, and the liberation of the 

multitude’.40 On the one hand, such a formulation of commons 

brings to the fore its revolutionary potential in its ability to produce 

a new subject of the ‘multitude’. Multitude is not only charged with 

the task of resisting ‘Empire’ but it is produced within it in condition 

where ‘no subjectivity is outside’.41 And on the other hand, the 

multitude even if ‘more inclusive than the proletariat, but 

nonetheless presents a “categorical unity”’42 and as such a concept 

too symbolic to become real regardless of assurances that it is ‘living 

flesh that rules itself’.43 The multitude is constructed based on the 

material and immaterial binary privileging the latter as necessary for 

its construction while reaffirming the multitude as doing away with 

identity politics and presenting it as ‘a multiplicity of all [these] 

singular differences’. 44 As a subject, multitude occupies an 

undefined territory which in comparison to the users of airbnb 

platform and service (hosts and guests) for example, remains 

completely unknown. And so multitude ends up objectifying living 

labour for the purpose of the revolution and it abstracts these 

subjects already involved in the reconstitution of 

commons/enclosures. 

Foucault’s biopolitics, from which Hardt and Negri borrow,45 was 

critical in defining the process that links the disciplining of 

                                                           
40 Hardt and Negri, Empire, 303. 
41 Ibid., 353. 
42 Wilson, “Anthropology and the Radical Philosophy of Antonio Negri and 
Michael Hardt,” 7. 
43 Hardt and Negri, Multitude : War and Democracy in the Age of Empire, 100. 
44 Ibid., xiv. 
45 They define their use of biopower and biopolitics, two of the important 
Foucault’s terms, as ‘difference between the two ‘powers of life’ and they 
continue: ‘we adopt a terminological distinction, suggested by Foucault’s writings 
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individual bodies with the process of reconstitution of these bodies 

into a population, a new subject engendered for state control. 

Multitude arguably fails because it falls into a similar order as the 

one exposed by Foucault, which irons over the differences between 

cultures, languages, ways of knowing, being and becoming, and pulls 

it all into the multitude as a united class concept46 and labouring 

subject invested in the struggle over commons. Empire, multitude 

and commonwealth are proposed as new subjects in an effort to 

turn virtual into possible, and to ignite the reconstitution of 

commons required at the time of the shift in capitalist forms of 

production (with immaterial labour being a privileged form of 

production in post-Fordism).47 These totalising subjects, however, 

eschew the material experience of the collective that takes place 

through the individual subject/body and not just in struggling 

bodies of multitude. Indeed, the question is how these bodies 

struggle differently while the struggling body is a common 

condition. In other words what is a life of a living being and how it 

is lived?48   

                                                           

but not used consistently by him, between biopower and biopolitics, whereby the 
former could be defined (rather crudely) as the power over life and the latter as 
the power of life to resist and determine an alternative production of 
subjectivity’. in Hardt and Negri, Commonwealth, 57. 
46 Hardt and Negri, Multitude : War and Democracy in the Age of Empire, 103. 
47 Hardt and Negri, Empire, 358. 
48 Foucault poses this question in regards to the issue of governance over 
individuals and he makes a link between economy and government: ‘The art of 
government, as becomes apparent in this literature, is essentially concerned with 
answering the question of how to introduce economy – that is to say, the correct 
manner of managing individuals, goods and wealth within the family (which a 
good father is expected to do in relation to his wife, children and servants) and of 
making the family fortunes prosper – how to introduce this meticulous attention 
of the father towards his family into the management of the state’. Foucault, 
“Governmentality,” 92.    
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It can be argued, therefore, that the focus on commons, which this 

thesis presents, allows for a different and possibly more productive 

set of relations.  Like in Hardt and Negri, these relations include 

composition that connects three ideas, but defined differently. For 

example Massimo De Angelis recognises three elements in the 

conceptualisation of the commons: 1) resources ‘understood as non-

commodified means of fulfilling people’s needs’; 2) communities 

which create and sustain the commons – those communities are not 

homogenous and not necessarily local but ‘translocal’; 3) and 

commoning as ‘the third the most important element in terms of 

conceptualising the commons [...] the social process that creates and 

reproduces the commons’.49 This definition of the commons takes 

the concept beyond the idea of commons as shared resources and 

pulls together additional elements that constitute it. Most 

importantly by defining commons as a set of relations between a set 

of components allows confronting biopolitics of commons, that is 

the dispositifs (apparatus) of power operative in commons.50  I revisit 

this Foucaultian concept of apparatus in the final chapter as part of 

a broader discussion of apparatus which is central to the concept of 

curatorial apparatus that I introduce there too. For now my focus is 

                                                           
49 An Architektur, “On the Commons: A Public Interview with Massimo De 
Angelis and Stavros Stavrides.” 
50 Maurizio Lazzarato provides a convincing interpretation of relations between 
biopolitics and biopower as argued by Foucault. He says: ‘(...) biopolitics is the 
strategic coordination of these power relations in order to extract a surplus of 
power from living beings.  Biopolitics is a strategic relation; it is not the pure and 
simple capacity to legislate or legitimize sovereignty. According to Foucault the 
biopolitical function of “coordination and determination” concede that 
biopower, from the moment it begins to operate in this particular manner, it is 
not the true source of power. Biopower coordinates and targets a power that 
does not properly belong to it, that comes from the “outside.” Biopower is always 
born of something other than itself’.  (emphasis in the original) Lazzarato, “Foucault,” 
103.  
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on how the changing character of networked labour is operative in 

re/production of commons.  

The commons are made into commons, in the same way that they 

have been made into enclosures. Commoning is a practice of 

producing and sharing resources and negotiating how it is done 

through labour practices, customs, habits and rituals that are shared 

by the community around resources. It is a process that participates 

in active production of value where exchange and use are equally 

important and dealt with together. Commoning pays attention to 

how the community is sustained and how it exists in conditions 

which are not based on exclusive access and exploitation built 

through subordination and separation. It is a struggle to create and 

protect wealth and access to commons through sharing, 

understanding and respecting how relations in common/s function. 

Thus the most important to establishing the difference between 

commons and enclosure is the understanding of the difference 

between practice of commoning and that which encloses.  

Enclosures, if defined through constitutive activities, have been 

recognised as ‘the force in creation of the land market’ and as the 

process which ‘destroyed the spiritual claim on the soil and prepared 

for the proletarianization of the common people, subjecting them 

to multifaceted labor discipline’.51 Labour practices, customs and 

rituals accompany enclosures too. And so to reclaim the commons 

in the Western world is not an easy task as it requires both to create 

connections anew between human and nonhuman others that are 

not defined through labour and capital relations, and it also means 

to protect the commons of others.  

                                                           
51 Linebaugh, The Magna Carta Manifesto, 51. 
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Not only labour is important to commoning, but commoning is 

‘conducted through labour with other resources; it does not make 

division between “labor” and “natural resources”’ (my emphasis).52 

This relationship of labour with resources is crucial as it is one of the 

defining factors in establishing the difference between commons 

and enclosures, between commoning and governing over 

commons/enclosures, and between commoning and labour as 

use/exchange value. It is a particular reproductive practice which 

reclaims autonomous subsistence versus the culture of development 

that ‘is nothing but another form of colonialism and imperialism’.53 

Commoning is not a means to an end, but rather it focuses on the 

practice and means of living. It is a practice of subsistence as 

capacity and the source of subsistence for the community.54 It is 

‘opposite to commodity production’,55 which is the goal of capitalist 

production. It is driven by satisfaction of human needs which 

cannot be achieved through money and production of commodities. 

Its aim is re/production of life.  

This understanding of commoning points to affective forms of 

production engaged in processes of sustaining life and which 

involve practices of caring for family, community and environment. 

Within the concept of subsistence, ‘joy in life, happiness and 

                                                           
52 Linebaugh, “Some Principles of the Commons.” 
53 Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies, The Subsistence Perspective, 215. 
54 Maria Mies and Vandana Shiva, Ecofeminism (Halifax  N.S.  ;London ;;Atlantic 

Highlands  N.J.: Fernwood Publications ;;Zed Books, 1993); Veronika 
Bennholdt-Thomsen and Maria Mies, The Subsistence Perspective: Beyond the 
Globalized Economy (London, New York: Zed Books, 2000); Maria Mies, “The 
Subsistence Perspective,” 2005, 
http://republicart.net/disc/aeas/mies01_en.htm; Benholdt-Thomsen, 
“Subsistence.” 
55 Mies, “The Subsistence Perspective.” 
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abundance’ is sustained with love and care.56 Ecofeminists recognise 

how physical and emotional sustenance maintains production and 

reproduction of life and how it exists as the basis for all types of 

paid labour.57 In the 1970s, Lotta Feminista and Wages for 

Housework movements based their projects on the recognition of 

how women’s labour is ‘essential to production of surplus value’58 

and how it is an ‘area of hidden capitalist exploitation’.59 

Furthermore, Kathi Weeks conceives class composition as an 

outcome of class struggle rather than its cause.60 This approach can be 

applied in commons too resulting in understanding of common 

resources and community as an outcome of commons production 

rather than existing a priori of it. The question then rises as to 

politics of commons. At the core of this is the relation between 

resources and labour that together feed agency which itself has to 

reside with ‘freedom to participate in shaping the terms of what 

collectively we can do and what together we might become’.61  

Extending an understanding of commons as a verb rather than just 

a noun suggests, crucially, a process that brings together other 

elements. If the desire for commons is to lead to establishing 

commons and commoning as the basis and source for our lives and 

societies that we live in, commoning has to be done together with 

other humans and non-humans; a relation close to what Haraway 

describes as companionship.62 This distinction between a verb and a 

                                                           
56 Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies, The Subsistence Perspective, 5. 
57 Mies, Patriarchy and Accumulation On A World Scale; Mies and Shiva, Ecofeminism. 
58 Costa and James, The Power of Women & the Subversion of Community, 33. 
59 Ibid., 11. 
60 Weeks, The Problem with Work. 
61 Ibid., 23. 
62 For Haraway companionship is a matter of ethics and politics that is based on 
learning from other species and nurturing ‘significant otherness’ that is genuine 
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noun is precisely where the difference between commons and the 

private/public sphere is most manifested. It is the gap between 

instituting and institution; between common practice and the 

governance of the commons. Rather than focusing on a subject the 

attention is on activities and processes that make commons. 

Understanding commons as a process opens the possibilities for 

production of new subjects where subjectivation does not need to 

result only in affirmation of communities and resources, but allows 

for rearranging who and how commons. Commoning is a practice 

open to all, in the same way that curating has become available to 

all and not just to a curator, as has been argued in the previous 

chapter.  

Commons potential remains outside of its institutionalisation 

through developing forms of governance which merely sustain its 

own existence as commons. Recognition has to be given to its outside 

conditions as conditions of its sustenance. For example, forests have 

been for centuries a site of sustenance for people, and their 

destruction and plunder is the story of enclosures.63 As can be 

experienced today the Amazon and other indigenous forests are not 

immune to this practice. Historically, the Charter of the Forest (1217) 

recognised value for the commons not just by designating and 

protecting common areas (i.e. woodlands, heath, grasslands, etc.) 

but equally by acknowledging practices of sustenance that nurtured 

spiritual and physical wellbeing of the people and other species that 

occupied it. To common or commoning referred to ‘sharing, agency and 

                                                           

interest in and desire to know other than human species. See The Companion 
Species Manifesto. 
63 See the Introduction in Linebaugh, The Magna Carta Manifesto; Bennholdt-
Thomsen and Mies, “Defending, Reclaiming and Reinventing the Commons”; 
Federici, “Feminism And the Politics of the Commons in an Era of Primitive 
Accumulation.”  
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equality’64 not only between human commoners. This tradition 

established freedom and justice through an economy of subsistence 

based on collective labour, local knowledge of the land and forests, 

plants and animal species contributing to practices of sustainability.  

Indigenous cultures have been for centuries engaged in protecting 

biodiversity, culture and wellbeing.65 For example, what we consider 

as commons the Anishinaabe people of North America 66 consider 

as their ‘first mother’, what we consider as natural resources they 

think of as gifts. Their commons is ‘an ecology of relationships in 

the absence of coercion, hierarchy or authoritarian power’ and 

connectivity established on ‘the sanctity of the land, the love we 

have for our families, our language, our way of life. It is the 

relationship based on deep reciprocity, respect, non-interference, 

self-determination and freedom’.67 Outside of indigenous cultures, 

for the project of reclaiming the commons in the over-developed 

West to succeed, we need to learn from indigenous peoples and their 

world and what still remains of it. Commoning organises relations 

and it alters identities defined in the process of governing the 

commons, such as the governance of community and resources. It 

is at this point that commoning can be linked to desire and its 

reproductive force that extends labour beyond its function as 

                                                           
64 Linebaugh, The Magna Carta Manifesto, 279. 
65 These are the values that are claimed to be protected by the Amazon 
Conservation Team who works with indigenous people to protect rainforest. See 
http://www.amazonteam.org/about 
66 Anishinaabeg are First Nation people who live in Canada (Ontario, Quebec, 
and Manitoba) and the United States (Michigan, Wisconsin and Minnesota).  
Source: Lynn Gehl’s blog Black Face Blogging http://www.lynngehl.com/black-
face-blogging/the-basic-distinctions-anishinaabe-and-haudenosaunee 
67 Leanne Simpson, “I Am Not a Nation-State. Indigenous Nationhood 
Movement,” Nation Rising, November 6, 2013, 
https://unsettlingamerica.wordpress.com/2013/11/06/i-am-not-a-nation-state/  
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production of value for capital where some are part of community 

and others are defined as resource and raw material necessary for 

commodity production.  

On resources: Affect and free labour in the commons 

Feminist theories of labour which pay attention to gender divisions 

present in capitalism, and which recognise patriarchy and 

accumulation as necessary to sustain capitalist growth are 

foundational to this study. Feminist research has articulated the 

function that reproductive work performs in capitalist society, 

namely that of the reproduction of working women and working 

men for capitalism.68 Second wave feminists in particular posed the 

question of the division of labour in society in relation to gendered 

labour with its basis in the need of capitalism to render women 

subordinate to men.69 This process, which Maria Mies defines as 

‘housewifization’ is analysed in parallel with colonisation comparing 

mechanisms of exploitation that accompany the two processes and 

their underlying ideology. Processes of externalisation and 

naturalisation (of women, indigenous populations, coloured people, 

nature, etc.) are fundamental to the emancipation of men where the 

relationship between human beings (man) and nature is changed 

through science and technology as means for men to free 

themselves from nature and women, in order to continue the 

exploitation.70 Separation and subordination are recognised as the 

mechanisms for the division of labour present also in the writings 

of Selma James and Mariarosa Dalla Costa, who claim that ‘the 

                                                           
68 Costa and James, The Power of Women & the Subversion of Community; Mies, 
Patriarchy and Accumulation On A World Scale; Federici, Caliban and the Witch. 
69 Mies, Patriarchy and Accumulation On A World Scale, 82–112. 
70 Ibid., 75. 
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separation of man from woman became a capitalist division’.71 The 

process of separation leads to an externalisation that defines 

housework as non-work and hence beyond the remit/realm of paid 

work, an assertion strongly contested by the Wages for Housework 

movement. These are the practices that define the resources 

necessary for the ‘emancipatory’ (sic) project of man.    

The movement between enclosures and commons, which I have 

been referring to throughout this chapter, points to what is at stake 

in the continuous search for alternative forms of production and 

creativity: reproduction of life, creativity, histories, spaces and 

subjectivities which are not controlled by market logic and 

commanded by normative labouring practices. The terrain of these 

struggles expands to the digital and immaterial domain where 

practices of commoning and exploitation are influenced and 

changed by communication and information technologies and new 

conditions of labour they engender. Commons and commoning has 

been challenged by technology and networks in the similar way 

curating has been influenced. This section of the chapter discusses 

the production and reproduction of commons under these new 

conditions and in the context of feminist struggles against the 

‘subversion of the community’,72 that is against systems of division 

of labour and processes which separate members of the same 

community from each other. 

labour and affect  

The emphasis is on free labour and affective labour as producing 

value for capital through the reproduction of life and at the same 

                                                           
71 Costa and James, The Power of Women & the Subversion of Community, 51. 
72 Ibid., 21–56. 
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time reproducing processes of subordination of life to capital. Here, 

I am not discussing the issue of the ‘immateriality of labour’, which 

refers to the process of de-materialisation of labouring practices and 

its cognitive aspect related to the increasing use of computers, the 

advanced form of labour in post-Fordist regime of neoliberal 

capitalism.73 Indeed, these different forms of labour intertwine and 

often encompass one another. But, rather, in placing emphasis on 

free and affective labour intention is to underline their 

(re)productive character and as such their function as continuous 

relation to/with (re)productive labour. In other words, the aim is to 

scrutinise the gendered and racial forms of sentiment that are 

continuously reproduced and present not only in the processes of 

enclosures but also in new processes of commons and commoning.    

If we follow De Angelis in thinking of traditional commons as ‘pre-

capitalist autonomous spaces’,74 the digital and immaterial commons 

can be considered capitalist spaces whose autonomy has to be 

questioned: how can they act against those forces that define 

commons in the digital and immaterial domain? Production of value 

changes as it is now reliant on socialised labour power and its main 

resources such as ‘free labour’,75 ‘immaterial labour’76 and ‘general 

intellect’.77 In the digital economy it is the dependence on ‘social 

participation’78 in socio-technological networks and platforms, 

which is treated as the new commons and which becomes the 

resource of exploitation in social factory; and this new commons is 

                                                           
73 Lazzarato, “Immaterial Labour”; Hardt and Negri, Empire. 
74 De Angelis, “Separating the Doing and the Deed,” 69. 
75 Terranova, “Free Labor: Producing Culture for the Digital Economy.” 
76 Lazzarato, “Immaterial Labour.” 
77 Marx, Grundrisse; Lazzarato, “General Intellect. Towards an Inquiry into 
Immaterial Labour”; Virno, A Grammar of the Multitude. 
78 Scholz, “Introduction.” 
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its labouring subject. Therefore, the question of the commons as 

capitalist autonomous spaces has to be explored in relation to their 

im/materiality.79 The materiality of the digital commons can be 

referred to by looking at its infrastructure (e.g. broadband, hardware, 

human bodies and material conditions in which those bodies 

function), whereas immateriality is framed by forms of affective and 

immaterial labour, as well as subjectivities involved in processes of 

production, the subjectivities produced through those processes, 

and software which allows for embodying these subjects in code and 

data.   

In Pasquinelli’s view these new subjects are ‘monstrous beasts’ that 

are brought to life; ‘haunting’ and ‘infesting’ what he refers to, not 

without irony, as ‘the glorious autonomy’80 of commons. The 

bestiary formations are ‘the corporate parasite of the digital 

commons, the hydra of gentrification behind the ‘creative cities’, the 

bicephalous eagle of power and desire ruling the mediascope of war 

pornography’.81 Pasquinelli pays attention to the ‘external excess of 

energy’ that operates any system and that produces the commons,82 

and it is this excess of energy and capitalist core of production that 

together produce the dystopian grammar of commons83 manifested 

in monstrous alliances.   

I propose to consider the appearance of these monsters as an 

instance of the subversion of community. As Wages for Housework 

and Lotta Feminista have shown, such destabilising practice is based 

                                                           
79 Wendy Chun and Matthew Fuller among others, have questioned the perceived 
immateriality of computational cultures. See Chun, Programmed Visions; Chun, 
Control and Freedom; Fuller, Media Ecologies. 
80 Pasquinelli, Animal Spirits, 14. 
81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid., 15. 
83 Pasquinelli, Animal Spirits. 
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on separating members of the same community through systems of 

production.84 The corporate parasite of digital commons organises 

the internet into conflicting terrains of ‘the social factory’ according 

to categories of users, defined by activities they are able to perform 

online. Prosumers85 or produsers86 are those who, as well as 

consuming online content, are also able to generate it through 

blogging, posting comments and reviews, engaging in commercial 

activities on eBay, Amazon and similar. In keeping with the 

‘attention economy’, their gaze is also productive as it generates 

digital traces of data which can be extracted for marketing purposes 

or other forms of surveillance.87 Produsers can generate income 

from activities such as blogging but they have little or no control 

over the infrastructures that they use. They perform as individuals 

only able to exploit these functions of the networks which are made 

available to them, and on conditions that are set by owners of 

platforms. Often, collaboration is facilitated but access to the data 

generated is restricted if at all obtainable.  

As illustrated in the example of GeoCities platform users referred 

to in the previous chapter, produsers/prosumers are indeed 

involved in the production and not just consumption of content, 

but individually s/he is unable to change the conditions in which 

this (re)production takes place. As their labour is integral to the 

platform and/or software in use, they themselves also become 

operative as a networked resource. At the same time other 

professional groups such as software developers, data collectors and 

members of financial, entertainment and gaming industries or 

                                                           
84 Costa and James, The Power of Women & the Subversion of Community. 
85 Toffler, The Third Wave. 
86 Bruns, Blogs, Wikipedia, Second Life, and Beyond. 
87 Ackerman, “NSA Review to Leave Spying Programs Largely Unchanged, 
Reports Say.” 
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indeed content curators participate in forms of production that 

ultimately turn all forms of participation (including consumption) 

into production. Their work, however, is rendered productive as 

waged labour and as directly contributing to building the digital 

economy and therefore adding more value to it. In documents like 

Digital Britain White Paper (2009) user-generated content is 

positioned in contrast to talent-generated content.88 This not only 

maintains the myth of the creative industries but also supports the 

necessary conditions for further de-valuation of what in effect is 

reproductive labour of the prosumer/produser where the ability to 

mine and exploit online data is valued higher than its production. 

This division of labour is based on the familiar model of separating 

productive work from reproductive work (according to gender or 

class) that is currently being reproduced online. This time, however, 

it is used to govern the distinction between amateurs and 

professionals engaged in online activities. Feminist analysis of 

reproductive labour which expand a Marxist critique of productive 

labour in capitalism is helpful in exploring this premise further.  

separation of digital communities 

Already Marx defined how wage construes work as central to the 

capitalist mode of production and how labour-power is transformed 

through wage into commodity. Feminist theory extends this analysis 

by showing mechanisms of subjectivation and its naturalisation89 

through the wage which has been used to render men productive 

and women confined to the domestic space of unwaged labour.90 

Similarly, within the digital economy forms of separation also occur 

                                                           
88 BIS and DCMS, “Digital Britain.” 
89 Mies, Patriarchy and Accumulation On A World Scale. 
90 Costa and James, The Power of Women & the Subversion of Community. 
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and are defined in official documents such as the aforementioned 

Digital Britain, into categories of user-generated (free) content and 

talent-generated content. Capital’s basic need for external excess of 

energy which can become an ‘area of hidden capitalist exploitation’ 

and ‘source of surplus value’ is thus satisfied also in the network 

environment.91 Wages for Housework defined this process as a 

source of ‘immense quantities of labor and resources that must 

appear as externalities to the market’,92 whereas ecofeminists 

recognised them as a ‘submerged hidden economy’ of ‘women’s 

unpaid housework, caring work, nurturing work, or (…) the 

production of life or subsistence production’.93 A similar process 

takes place online as the abundance of creative and cultural 

production, often as fun and play,94 generates wealth that becomes 

the resource from which to extract value. 

Feminist critiques of labour division and in particular the issue of 

exploitation of the wageless together with questions of autonomy 

have to be the basis from which to start articulating the dystopian 

grammar of digital commons. Precarity discussed above, is one of 

the defining characteristics of immaterial labour, and feminisation 

of labour is another. What is meant by feminisation of labour is not 

just the increasing participation of women in the production 

process, but the situation in which insecure, flexible and dependent 

relationship with the labour market becomes a general experience in 

which other members of society participate regardless of their 

gender. Feminisation of labour describes a precarious form of 

production based on activities associated usually with the work of 

                                                           
91 Ibid., 11. 
92 Federici, “Feminism And the Politics of the Commons in an Era of Primitive 
Accumulation.” 
93 Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies, The Subsistence Perspective, 31–32. 
94 See essays in Scholz, Digital Labor. 
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women such as care and hospitality,95 but it also can be synonymous 

with naturalisation of certain types of labour as inherent to the 

digital environment. The marginal representation of women in IT 

jobs96 confirms this argument and at the same time further 

reproduces assumptions that such professional roles are naturally 

suited to men, and that women need some form of assistance, either 

through the use of quotas or special programmes. 

It is clear that the division between reproductive and productive 

forms of labour is not cancelled out as the result of immaterial 

labour becoming a dominant concept in political and social theory. 

Such separations, however, become less visible and often so subtle 

that they remain unquestioned within the everyday life. Leopoldina 

Fortunati recognises this when describing immaterial labour in the 

domestic sphere: 

(…) In fact, in the sphere of reproduction, immaterial labor, 
while not being inseparable from the act of production, often 
requires support. Think, for instance, of children’s fairy stories, 
read to send them off to sleep, or toys that serve to sustain their 
games. These, like other supports, have become increasingly 
technological devices, by means of which reproductive 
immaterial labor has been largely ‘machinized’ and 
industrialized.97 

The subordination of reproductive labour to productive labour 

takes place through reaffirming material labour as more urgent and 

necessary. At the same time it seizes the affective reproductive force 

within technologies and commodities enclosing them through new 

                                                           
95 Morini, “The Feminization of Labour in Cognitive Capitalism”; Hardt and 
Negri, Commonwealth, 133. 
96 Kozlowski, “Women in Tech”; James, “IT Gender Gap.” 
97 Fortunati, “Immaterial Labor and Its Machinization,” 140. 
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forms of consumption and production.98 Affect is captured and 

represented in the commodity, whereas labour and its products 

become progressively immaterial.  

Already over a decade ago Tiziana Terranova in her essay “Free 

Labour: Producing Culture for the Digital Economy” (2000) 

recognised this two-sided character of labour that was increasingly 

taking place online. Digital labour often does not feel like work as it 

is disguised as socialising, gaming or other sources of fun that can 

be experienced online. This process is described by Fortunatti as the 

‘theft of reality’,99 but Terranova considers it otherwise:  

Far from being an ‘unreal’, empty space, the internet is animated 
by cultural and technical labour through and through, a 
continuous production of value which is completely immanent 
in the flows of the network society at large.100   

The link between labour and being online conveys an intensification 

of practices that contribute to the production of value. But it is also 

constitutive of a new ‘real’ and its affective character. Affect not 

only accompanies such forms of production but it is already part of 

the network assemblages that produce network culture as an 

immaterial space of free labour and its material infrastructure. Free 

labour is a moment when ‘knowledgeable consumption of culture is 

translated into excess productive activities which are pleasurably 

embraced and at the same time often shamelessly exploited’.101   

The link between free labour and the information and knowledge 

economy is affect. Postindustrial society is characterised by ‘a 

widespread activity’ of cultural and technical work which is central 
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99 Ibid. 
100 Terranova, Network Culture, 74. 
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to the internet, distributed via peer-to-peer and client-server 

networks, and based on the relation between public resources and 

market.102 This activity is also intimately interwoven with affect. 

Patricia Clough suggests it is an ‘augmentation or diminution of a 

body’s capacity to act, to engage, and to connect, such that 

autoaffection is linked to self-feeling of being alive – that is, 

aliveness or vitality’.103 Affect is that which assists the user in feeling 

the self in the network of people and machines. And it is that, I 

would argue, which feels ‘real’, irrespective of whether the network 

itself feels real or not to the user. Or it could be also described as the 

immanent experience of the self with(in) the network that generates 

the ‘real’.    

Terranova explains how online free labour is directly linked to the 

production of value through fun and play channelled into 

‘experimentation with the creation of monetary value out of 

knowledge/culture/affect’.104 But it is also important to recognise 

how these forms of labour are directly linked to the production of 

the ‘real’ (its material manifestations), and therefore how this is a 

(re)productive process. The relationship between capitalist 

production and social reproduction is questioned, as different 

approaches to affective, free and immaterial labour demonstrate 

how socialised labour becomes a resource for the commons, how it 

is appropriated by capitalism, and how differently these conditions 

are interpreted. It is not only that labour is at the core of the 

production of commons and enclosures either as labour in social 

factory, women’s work as sustaining families through housework, or 

                                                           
102 Ibid., 75. 
103 Clough, “Introduction,” 2. 
104 Terranova, Network Culture, 79. 
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biopolitical production. But labour is common also as play 

complicating further the expansion of commons and enclosures.105   

With the recognition of labour as play and play as labour, the 

customary ways of working are displaced and the ‘real’ shifts 

through labour/play and it becomes possible to influence what is 

around us. The process of defining subjectivities according to their 

economic function has remained a basic form of control in 

capitalism, accompanied by forms of naturalisation of labour which 

renders certain kinds of production passive (such as social 

reproduction or care work) and others active (participation in 

economic production through waged labour). This process, 

however, has become more complex as the activities that define the 

(re)productive function for capitalism have intensified. It feels good 

to be at work all the time, socialising, gaming, while being ‘watched 

over by machines of loving grace’ (Fig.6).106 The logic of capital 

which bases its production on competition and conflict drives 

destabilising of community and is behind the ‘parasitic exploitation 

of the common space’.107 New and monstrous subjects are 

contingently created through affective labour. The question 

                                                           
105 See for example the case of Google Sketch Up community described in van 
den Bosch Christensen, “Google Gift. I, for One, Welcome Our New 
Overlords.” (2014).  Google Sketch Up was a 3D modelling software supported 
for six years by volunteer community building and populating Google Earth with 
their creations. In 2012 the software was sold abruptly ending the platform and 
its community. PDF and source files of the dissertation available at 
http://networkcultures.org/longform/2015/06/01/i-for-one-welcome-our-new-
google-overlords/ 
106 All Watched over by Machines of Loving Grace (1967) is a title of a poem by 
Richard Brautigan, recently used by an English film maker Adam Curtis for a title 
of his documentary series made for BBC.  The poem’s utopian vision of the 
society reconnected with nature through technology is questioned in the film 
where technology contributes to restating more control and surveillance. See All 
Watched Over by Machines of Loving Grace. 
107 Pasquinelli, Animal Spirits, 67. 
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becomes not just about how labour/play (re)produces commons 

and enclosures but also what sentiments it engenders as part of the 

process.  

In the previous chapter I have shown how practices of 

subjectivation and individuation are operative in relation to the 

expanding notion of curating. In this section my focus has been on 

affect and subjectivation and how they perform in the context when 

all online activity is (re)productive labour and where forms of 

separation fundamental for capitalism are made more complex. This 

analysis of digital labour is necessary also to question more general 

assumptions about commons perceived always as good, and to 

interrogate ideology that accompany commons/enclosure divide.   

 
Figure 6. All Watched Over by Machines of Loving Grace, (1967), Richard Brautigan, 

source:  http://www.brautigan.net/machines.html 

http://www.brautigan.net/machines.html
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Reproducing free software community and commons based 

software production   

In this section I focus in more detail on attitudes and values that 

accompany practices and communities engaged in forms of digital 

labour and activism. Free software community is taken as an 

instance of commons/commoning in a digital context. Free 

software practices and their communities are considered as 

fundamental to establishing a notion of the digital commons online. 

Therefore, the emphasis here is on how free software become 

commons by interrogating three elements of commons: practices, 

resources and community of free software.  

Discussed here are hackers, programmers and coders not just as 

contributors to free software creation but, like in the case of content 

curator they are considered here as new subjects that result from 

engaging with code. Indeed, much has been written about these 

communities, their way of working, having fun, developing 

software, writing code, conforming to hacker ethics, and so on.108 I 

follow these and other examples of writing about such ‘geeky’ 

cultures, to use Christopher Kelty’s term, in order to explore what 

(re)productive labour means with regards to these new subjects - 

their practices and their communities. Attention is placed on how 

these cultures and their subjects contribute to commons creation 

                                                           
108 Among them Gabriella Coleman who has written on the hacker culture, 
Debian communities and anonymous in “Code Is Speech”; Coding Freedom; 
“Anonymous and the Politics of Leaking.” Whereas Christopher Kelty’s 
investigation of Free Software practices and communities culminated with the 
proposition of new subjects of ‘geeks’ and ‘recursive publics’ in “Geeks, Social 
Imaginaries, and Recursive Publics”; Kelty, Two Bits. Others include also Wark, A 
Hacker Manifesto; Himanen, The Hacker Ethic. 
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while reflecting on the manifestation and reproduction of their 

gendered origin.  

This is not to be taken as an anthropological study but rather an 

inquiry into the free software culture and its history through 

materials and embodied practices that exist online. Primary sources 

such as the Free Software Foundation website, video and audio 

recordings, as well as archived emails and texts and other similar 

materials are studied in conjunction with secondary texts, including 

Gabriela Coleman’s ethnographic investigation into the Debian 

community of programmers, complemented also by references to 

the work of Christopher Kelty and his focus on geeks and recursive 

publics as new subjects.109 

Free Software and control 

Free Software is a perfect example to use in rethinking commons 

for the digital networks – for free software is commons. It involves 

communities, it produces resources and contains forms of 

commoning while at the same time it exists in the digital and 

networked space of the internet. Here affective, (re)productive and 

im/material labour are actively involved in the (re)production of 

free software as a social movement that (re)produces tools, practices 

and communities. Free software communities contribute to 

maintaining digital space as collaborative and are driven by concern 

to protect and propagate civil liberties.110 It is significant that free 

software was initiated in response to one of the first recorded 

struggles against enclosures in the digital domain, which occurred at 

                                                           
109 See Coleman, “Three Ethical Moments in Debian”; Coleman, Coding Freedom; 
Kelty, “Geeks, Social Imaginaries, and Recursive Publics”; Kelty, Two Bits. 
110 Coleman, Coding Freedom. 
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the start of development of the GNU Operating System and soon 

after, in 1983, the Free Software Foundation was formed by Richard 

Stallman.111  

The intention to recall this familiar and widely debated example yet 

again, is to situate it more specifically within the commons 

discussion and to analyse this movement as a form of contemporary 

commons and practice of commoning. The questions which will be 

explored include how free software directly fits into the definition 

of commons and, as a result, how it is an example of organising 

through commons and commoning. It illustrates how different 

projects which develop different rules, protocols and licencing 

practices, nevertheless are part of the same movement whose central 

concern is freedom and sharing articulated through four basic 

software freedoms: ‘to run the programme, to study and change the 

programme in source code form, to redistribute exact copies and to 

distribute modified versions’.112  

When speaking of free software, three elements are referred to at 

the same time: the community of hackers, developers, 

programmers; free software which they produce and sustain; and 

their practices, customs and laws which are developed and which 

accompany the production of free software resources. With this 

description the relation between free software and commons is 

immediately visible. In fact, in order to conceptualise free software 

it is important to realise that none of these elements can exist 

without the others. Practices of coding and software that are 

constantly in development by free software communities, produce 

and sustain software but also reproduce culture and ethics that place 

                                                           
111 Stallman, “New Unix Implementation.” 
112 “Philosophy of the GNU Project - GNU Project - Free Software Foundation 
(FSF).” 



 

145 
 

freedom to use at its heart. It is an ever changing landscape where 

new programs appear, fork, develop and cease; where licences are 

constantly re-defined and details discussed, reworked, tweaked and 

hacked. These activities are at the core of the free software 

movement that combines the three common elements of 

community, resources and practices. These practices are extensions 

of a very particular way of organising that stays true to the principle 

of the four freedoms that free software sustains in order to be 

considered free. These principles are the foundation of free software 

ethics, and everything in the free software movement follows these 

core principles.        

The fact that the free software initiative was a response to the 

increasing commercialisation of software which in 1960s and 1970s 

was freely available across academia and research, is evocative of the 

ethical values that free software movement had been committed to 

protecting ever since. Indeed the development of the GNU system 

started with the aim ‘to rebuild the software sharing community’ and 

to ‘vaccinate the users against threat of the software hoarders’.113 

Stallman recalls his own experiences of working in an open lab and 

seeing its free culture diminishing:  

I saw the unique world of the AI lab destroyed, and I saw that 
selling software was an intrinsic part of what had destroyed it, 
and I saw also, as I explained before, how you need to have free 
software in order to have a community like that.114  

This statement not only demonstrates importance of free software 

in sustaining the community of programmers dedicated to working 

together, but it reveals the connection between freedom and 

community in free software. Indeed, developing free software has 
                                                           
113 Stallman, “RMS Lecture at KTH (Sweden).” 
114 Ibid. 
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been at the core of the movement. Creation of new software is 

possible because the values that define it are reproduced by the 

community and implemented within that new software and its 

source code. For example, the announcement of GNU 

development, where GNU stands for ‘Gnu’s not Unix’ was intended 

to reject the proprietary programme Unix, included the intention to 

build the operating system which was to be and stay free to use, 

study, modify and redistribute. These basic freedoms at the core of 

the GNU project can be recognised as a practice of a community which 

always includes the further development of resources (source code) 

as well as the means to protect it (licences). 

GNU General Public Licence (GPL) and other copyleft and free 

software licences guarantee software freedom by granting the user 

and the recipient of the software rights to modify and redistribute 

software. It follows that currently there are many kinds of licences 

which accompany software development and its release and that 

different organisations have different criteria to decide if software is 

considered to be free or not.115 This demonstrates how legal 

understanding and protection of software development is part of 

the practice of coding and programming and how it allows for 

differences in their interpretation and execution. Therefore, GNU 

and other free software licencing models, as well as serving as 

authorising tools, perform a form of governance dedicated to one 

central aim: to keep software free.             

Yet consideration of the licencing agreement is an individual matter 

as much as it is an issue of governance in the community. Like 

curating content, software licence can be seen as a technology of the 

self which as well as governing software culture implies individual 

                                                           
115 St. Laurent, Understanding Open Source and Free Software Licensing. 
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following of certain values as well as technical specifications that 

keep software free. Licence is taken into account from the moment 

the programmer joins the project and starts working with the code 

which already has GPL applied. Regardless of whether working with 

a free software definition by Free Software Foundation, Open 

Source Initiative, or Debian Free Software Guidelines, members of 

programming communities are required to follow rules which 

necessarily assert rights to use the source code. All these different 

organisations agree on the basic freedoms, yet there are differences 

in the way in which these freedoms are executed in each case.  

The most prominent difference, especially for those outside of 

software communities, is that between open source software and 

free software. Open source, which emerged from free software in 

1998, was concerned with opening up the source code so it could 

be available to the public for use and/or modifications. This 

definition shows the thread that is common to both open source 

software and free software, namely that of the shareability and 

accessibility of source code. However, the differences were finally 

disputed and outlined when working out the FOSS \ FLOSS \ 

F/OSS definitions .116 These are not only acronyms for Free (Libre) 

Open Source Software but F/OSS represents the political 

dimension, and as Stallman claims, the ethical dimension to the 

differences between free and open software.117 His well-known 

explanation is that ‘you should think of “free” as in “free speech”, 

not as in “free beer”, and ‘the word “open” never refers to 

                                                           
116 See archived excerpt of Stallman’s email explaining his preference for FLOSS 
rather than FOSS Stallman, “FreeOpenSourceSoftware.org -- New Wiki.” and 
email from Bill Stewart from OSI Stewart, “OSS = FOSS + COSS.” 
117 Stallman, “Why ‘Free Software’ Is Better than ‘Open Source’”; Stallman, “Why 
Open Source Misses the Point of Free Software,” 2010. 
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freedom’.118 Users’ freedoms are central to free software movement 

for which proprietary software is considered ‘a social problem’ as it 

instantly deprives them of these freedoms. This explanation of ‘free’ 

in free software articulates the crucial difference of the two 

initiatives, thus making a clear distinction between them, as Stallman 

claims: ‘open source is a development methodology; free software 

is a social movement’.119  

Free software as a social movement situates the ideals of freedom 

not just within a terrain of social action but as a technological 

problem. Any collective programming activity is both an expression 

of social as well as technological action. Free software movement is 

deeply political because its politics are executed through software 

and specifically in establishing source code as defining freedom to 

know and access the machine. The (re)productive force of free 

software is directly linked to the politics of freedom that free 

software movement is based on.  

However, the promotion of source code as enabling an 

understanding and freedom removes the emphasis from social and 

machinic relations which define the power of code. Wendy Chun, 

for example, asserts that ‘effectiveness of code relies on human and 

machinic rituals’120 which are hidden by preoccupation with source 

code which is more of a fetish rather than source of freedom.121 This 

questioning of source code exposes assumptions about freedom in 

software and how the myth of freedom is reproduced where 

’Enlightenment thinking – a belief that knowing leads to control, to 

                                                           
118 Free Software Foundation, “The Free Software Definition - GNU Project - 
Free Software Foundation (FSF).” 
119 Stallman, “Why Open Source Misses the Point of Free Software,” 2010, 84. 
120 Chun, Programmed Visions, 51. 
121 Chun, “On Sourcery and Source Codes.” 
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a release from tutelage – is not the “solution’ to the fetish, but, 

rather, what grounds it’.122 The fetishisation of source code and 

related to this vision of freedom is linked to the desire for individual 

control over machine. Software development could be easily 

considered not just an exercise in control but that control is at the 

core of software and its practices.  

It is possible to draw parallels between social and public value 

generated by software programmers and content curators as argued 

in Chapter One. As curators offer guidance and help in 

understanding digital worlds as a matter of personal, spiritual and 

civic development, free software communities are engaged in 

activities which are considered to protect freedom of users by 

creating free software. Social and technological entanglements are at 

the heart of how value is created where the division between 

freedom and control is further complicated. In the following 

sections I discuss examples of this.   

sustaining difference executing control [forking and 

governance] 

The complex relation between freedom and control results in 

ambiguity of software which should be assumed in free software too 

and not just in commercial programs.  If that’s the case what are the 

common practices that sustain software and its (re)production, and 

what sentiments do they replicate? Dedication to freedom is 

manifested through the ability to sustain difference in free software. 

As mentioned earlier, there is no one way to common and so there 

is not one way to develop free software. Indeed, one of the most 

interesting qualities in free software is emergence of many different 

                                                           
122 Chun, Programmed Visions, 51. 
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ways to produce it. The many licences as well as software developing 

projects attest to the fact that difference is not only productive but 

that developer communities constantly learn how to deal and work 

through free software ethics.123 The creation of different free 

software licences is an evidence of the free software movement 

commitment to freedom where communities are not only dedicated 

to making source code free, but they are also unrestricted in how 

they choose to execute these freedoms.  

This inherent ability in software practices to encompass freedom 

and control simultaneously reflects entanglement of processes of 

individuation and subjectivation described in the previous chapter. 

The complete dedication to freedom requires that individuation 

practices are common within the community and as such they define 

a community and not just individuals. In effect it is the community 

that is marked distinct from another community of free software 

developers in the way it integrates individuation into their ethics.124 

The posthuman character of individuation is manifested as an 

aesthetic experience that is collective, technical and physical, while 

also enacting subjectivation (i.e. as Debian, Linux or Ubuntu 

community of developers). Biopolitics of software emerge as intra-

actions between these different phenomena. By analysing these 

practices and relations in detail it is possible to investigate software 

as a form of biopower which starts with the freedom and which has 

transformative capacity. 

                                                           
123 Gabriella Coleman especially has explored the practice of freedom in hacker 
cultures. See “Three Ethical Moments in Debian”; Coding Freedom. 
124 It is noticeable, however, that many of the FOSS projects are often associated 
with particular individuals, for example Free Software with Richard Stallman, 
Open Source with Eric Raymond, Linux with Linus Torvalds.   
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For instance, Coleman defines forms of governance in free software 

by analysing ‘three distinct ethical moments’ which can be observed 

in ‘everyday micropractices’ of Debian developers.125 They 

demonstrate how forms of governance are constructed in relation 

to ethics and freedom and how biopolitical practices institute 

processes of governance. She recognises crisis as a necessary 

moment ‘to establishing and re-establishing the importance of 

normative precepts’.126 The process of familiarisation with the 

culture of coding specific to the community, and embedding one’s 

programming practice within it is defined as ‘enculturation’. ‘The 

ethics of legal contrast and construction’, the third ethical moment, 

is explained as the necessary engagement of developers with the law 

theory and pedagogy as they regularly test the meaning of freedom 

within the software and the law. These three moments contribute to 

defining ‘the cohesive yet non-unitary moral commitments that 

developers hold towards Debian and its philosophy of freedom’.127 

In effect the community constructs the ethics that binds its 

members to four freedoms (to modify, use, access and distribute) 

while confirming individualism ‘that requires them to cultivate their 

skills, improve technology and prove their worth to other hackers 

within their elite fraternity’.128 Furthermore, the community 

generates forms of governance that expand from charismatic and 

ad-hoc actions and personal relations to incorporate other forms of 

managing development of code in order to account for the growth 

of the community. This leads to development of forms governance 

particular to Debian which in Coleman’s study is defined as based 

on three different models: democratic majoritarian rule, a guild-like 

                                                           
125 Coleman, “Three Ethical Moments in Debian,” 3. 
126 Ibid., 5. 
127 Ibid. 
128 Ibid., 22. 
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meritocracy and an ad-hoc process of rough consensus.129 Crises 

often result from conflicts between the three models and as an 

ethical moment crisis functions as a way to ‘clarify purposes and 

limits of each form of the organisation’.130 The governance is the 

result of the enactment of these everyday micropractices. 

Another example of this is indeed the division of open source 

software from free software described earlier. In this case the result 

is a branching of ethics rather than an alteration of ethical commitments 

through ‘rough consensus’ or similar. Branching in itself is a 

recurring practice within software developing communities where it 

is referred to as forking, in which development of software splits into 

two or more different paths. Such a split might be an effect of 

inability to incorporate differences. In the case of open source 

software the division is driven by the need to divorce the activity of 

programming from ethical and political issues associated with free 

software.131 The split between open source and free software is an 

outcome of a political dynamic where the ethics of both projects are 

redefined and confirmed as different and unable to be united in 

shared forms of governance.132  

On a small, individual scale forking is a common practice as ‘anyone 

deploying a piece of open source software may make any patch s/he 

wants, and may publish either the patches alone or the entire body 

                                                           
129 Ibid., 6. 
130 Ibid.  
131 Raymond, “Goodbye, ‘Free Software’; Hello, ‘Open Source’.” 
132 The crisis, which led to separating open source and free software can be 
considered as an exemplary of a division that separates labour into productive 
and reproductive forms. By this, I am not saying that open source is one 
(productive) and free software the other (reproductive), as any form of 
production involves also forms of reproduction. However, I am suggesting that 
the decision to avoid politics is a decision to no longer be concerned with issues 
that are made visible by the problem of (re)productive labour. 
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of patched code for others evaluation and use’.133 Exercised on a 

larger scale, forking has been frowned upon and considered a major 

weakness that disrupts and takes resources away from the main 

project. However, forking sets up a different dynamic in software 

development where different political paths can be taken. Debian, 

Linux, Ubuntu are not only distinct software platforms and systems 

but also they define differences in licensing and how freedom in 

software is executed. Common practices of individuation are 

incorporated into governance protocols in the community. They are 

there also to reduce a risk of crisis and for that reason forking is 

hugely important. As a practice it is seen as ‘inherent in the 

fundamental software freedoms’134 it marks respect for, and value of, 

difference within free software community, and the importance of 

a ‘self-directed cultural representation’.135 The split between open 

source software and free software can be considered in this way.  

Forking can positively influence the main branch whilst being at the 

same time a ‘value and transaction mechanism’.136 In the case of free 

and open software split, the effect was to further distil and tighten 

the free software definition through creating F/OSS as a branch that 

brings free software and open source together while at the same 

time explaining and confirming their distinctions.137 A different 

outcome was achieved as the result of the forking of Spanish 

Wikipedia in response to the decision by the main Wikipedia to 

                                                           
133 Meatball Wiki, “RightToFork.” 
134 Ibid. 
135 Coleman, Coding Freedom, 17. 
136 Mansoux, “Fork Workers.” 
137 Stallman originally supported the Open Source Initiative, fact mentioned by 
Eric Raymond in his text “Goodbye, ‘Free Software’; Hello, ‘Open Source’.”, to 
later define exactly the difference between the two. See Stallman, “Why Open 
Source Misses the Point of Free Software,” 2010.   
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allow advertising on its pages.138 This regional break away from the 

main project led to dropping advertising as income generator for 

Wikipedia altogether, thus absorbing the values from the fork into 

the main project. As demonstrated, forking can support the 

sustainability of a project by absorbing the fork with its 

improvements back into the original project which was the case of 

Spanish Wikipedia. Fork can support difference while at the same 

time it establishes strong projects maintained by their communities. 

Forking can also save the project from disappearing completely after 

the original community/initiator is no longer interested in 

supporting it.139  

The value of the free software ethos rests partly in the way in which 

political and legal frameworks and ‘social imaginaries’140 are 

constantly embedded in technical practice. It is sustained by how 

practices of coding and development of software influence ways in 

which legal definition of intellectual property can be and is 

redefined. Research of various internet user groups and in particular 

programmers and the so called ‘geeks’ or hackers, has shown how 

the technical practice of coding is at the same time a practice that 

exercises political freedom, and one which runs in parallel with self-

                                                           
138 For interesting discussion of forking of Wikipedia see: Famiglietti, “The Right 
to Fork: A Historical Survey of De/centralization in Wikipedia”; Tkacz, “The 
Politics of Forking Paths”; Tkacz and Enyedy, “Good Luck with Your 
wikiPAIDia’: Reflections on the 2002 Fork of the Spanish Wikipedia. An 
Interview with Edgar Enyedy.” 
139 For examples of different instances of forking in coding communities see 
Moen, “Fear of Forking, Original Version (corrected and Annotated).” 
140 Kelty uses the concept of ‘social imaginary’ to define how geeks are able to 
combine technical practices with discursive arguments in the practice of 
transformation. According to him such a practice involves as much technical and 
coding skills as well as ability to use social and philosophical concepts. See Kelty, 
“Geeks, Social Imaginaries, and Recursive Publics,” 186.   
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training in legal matters.141 The development of the community of 

programmers around the Debian project is one such example: from 

a small number of volunteers to ‘a complex hybrid political system’ 

which involves thousands of developers, as well as ‘Internet relay 

chat (IRC) channel, a formalised membership entry procedure called 

New Maintainer (NM); and a set of charters that include a 

Constitution, a Social Contract, and the Debian Free Software 

Guidelines (DFSG)’.142 The production of software is a discursive 

and performative practice as well as a transformative one through 

developing technology and influencing social relations in the 

developers’ community and beyond. Legal considerations of the 

program are part of code development and involve disagreement 

and contestation of certain issues where technology and social are 

developed into commons.143 

All these elements are the basis of forms of governance fundamental 

to software development and performed in code writing and its 

execution. At the same time they constitute commoning practices 

based on shared ethics recognised as ‘ethical precepts as one 

important engine driving their productive practices’.144 This practice 

and tradition asserts constant reworking and redefinition of the 

proprietary issues on the personal level and within a community, 

something referred to as ‘a heightened form of reflexivity among 

                                                           
141 Coleman, “Code Is Speech”; Kelty, Two Bits. 
142 Coleman, “Code Is Speech,” 427. 
143 In the epilogue of Coding Freedom Coleman says that ‘what makes these 
projects so interesting is not how they engender democracy writ large, or 
fundamentally change the warp and woof of economic and social structures, but 
that collaborators make technology at the same time that they experiment in the 
making of a social commonwealth; it is there where the hard work of freedom is 
practiced’.Coding Freedom, 210. 
144 Ibid., 18. 
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hackers’.145 This active process intertwines forms of subjectivation 

and individuation constantly in a never-ending feedback loop where 

individual practices and forms of governance act upon each other 

generating control through freedom, and governance in practice.  

Connection between what is produced such as lines of code in the 

program, to what is shared, a program and its development within 

and by the community, appears highly important to this process. 

The strong ethical, social and technological link to the production 

and distribution of code is at the core of program development and 

is as important as the legal and technical side of this process. 

Connection with resources is re-established as free software is 

restated as a social movement with the aim to ‘promote computer 

user freedom and to defend the rights of all free software users’.146 

This connection is understood in ethical, political and legal terms 

where ‘free software gives you freedom’147 while it also executes 

biopolitical control over individuals.  

speaking code, performing affect  

The relation between protection of liberal freedoms by free speech 

laws and development of code and its cultures has been significantly 

explored through linking speech and code. Understanding free 

software as free speech (rather than free beer) represents 

performativity of code as well as its value as a form of language. The 

‘expressive aspect of coding’, namely the fact that ‘program code is 

like speech inasmuch as it does what it says’148 is at the core of this 

                                                           
145 Ibid., 17. 
146 Free Software Foundation, “The Free Software Definition - GNU Project - 
Free Software Foundation (FSF).” 
147 Stallman, “Why Open Source Misses the Point of Free Software.” 
148 Ibid., 17. 
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link. Code functions through language as it is written, and it also acts 

through its execution as it is ‘a special kind of human-machine 

writing that makes things happen; in other words, it acts like 

speech’.149  

Performance of software is related to this power to act as well as its 

ability to be represented in machine language. Geoff Cox and Alex 

McLean argue this ability of code to act by referring to the “speech 

act theory” of John Langshaw Austin (1955).150 Austin’s concern was 

the question of how when we say something we do something and 

Cox and McLean analysis of code follows the similarity between 

speech act and how code performs an action. They say: 

Computer code has both a legible state and an executable state, 
namely both readable and writable states at the level of language 
itself. This is precisely the point to stress in considering code 
for its speechlike qualities.151  

It is through language and speech that code’s performative qualities 

are defined and Cox and McLean argue to expand Austin’s notion 

of ‘speech act’ by introducing ‘code acts’ as a better way to connect 

coding with its performance, that is with that which code executes.   

Indeed, the performative and active force of code reveals certain 

problems when the focus on protecting code is one sided: that is, 

when it can be seen as protecting freedoms of software without, at 

the same time, expanding freedom to code. If code is speech and 

protecting software freedom goes hand in hand with expanding 

practices of writing code, questions arise as to how it is written and 

how it is spoken; or more precisely who, where and how is involved 
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in this practice?  This is another way to examine freedom and 

control in software as it reveals how code’s performative character 

intertwines with its power to govern which, as Chun says, is ‘executive 

(hence executable)’.152  

The executability of code is linked to performing hierarchies within 

the machine and reflects the early divisions introduced into the 

process of operating the computer at the time of developing the first 

Electronic Numerical Integrator and Computer (ENIAC) in the 

1940s and 50s. Defined as ‘bureaucracies within the Machine’ is the 

division of tasks into predominantly male ‘planning (dealing with 

the dynamic nature of code through extensive flow charting)’ and 

almost always female task of ‘coding (the microproduction of the 

actual instructions)’.153 Anne Balsamo also recognises the gendered 

division of labour that accompanies technological development 

when she starts one of her essays in the Technologies of the Gendered 

Body (1996) with the sentence: “My mother was a computer, but she 

never learned to drive’.154 This sentence, famously appropriated by 

N. Kathrine Hayles (2005) as a title of her book, is used by Hayles 

to introduce different interpretations that as well as acknowledging 

gendered labour divisions, it references more general division on 

human and machine labour and reflects on ‘the feeling that a kinship 

category essential to human society has been violated’.155  

According to Chun, it is the automation of the power relations that 

is the ‘thing’ of source code, and it functions as ‘sourcery’ where 

knowledge of the code and what it does is the aim of the practice, 

as the knowing of code is associated with the source code which 
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defines causality of software. This fetishisation of source code 

comes from its recognition as the magic ingredient that can explain 

the workings of code and what it does to the machine in the context 

where programming and execution of the program have been 

separated. Hacking has been considered a practice through which to 

know code and its aim is to reach the closed source code in order to 

open and release it. The knowledge of source code and the 

experience of this knowledge as executed through hacking has been 

described by Steven Levy as ‘the most important thing in the world,’ 

not just ‘obsession and a lusty pleasure, hacking was a mission’.156 

And this mission has been to know and be with code.  

Hacker pleasure observed by Coleman in her study of coding 

practices is considered as  ‘Aristotelian theory of eudaemonia’, 

defined in Martha Nussbaum’s words as ‘the unimpeded 

performance of the activities that constitute happiness’.157  In more 

extreme cases the experience of coding is also defined as ‘Deep 

Hack Mode’, explained in the following way: 

Because hackers often submit their will and being to technology 
(…) the joy that hackers derive from attending to and carefully 
sculpting technologies are at times experienced as transcendent 
bliss. In these moments, utility is exceeded. The self can at once 
express its most inner being and collapse within the object of 
its creation. In the aftermath of a particularly pleasurable 
moment of hacking, there is no autonomous liberal self to be 
found.158  

Here freedom to code is freedom to be with code. It is through this 

state of bliss that code and hacker become one and where 
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transformation of the self can occur. These practices have 

transformative effects on the doers and deeply influence affective 

life and personality of the coder/programmer subject.159 It can be 

argued that at the core of the practice of coding the desire to achieve 

this state is still present, while at the same time its affective as well 

as productive forces are more complicated.  

inventing hacking work 

This is a very different practice of coding than the early coding of 

the women who invented programming for ENIAC. Kathy 

Kleiman, the founder of the ENIAC Programmers Project whose goal 

has been to include ENIAC women in history of computing, defines 

the conditions of programming work at the time:  

There was no language, no operating system, no anything. The 
women had to figure out what the computer was, how to 
interface with it, and then break down a complicated 
mathematical problem into very small steps that the ENIAC 
could then perform.160 

In this context the process of knowing code was a process of 

inventing it executed through mathematical calculations to physical 

wiring and making decisions on how this is done (Fig.7). The 

mission was the war and women-computers were critical in this 

effort as most men were drafted by the Army. Coding ENIAC was 

                                                           
159 ‘Deep acting’ is recalled by Kathi Weeks after Hochschield, as necessary to not 
only using labourers’ subjectivity but also producing it. Weeks reflects on how 
such affective and emotional labour is also harnessed for gendering of work and 
how it becomes pervasive across labouring practices. See Weeks, “Life Within 
and Against Work: Affective Labor, Feminist Critique, and Post-Fordist 
Politics.”   
160 Kleinman in Sheppard, “Meet the ‘Refrigerator Ladies’ Who Programmed the 
ENIAC.” 
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a team work that was shared from the moment of learning how to 

wire the control boards to programming and working on ENIAC. 

One of the six women programmers Jean Jennings (Bartik) recalls 

the time when they were all trained at the Aberdeen Proving Ground 

at the Moore School, as wonderful and exciting time when they all 

worked, lived and ate together ‘discussing everything, including 

politics and religion’.161 The six women were the very first 

programmers learning the machine and inventing ways to operate it 

together.  

Figure 7. Jean Jennings (left), Marlyn Wescoff (center), and Ruth Lichterman 

program ENIAC at the University of Pennsylvania, circa 1946. Photo: Corbis, 

source: http://fortune.com/2014/09/18/walter-isaacson-the-women-of-eniac/ 
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After the two months training and when back at the research centre 

at the University of Pennsylvania they were unable to continue 

working together in the shared space. They resorted to working in 

pairs (Fig.8) meeting only occasionally to discuss how the machine 

works and learning from the diagrams what the machine can or 

cannot do. Regardless of this chaotic process they managed to learn 

and recognise the problems ‘down to the individual vacuum tube’, 

and get to know the machine ‘as well as, if not better than the 

engineer’.162 Finally when they were given the room to work 

together Jennings described their roles in the following way:  

Betty and I were the workhorses, finishers, tying up all the loose 
ends. Kay was often more creative, suggesting clever ways to 
reuse and reduce the total size of the program. Marlyn and Ruth 
agreed to generate a test trajectory, calculating it exactly the way 
the ENIAC was to do it so we could check the detailed steps 
once it was on the ENIAC. We spent a lot of time working on 
programming notation so we could keep track of the timing of 
program pulses and digital operations. The ENIAC was a 
parallel machine, so the programmer had to keep track of 
everything, whether interdependent or independent.163  

This account of the first coding tasks gives an idea of how ‘code 

actions’ might be understood. Here, the link between programming 

and execution of code is immediate and necessary, and relate to the 

ENIAC’s specifications as a parallel machine on the one hand, and 

on the other as the first machine to be programmed. The ability to 

code rests on defining how to work with it. Each stage and task is 

necessary to perform and it is an orchestrated effort that requires 

people and machines to work together. The ENIAC women 
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understood this process and their work became the source of code. 

They created code and performed it in the way that became the 

source of the future code and coding practices. Knowing the 

machine and source code is now at the heart of hacking. And the 

ENIAC women’s programming is based on the process of hacking 

the machine.  

 
Figure 8. Two women wiring the right side of the ENIAC with a new program 

(U.S. Army photo, from archives of the ARL Technical Library, courtesy of Mike 

Muuss). Source: 

http://www.library.upenn.edu/exhibits/rbm/mauchly/jwm8b.html 
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It is regretful that ENIAC programmers were forgotten as inventors 

of coding and their names only recently have stared to be included 

into the official history of computers.164 It can be argued, 

nevertheless, that the kind of knowing and being with 

code/machine established by these women is what hacking today 

desires and promises. Ability to code marks the ability to 

communicate with machines through software. In the case of 

ENIAC programmers, the knowledge of the machine is specific and 

located, a result of immediate social and machinic relations framed 

by labour and political situation.  

The work of hackers today, however, is rarely considered work and 

mostly it is a source of pleasure and/or freedom and often done for 

the ‘lulz’.165 Code is at the heart of hacking and free software 

communities, and coding is the most basic skill necessary to 

participate directly in computational culture. In free software 

communities the significance of the performativity of code, how it 

is spoken, rests in the way the practice of coding not only produces 

software but also influences how its subjects are reproduced. In the 

words of one of the programmers interviewed by Coleman, it is 

explained in this way:  

                                                           
164 Indeed, it is a long standing tradition in our culture that women participation 
in science, art, politics are regularly forgotten, rarely recorded and in effect made 
invisible in the history. ENIAC Programmers Project led by Kathy Kleiman who 
recently also produced a film The Computers about the programmers at ENIAC, 
has been for twenty years involved in recording the stories of all the original six 
members of the ENIAC team before the last of them died in 2011.  See “ENIAC 
Programmers Project.” 
165 ‘Lulz’ is an expression in internet slang which means ‘the loughs’. Stoehrel and 
Lindgren explain that it is variation of ‘lol’ which is ‘lough out loud’ and ‘and can 
be considered in the context of personal or collective enjoyment or, […], as 
political “joy,” “passion,” or even “hope.” See “For the Lulz.” 
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The important difference for me is whether I come away feeling 
that I have created something of lasting value or not. I’ve 
sometimes come away from corporate development with that 
feeling, but it is a lot more common with free software. I 
honestly don’t feel like there are vast differences in areas like 
enjoyment gained in the programming, stress level, levels of 
collaboration, and stuff like that. But most often when I am 
done with corporate software, it’s dead, and when I am done 
with free software, it is alive.166  

Code performs through the way the community organises itself 

around it and by following certain values according to certain, self-

developed models of practice. These models not only sustain the 

community through creating resources, but take care of the self of 

the programmer/coder through coding as reproductive practice that 

brings the code to life or how it ends dead thus disabling a feeling 

of satisfaction and freedom.  

It is important, nevertheless, to notice difference in the way ENIAC 

women talk about their programming work:  

We worked six days a week, every day except Sunday, with only 
two holidays, Christmas and the Fourth of July. Each year we 
earned 10 (and later 16) days of leave, for which we would be 
paid, or we could take as vacation days, after the war ended. 
Our performance was evaluated and we were given raises every 
six months.167     

This description helps to define different circumstances for coding 

work by ENIAC women in the 1940s, and hackers’ motivation to 

engage in it as a mission and pleasure. The war and necessity to 

employ women created an opportunity for many of them to engage 
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in an activity that normally was reserved for men. It allowed women 

to work in their desired field of mathematics in a way that did not 

limit their choices to a teaching career.168 The joy and pleasure of 

working together was also the joy of working together in the field 

of their own choosing and passion. This discovery of a completely 

new way to work with the machine had been since colonised by male 

appropriation to such an extent, that by the 1980s it was possible to 

state not only that ‘there never was a star-quality female hacker’, but 

that ‘no one knows why’.169  

While it is possible to say that affective value of coding is different 

in the described examples it is nevertheless a transformative 

practice, generative of new subjects, communities and resources and 

as such it can be considered a form of commoning regardless if it is 

work or play, wonderful experience or a mission. I continue this 

discussion in the rest of the chapter. 

transformative practices and ‘code actions’ 

In F/OSS communities there have been many instances successful 

in performing their potential for change, especially as they 

systematically respond to manifestations of state and corporate 

power; for example, the engagement and participation of hackers in 

protests against any forms of legal activities which violate the users’ 

freedoms such as Digital Millennium Copyright Act. Such actions 

are an instance of the performativity of the code as well as the 

performative labour of writing code, reading legal documents, and 

                                                           
168 For more details on this see the recording of interviews with all the main 
programmers at ENIAC in Fritz, “The Women of ENIAC.” 
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so on. Releasing code such as DeCSS170, facilitating peer-to-peer file 

sharing via the BitTorrent protocol171 are exemplars of how 

knowledge of law, code writing and dedication to protections of 

software freedom form a basis of a particular kind of practice.     

As Kelty claims coding is a political process which doesn’t just 

consist of ‘machine intelligence but a social imaginary shared by lots 

of people in loosely connected networks who spend all their free 

time building, downloading, hacking, testing, installing patching, 

coding, arguing, blogging, and proselytizing’.172 In such an 

environment the work undertaken is at the same time a form of 

labour that is a creative and deeply affective activity accompanied 

by pleasure and frustration. According to Coleman: ‘to tinker, solve 

problems, and produce software, especially over one’s lifetime, will 

invariably be marked by varying degrees of difficulties and missteps 

– a state of labouring that one theorist of craftpersonship describes 

as material “resistance”’.173 Code performs through the need to 

overcome the obstacles which want to enclose it, through the 

experience of joy and happiness, and through the production of the 

subject that engages in the practice of coding. Not only information 

                                                           
170 DeCSS is a software program which unlocks DVD’s Digital Rights 
Management so it can be played on Linux machines. Jon Johansen, Norwegian 
programmer and author of the software was taken to court and charged with 
computer hacking in 2002. 
171 The Pirate Bay is the website which facilitates what is considered ‘illegal’ file 
sharing, as it allows downloading copyrighted material. In 2008 The Pirate Bay 
cofounders were taken to court for promoting the copyright infringement with 
torrent tracking website. See Kravets, “Pirate Bay Future Uncertain After 
Operators Busted | Threat Level | Wired.com.” See also film by Klose, TPB 
AFK: The Pirate Bay Away from Keyboard. 
172 Kelty, “Geeks, Social Imaginaries, and Recursive Publics,” 197. 
173 Coleman, Coding Freedom, 11. 
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wants to be free, but the performativity of code is code’s material 

resistance.174  

Free software communities and their practices of coding and 

software development are very close to what De Angelis recognises 

as ‘the social process that reproduces the common’. By observing 

what and how it is produced and reproduced we can also see how 

people, software, law, machines and other elements are together 

engaged in this process. Resources here are created and then 

sustained by making, developing, forking, branching, discussing, 

resisting, labouring, and so on. The affective force behind software 

production is also at its core, where the process of writing code is a 

result of commitment to ‘productive freedom’ defined as ‘the 

institutions, legal devices, and moral codes that hackers have built 

in order to autonomously improve on their peers’ work, refine their 

technical skills, and extend craftlike engineering traditions’.175 Free 

software is a commonwealth which is actively created and feeds 

back into the community by the way of social, political and aesthetic 

practice in which that community reproduces itself. As such free 

software and its practice through its community strive to be 

autonomous and to stay free so access to it can be sustained.  

As suggested earlier, ‘free software’ refers to the particular relations, 

activities and resources created by the constellation of three 

elements which act in common: community of software developers, 

free software which is produced; and the activities (technical coding 

practices, laws, customs, beliefs) which are developed and 

accompany the production of free software and which sustain its 

production. The three elements are tied together guiding, 

                                                           
174 For ENIAC programmers the materiality of code was experienced not as an 
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175 Coleman, Coding Freedom, 3. 
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supporting activities and producing different ways of executing the 

four freedoms (as described earlier). Commoning in free software is 

focused on protecting the freedom of software. At the same time 

and as has been argued coding practices restrict who and where is 

engaged in coding. I discuss this below in more detail.    

hackers and reproducing gendered power/knowledge  

Thus far free software and cultural practices that accompany it have 

been considered as an example of commoning activities today with 

digital technologies at the core. The free software movement 

connects technology with the concept of freedom generating new 

software, new practices and communities. These new formations 

directly link to the conceptualisation of commons introduced earlier, 

namely that the three elements that sustain commons: community, 

resources and ‘commoning’, are together involved in commons 

production and reproduction. At the same time thinking about free 

software as commons problematizes relations involved and requires 

further scrutinising of what it means to keep software free. With the 

question of ‘who’ is involved in this practice, attention is directed 

towards gendered and classed practices that contribute to this but 

are rarely mentioned. The example of ENIAC programmers 

discussed earlier illustrates this issue in part.   

In his article about performativity of code in the context of the 

Linux kernel, Adrian Mackenzie recalls ‘gendered corporeal set of 

practices of programming work’ that are ‘a final feature of the 

constitutive conventions at work in the performativity of Linux’.176 

That time when ‘men were men and wrote their own device drivers’, 
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as Torvald says in his email sent out with invitation to engage in 

development of Linux, is established as some golden era of 

computing. This era implicitly defines the origins of free software 

movement as the times when mostly men worked in computer 

sciences labs developing and fixing software problems for their 

computers. In support of his argument, Mackenzie reminds us that 

‘Linux is above all a program by men and for men who like to play 

with computing hardware’.177   

Already a few years before Torvald’s email, the birth of a new 

subject out of and into computer culture was announced: the hacker 

from The Hacker Manifesto (1986) by The Mentor. Described as ‘a 

damn kid; all he does is play games’178 (my emphasis) at that time, the 

hacker was still a teenage kid, but ‘smarter than most of the other 

kids’. This underachiever who made a discovery by finding a 

computer enters another world full of others like him!  Dedicated 

to the ‘world of the electron and the switch, the beauty of the baud’, 

the hacker’s crime is that of curiosity.  

                                                           
177 Ibid. 
178 For full version of the manifesto see  The Mentor, “The Hacker Manifesto.” 
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Figure 9. Hacker definition. Source: 

http://www.mithral.com/~beberg/hacker.html 

According to the manifesto, hackers exist without ‘skin colour, 

without nationality, without religious bias…’ and in the manifesto 

itself there is only one pronoun that refers to the hacker as a male. 

Regardless if this can be attributed to particularities in the English 

language itself, the definition of a hacker that accompanies the 

manifesto includes also a representation of a hacker as a young, 

attractive woman (Fig.9). This indeed might suggest getting rid of 

gender bias, but it is more reminiscent of how women have been 

consistently portrayed in computer games, and therefore I would 

argue it is an affirmation of the gendered roots of hacker culture 

http://www.mithral.com/~beberg/hacker.html
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which considered women to be ‘horribly inefficient and wasteful 

things’.179  

The claims of gender, race and class neutrality present in the hacker 

definition are characteristic of the techno-utopianism of the early 

computer culture in general. A direction and dogma in 

technosciences, questioned for example by Donna Haraway (1985) 

in her seminal The Cyborg Manifesto, imagined the future society as 

free of existing power structures and portrayed as such also in 

popular culture.180 It is undeniable that the hacker as a new subject 

of the technological world became very quickly representative of a 

particular subculture. He, however, did not stay gender neutral, nor 

did his avatar.181 The question of ‘who’ is the question of access182 

and the question of privilege also. In the context of the Linux 

development it was an access to hardware linked to genealogy of the 

operating system in the academic and industrial departments of 

computer science as well as ‘large scale production, circulation and 

consumption of computers as consumer electronics’.183 Lisa 

Nakamura takes issue with restricted access to the means of 

                                                           
179 Levy, Hackers, 83. 
180 For example, Lisa Nakamura in her essay on identity recalls television 
advertisement titled ‘Anthem’ for MCI Internet services which advertised the 
internet as content for ‘minds only’ and strongly suggesting that the internet is a 
space free of ‘corporeal inconveniences’ such as gender, race, age, disability and 
so on. See “After/Images of Identity: Gender Technology, and Identity Politics.”  
181 The playful yet gendered and racialized use of avatars is commented on by 
Nakamura when discussing gender stereotypes in virtual reality. She says: ‘My 
research on cross-racial impersonation in an online community reveals that when 
users are free to choose their own race, all were assumed to be white. And many 
of these who adopted non-white personae turned out to be white male users 
masquerading as exotic samurai and horny geishas’. Ibid., 325.  
182 Indeed, both Mackenzie and Nakamura also discuss access as linked strongly 
to the gender in computer culture.  
183 Mackenzie, “The Performativity of Code Software and Cultures of 
Circulation,” 88. 
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production on the internet which she considers expensive and 

protected by difficult-to-learn technologies.184  

The issue of accessibility to computers and computational 

technologies helps to interrogate their gendered genealogy and the 

history of how computer geeks replaced ‘computer girls’185 and 

already mentioned ENIAC programmers. Recently researchers have 

investigated the documented gender gap that too often assumes the 

ineptness of women for programming work, revealing not just that 

many women were already engaged in programming in the early 

1960s and before, but why they decided to leave it.186 The edited 

collection of essays in Gender Codes is driven by the question: why 

‘the last 25 years have seen an increasing imbalance in gender in the 

computing profession’.187 The many different studies that involve 

social sciences and cultural theory have tried to explain the question 

of gender and computer cultures. As Thomas Misa argues in the 

introduction to Gender Codes: 

it is no coincidence that the sea change in gender of 1980s 
closely parallel the emergence of male nerds in popular culture 
as well as the rise of distinctly gendered computer gaming, now 
a multibillion dollar industry. All the same, the mass media’s 
amplified masculine image of computing is clearly a misleading 
one. Media images of computing are even less gendered 
balanced than the actual practices of computing.188     

                                                           
184 Nakamura, “After/Images of Identity: Gender Technology, and Identity 
Politics,” 327. 
185 Ensmenger, The Computer Boys Take Over. 
186 Misa, Gender Codes. 
187 See also Margolis and Fisher, Unlocking the Clubhouse; Ensmenger, The Computer 
Boys Take Over; Abbate, Recoding Gender. 
188 Misa, Gender Codes, 9. 
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The rise of the hacker, as I would stay with this terminology rather 

than use the term ‘nerd’, can indeed be considered influential in 

increasing the gender gap in computational cultures. The claim of 

computing as a masculine profession is affirmed with 

representations of the new subject, while the history of women in 

computer science and programming during World War II and the 

first part of the 20th century has been largely forgotten. Indeed, 

gender has been an unacknowledged player ‘in the history of 

computing, shaping beliefs and practices on issues ranging from the 

nature of expertise to the organisation of work to the purpose of 

computer science’.189 GamerGate, mentioned in the previous 

chapter, is not only an illustrative of this but also of the workings of 

gendered structures that occupy this once imagined utopian space, 

and protect its exclusionary practices, many examples of which 

often go undocumented.  

The case of the Pantyshot software package illustrates how 

gendered structures work within software developer communities 

and how collaborative software writing reproduces sexism and 

sexually offensive behaviour within code as well as in 

programming.190 Pantyshot is a name of a package containing 

MarkDown parser called Upskirt, which appeared on the Python 

Package Index. Pantyshot/Upskirt also refers to porn imagery 

featuring non-consensual look up a woman or girl’s skirt or dress. 

In the summer of 2011 the board of Python Software Foundation 

received a letter asking their opinion about use of this name in code 

and if something should be done about it.191 The usual focus on 

                                                           
189 Abbate, Recoding Gender, 2. 
190 Blue, “When Software Offends.” 
191 See the post by Steve Holden, one of the Board Member, and the discussion 
in the comments of the post: Holden, “Childish Behavior.”  
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censorship when discussing this by the community, took attention 

away from the fact that the name is clearly offensive and demeaning 

to some of the community members and to women in particular. 

Instead of dealing with this as an issue reference is made to the ‘spirit 

of free speech’, which often, as is the case here protects the right to 

offend. At the same time the revelation that one of the original 

authors working on the code was a woman generated response from 

the open source community which one of the commentators 

described as ‘a sexual exploit’.192 In result of this Natasha Porte, the 

infamous author of the code, decided to retire from the Open 

Source Community completely.193   

The significance of the performativity of code, how it is spoken, 

rests on the way the practice of coding not only produces software 

but also contributes to the way in which ethical values are 

reproduced within software practices and by language and code used 

by software communities. As discussed in the previous section, code 

performs through the way the community organises itself around it 

by following certain values and according to certain, self-developed 

models of practice. Individual decisions on the choice of name for 

code, decisions to use or not to use the code with an offensive name, 

as well as community responses to such instances, all constitute acts 

of speaking code and manifestations of power. These are all 

instances of the expression of political and aesthetic choices and 

                                                           
192 ‘Exploit’ in hacker community means a hack and Violet Blue in her article 
about this case titled “When Software Offends.” reflects on the Python 
community sense of humour in choosing names for software packages developed 
by Python programmers, which starts already with its name taken after Monthy 
Python Flying Circus to the ‘herp-a-derp names just for the lulz of it all’. Blue’s 
description of the case as a ‘sexual exploit’ performs a double hack in that it 
appropriates it to reveal offensive character of such lulz and to call out its 
exploitative nature.       
193 Porte, “Libsoldout: About-the-Name.” 
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preferences which act upon each other and which sometime run ‘out 

of control’ and exercise their ‘transformational agency’194 that is how 

code acts.  

The case of Pantyshot/Upskirt, demonstrates sexism and 

misogynist attitude towards women and how they are included and 

given voice in a male dominated environment. The fact that the name 

‘upskirt’ was suggested in response to Porte’s request on #freebsd-

fr channel to help her find a name for a markdown parser she was 

writing, is an example of gendered power/knowledge at work.195  

The whole incident, from the moment that the name was proposed, 

is transformative only inasmuch as it confirms inequalities that exist, 

and in particular the sexist and derogatory attitudes towards women 

among the male dominated culture of programming. The issue of 

access therefore is also the issue of affective power of code. 

Reiterating Cox and McLean, we can say that ‘what seem to be 

required are dynamic recombinations of speaking, thinking and 

coding’.196 I would add that we also need different/Other interventions 

into ‘materially affective’ language that is code.197 

 

Network topographies of control and their ‘common space’ of 

production  

Previous sections of the chapter aimed at a number of complex 

issues that relate to commons starting from their genealogy to 

situate them historically and then in relation to current political and 

                                                           
194 Cox and McLean, Speaking Code, 109. 
195 It has to be added that Porte herself is a non-native speaker of English.  
196 Cox and McLean, Speaking Code, 109. 
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economic developments. Practices of free software are recognised 

as new forms of commoning, discussed in relation to how 

commons/commoning function in free software and their inherent 

gender politics. The broader discussion positions commons within 

the current regime of the neoliberal economy based on knowledge, 

information, communication and computation.  

In this concluding section I reaffirm the commons/enclosures 

order.198 Making reference to Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto, I focus on 

network topographies as the apparatus for new common spaces 

today. Digital commons, no longer just an open land or a forest that 

is the basis of sustenance for commoners, but nevertheless it is an 

equally complex set of relations and arrangements in time and space 

visualised as networks that organise a new leaky reality that makes 

commons and enclosures equally ubiquitous. Recognising that 

decentralisation does not do away with control but recomposes it, 

in this last section of the chapter I propose to be guided by the 

concept of cybercommons. To bring back what might seem an 

outdated figure of a cyborg and match it with the contemporary 

currency of commons has its function, namely to acknowledge the 

troubled relation between networks and commons and in particular 

the former’s genealogy in an ‘informatics of domination’.199 My aim 

is to not only reaffirm that any discussion of digital commons is 

futile without asserting to this connection, but to show that in order 

to interrupt commons/enclosures order we have to move beyond 

the self and beyond what is held in common. The ambition is to 

build commons as a composition of disparate elements that does 

                                                           
198 See De Angelis, “Separating the Doing and the Deed”; Caffentzis, “The 
Future of ‘The Commons’: Neoliberalism’s ‘Plan B’ or the Original 
Disaccumulation of Capital?” both referred to earlier in the chapter  
199 Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism 
in the Late Twentieth Century.” 
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not involve organising to govern but to engage in many different 

practices of becoming. In the context of the thesis as a whole, I hope 

it will become apparent that this is an issue of curating.      

cybercommons and the use of networks 

Earlier, I have shown how commons today is the result of digital 

labour. Indeed, abundance or waste, commons in networks is a side-

effect of computation and information technologies that capture 

play, work and affect.  Cybercommons is proposed as a concept for 

progressive ‘common space’ where labour, capital and technology 

constantly interact.200 Synthetic objects and processes govern this 

world towards ‘the final imposition of control on the planet’, ‘final 

appropriation of women’s bodies’ and ‘the final abstraction 

embodied in a Star Wars apocalypse waged in the name of 

defence’.201 Under such conditions, direct governance is replaced by 

control strategies and synthetic politics. As Haraway explains:    

Control strategies will be formulated in terms of rates, costs of 
constraints, degrees of freedom. Human beings, like any other 
component or subsystem, must be localized in a system 
architecture whose basic modes of operation are probabilistic, 
statistical. No objects, spaces, or bodies are sacred in 
themselves; any component can be interfaced with any other if 
the proper standard, the proper code, can be constructed for 
processing signals in a common language. Exchange in this 
world transcends the universal translation effected by capitalist 
markets that Marx analysed so well. The privileged pathology 
affecting all kinds of components in this universe is stress — 
communications breakdown. The cyborg is not subject to 
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Foucault's biopolitics; the cyborg simulates politics, a much 
more potent field of operations.202    

In this cyborg world governance becomes a contested terrain, but 

the struggle is not that of a conflict between machines and humans. 

It is not the question of culture and nature, as humans find 

themselves in both camps at the same time, what Braidotti refers to 

as the posthuman predicament. Instead it is a situation where 

‘common space’ is a fetishized structure that connects users with 

capital via technologies which regulate forms of communication. 

Such common space commands the process of informatization of 

life and labour turning commons into resources. Cybercommons 

defines this context by incorporating the dystopian possibilities of 

the common space. It is an already networked space of ubiquitous 

commons always already connected and struggling to control vast 

amounts of common data.203 Cybercommons marks its ambiguous 

potential either as a resource refined for exploitation or a space for 

shared practices of commoning.  

Colonised by the network logic cybercommons is alarmingly close 

to a network as an organising principle and a dominant term 

defining transformations taking place across societal, organisational, 

technological and cultural domains. Networks, as has been claimed, 

constitute ‘the new social morphology of our societies’ where ‘the 

diffusion of networking logic substantially modifies the operation 

                                                           
202 Ibid., 163. 
203 Ubiquitous commons (2014) is an international research effort initiated by Art is 
Open Source collective, dedicated to understanding how data, information and 
knowledge are transformed in the age of ubiquitous technologies, and aiming at 
developing a legal and technical/technological protocol ‘trough which people and 
organisations will be able to define how they wish the data they produce to be 
used’. See Iaconesi and Persico, “Ubiquitous Commons. The Commons in the 
Age of Ubiquitous Technologies”; Bollier, “Ubiquitous Commons: The Struggle 
to Control Our Data.” 
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and outcomes in processes of production, experience, power and 

culture’.204 Computational and information technology has been a 

determining factor in amplifying the significance of networks in 

everyday life, as it is through networks that this technology is 

organised and distributed.   

The celebrated status of the internet used to rest on the assumptions 

that many-to-many communication would overcome the traditional 

top-down organisation of the broadcast model. This is no longer 

considered the natural result of the power of networks as they have 

equally encouraged collaborative forms of self-organisation as well 

as contributed to increasing surveillance technologies over the 

internet. Ubiquitous Commons (2014) project and tools like Human 

Ecosystem (2013),205 both initiated by Salvatore Iaconesi and Oriana 

Peresico, aim to intervene in networked technologies by expanding 

forms of participation that allow citizens to control their own data. 

These and similar projects make visible two facts: 1) that the future 

has been defined by digital data and our ability to gain control over 

it (or not); 2) and that non-digital things or those who cannot or will 

not be translated into digital selves have no future. These two facts, 

I argue, should be at the core of any projects of commons and in 

particular those built to capture data.  

This turn of events where commons becomes cybercommons is not 

surprising and can be traced to the way in which the network 

imaginary has been monopolised by the overuse of Paul Baran’s 

decentralised and distributed network models (Fig.10).206 

                                                           
204 Castells, The Rise of the Network Society, 500. 
205 For details of these projects see http://human-ecosystems.com/home/ and 
www.ubiquitouscommons.org  
206 Baran, “On Distributed Communications”; Benkler, The Wealth of Networks; 
Bruns, Blogs, Wikipedia, Second Life, and Beyond. 
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Representing the utopian ideals with their promises of the end of 

the centralised and hierarchical distribution of power and control, 

the distributed network became a symbol embodying the positive 

values of networks with democratic ideas of their common use, 

which arguably invokes some of the pre-capitalist concepts about 

forms of organising. In such an environment ‘the wealth of 

networks’ was seen as naturally destined to progress into ‘commons-

based peer production’ that defines the ability to capture the 

network productivity through horizontally organised sharing.207 The 

networking logic which permeates through the information society 

is, however, much more complex and the wealth of networks cannot 

be equated with commonwealth as such. Nor, can it be easily 

represented relying on engineering diagram whose original function 

was to sketch out the distribution model for packets of information 

data. It cannot, either, be defined in what seems to be a linear model 

of socio-technological evolution towards ‘virtuous human beings’208 

finally able to exercise their moral qualities through ‘systems of 

interrelationality’.209  

                                                           
207 Benkler and Nissenbaum, “Commons-Based Peer Production and Virtue”; 
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Figure 10 Diagram showing three types of networks according to Paul Baran. 

Source: http://www.cybertelecom.org/notes/baran.htm 

A simple way to define networks relates to their ability to distribute, 

deliver and organise information across nodal points. Decentralised 

and distributed models of networks which supposedly shift power 

from the centre and spread it across its nodal points, demands that 

we ask how this takes place, what kind of information is distributed 

and to whom? A growing number of theorists have focused their 

research on network conditions beyond the frequently optimistic 

response to such systems, questioning decentralising and 

distributing force of collaboration and co-operative practices 

seemingly defining the virtuous nature of network society.210 As has 

been noted, ‘the object of study has shifted from the virtual 

community and the space of flows to the smart mob’ that has risen 

                                                           
210 Terranova, Network Culture; Galloway and Thacker, The Exploit; Rossiter, 
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as part of the network culture.211 The recent rise of the sharing 

economy can be seen as a way to organise the rising numbers of 

participants in the network culture and capitalise on the value this 

participation generates. In result cybercommons is the new and 

necessary commons for capitalism where power is distributed 

through network organisation.212 

governance and networks 

The idea of ‘organized networks’, developed by Ned Rossiter and 

Geert Lovink, partly address the problem of what can be a form of 

non-agency or dependencies in the network in that they point to the 

value of self-organisation within the distributed network form.213 

Self-organisation in networks is the ability of the node/s to instigate 

forms of organising and to become organised. Organized networks 

support models of sociality across networks which interfere with 

information and communication technologies and as such influence 

how networks are organized. Organized networks implicitly point 

to the social value of the network where it is not technology that 

organises people around it horizontally and in a collaborative 

manner, but rather people can strategically use network technologies 

in processes of governance immanent to those socio-technological 

networks. It is this quality of organised networks that defines them 

as ‘emergent institutional forms’.214    

                                                           
211 “Introduction: Rethinking Network Theory | New Network Theory.” 
212 How power is organised in networks has been the subject of a number of 
studies. See: Terranova, Network Culture; Rossiter, Organized Networks; Galloway, 
Protocol; Galloway and Thacker, The Exploit.  
213 See Rossiter and Lovink, “Dawn of the Organised Networks”; Rossiter, 
Organized Networks; Rossiter and Lovink, “Urgent Aphorisms: Notes on 
Organized Networks for the Connected Multitudes.” 
214 Rossiter, Organized Networks, 14. 
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The social value of organised networks, however, obstructs the 

presence of the nonhuman that evidently is also part of it. Not only 

nonhumans occur in the network as material objects such as servers, 

fibreoptic cables, computer screens, etc., but they also function 

through network protocols, software, viruses and contagion. And it 

is the protocol that executes control over networks,215 whereas 

contagion organises power through ‘exploiting power differentials 

already existing in the system’.216 It has been argued that networks 

have ‘no cause’, unless they can create one and organise themselves 

around it.217 Networks today are seen as merely distributing values 

without a robust model of creating them at the level of community 

of users. The Facebook emotional contagion study is one of the 

many examples of organising sociality that renders users as a 

resource for, and subject to, exploitation. Links and likes common 

in Google and Facebook and the rest of the Web2.0 are basic units 

that are ‘used by the global information economy to investigate, map 

out, and reproduce its own existence’.218 This environment generates 

‘information overload’ where data is managed by algorithms (i.e. 

PageRank) that count the number of links to a Web page, and by 

content curators who help to filter through and moderate content.     

One way of illustrating the difference between networks and 

organized networks is to look more closely at different technological 

models for networks which support online social activities. Take the 

client-server (also known as master-slave) network model used by 

social online platforms such as Facebook, eBay, Amazon and similar 

                                                           
215 Galloway, Protocol. 
216 Galloway and Thacker, The Exploit, 81. 
217 I refer here to the title of Geert Lovink book Networks without a Cause: A 
Critique of Social Media (Cambridge, UK; Malden, Mass.: Polity, 2011) which is 
dedicated to analysing this issue.  
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where connections between members of those platforms always are 

routed via the central server and the platform which hosts and 

displays online activities of its users. Thus the owner of a platform 

has the ultimate control over how people can connect with each 

other and what their interactions may involve. Moreover, and as 

often is the case, the user/content provider has limited ownership 

of content produced and in fact it often becomes a property of the 

company that owns the platform once it is submitted and distributed 

(the terms of service confirm this fact). In the client-server model it 

is possible to observe how a particular and unequal relation between 

the user and the platform, or client and server is sustained. The 

client has little control of how her data is exploited by the platform 

owner as the relationship promoted by client-server model fosters 

extraction of data and supports its surveillance.219 This of course is a 

much wider problem that relates to the interest in data from 

marketing companies and government organisations alike.220 With 

such demand for data, platforms function more like an interface for 

generating it by attracting users to come and play and in the process 

harvesting the surplus that is created from online activities. The 

client-server network, regardless of its complexity, can be easily 

controlled for the purpose of profit or surveillance through data 

mining.   

In contrast, a different model is peer-to-peer technology which is 

regularly considered to be the most appropriate technological 

infrastructure for building commons.221 It is based on sharing 

resources amongst nodes without the need to go through a 

                                                           
219 The Guardian, The NSA and Surveillance ... Made Simple - Video Animation. 
220 “Facebook Backdoor Interception.” 
221 Peer2Peer Foundation is one of the most prominent organisations that has 
been involved in developing a model for commons in networks. 



 

186 
 

centralised server and platform. Every node is a peer node 

supporting relations where every peer is in fact both the supplier 

and user/consumer of resources. Instead of dividing the network 

into hierarchical client and server roles, they are distributed equally 

– in that every peer is a client and a server at the same time. Such a 

network model is recognised as potentially of more value for 

organized networks as peers have more control over their data. 

However, in such networks other problems appear, including 

resources sharing as peers not only access files and data but make 

or don’t make their computers available as servers. Access is 

regulated through trust as well as regulated by technology.  

It is easy to see how the core of the decision to share or not to share 

is one which is completely avoided in client-server networks by 

removing the chance to opt out from data tracking when using 

platforms. Instead of ‘extreme sharing’222 in organised networks 

which defines forms of self-organised collaboration on social 

platforms, in client-server network control and ownership is a 

matter of straightforward transaction where the user’s right to 

content and data is ceased upon entering the platform. In peer-to-

peer networks the incentive to share resources is often based on 

trust and anonymity which generates strong links in the fragile 

network. Peer-to-peer defines itself through its relation to the 

management of resources, in that it defines the wealth created and 

available in digital commons as a resource that can be utilised 

                                                           
222 Extreme sharing, a reference to extreme computing, is proposed by Trebor 
Scholtz in his essay “The Participatory Challenge” to define certain forms of 
collaboration in networks. Extreme sharing networks are ‘conscious, loosely-knit 
groups based on commonalities, bootstrap economies, and share ethics. They 
offer alternative platforms of production and distribution of cultural practices’. 
Extremes sharing is considered there a way of operating in commons. See “The 
Participatory Challenge,” 200.   
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through distribution and mode of access. Facebook and similar 

platforms are based on an opposite arrangement which structure is 

based on weak links not ‘as a means to but an end in itself’.223 With 

these two instances it is possible to recognise how value is generated 

through sharing via limited data access and weak links in client-

server model, and sharing as a form of trust in peer-to-peer 

networks based on strong links.     

The brief discussion of weak and strong links reveals two important 

issues that have to be taken into account in the discussion of 

governance in networks.  First is that the organisational difference 

between the client-server and peer-to-peer model does not 

guarantee different governance models; and the second issue is that 

of how governance and affect are connected. In other words, they 

both distribute different models of power and control.   

On the surface client-server networks are predominantly concerned 

with access and distribution where governance becomes less visible 

as it is relayed through technological architecture with approved 

standards already in place and often it is completely replaced by 

management of resources and data. In such instances user rights are 

predominantly considered a matter of consumer rights.224 Whereas 

in peer-to-peer networks governance is often based on ‘meritocratic 

principle’ where those who contribute more to digital resources 

have a greater say in regards to decisions about network 

development.225 As Galloway has argued when describing one of the 

early organisations that govern the internet protocols: 
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224 Greeley, “The Consumer Privacy Bill of Rights.” 
225 For more on this see Stalder, Digital Solidarity. Mentioned earlier Coleman’s 
analysis of governance models in Debian community is also demonstrative of 
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Like the philosophy of protocol itself, membership in this 
technocratic ruling class is open. “Anyone with something to 
contribute could come to the party,” wrote one early 
participant. But, to be sure, because of the technical 
sophistication needed to participate, this loose consortium of 
decision makers tends to fall into a relatively homogenous social 
class: highly educated, altruistic, liberal-minded science 
professionals from modernized societies around the globe. (…) 
And sometimes not so far around the globe.226  

The meritocratic principle is concerned foremost with the ability to 

contribute to the decision making process, and that ability is strongly 

related to certain class privileges. This might be challenged in more 

recent years as increasing number of people participate in forms of 

governance online, for instance as Wikipedia editors. However, it 

does not change the fact that ultimately the two models are not that 

different in regards to the forms of governance that they reproduce. 

The structuring and organising characteristic of networks is where 

the power of networks is concentrated and executed over common 

forms of production which occur on the internet in real-time. The 

collaborative and cooperative practices which take place over 

technological networks and which help people to connect with each 

other are already enclosed at their source. In effect the ‘nature of 

networks’ is based on their particular bias where certain values exist 

always opposite each other such as content and context, co-

operation and competition, and control and unpredictability.227 Or, 

as mentioned earlier, in the opposition of access and trust where the 

existing links between social and technological protocols are 

invisible and often considered separately. The social as well as 

technological protocols are defined and influenced by the 
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distribution model applied in the network where content production 

is managed so mining of data is easily executed through linking and 

liking and related activities. Indeed, Galloway and Eugene Thacker 

identify networks as fundamental to new forms of executing 

control:  

Perhaps there is no greater lesson about networks than the 
lesson about control: networks, by their mere existence, are not 
liberating; they exercise novel forms of control that operate at 
a level that is anonymous and non-human, which is to say 
material.228  

The allegations against US and UK governments spying on its 

citizens229 and the inquiry into scale of intelligence work in Britain230 

revealed by the disclosure of files by Edward Snowden to the 

Guardian in the summer of 2013, are indicative. Galloway and 

Thacker’s claims are reiterated and confirmed by Eric Schmidt, the 

executive chairman of Google, who says that government spying is 

‘the nature of our society’.231  

affective links 

The weak and strong links discussed above connect directly to the 

issue of affect as a motivating force behind participation in socio-

technological networks. Affective links stimulate the quality of 
                                                           
228 Galloway and Thacker, The Exploit, 5. 
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Address Books Globally.” 
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networks either through enjoyment and entertainment in client-

server models, or trust and exchange in peer to peer models. These 

do not exclude other affective energies from influencing 

participation as ‘affective networks are constitutive feature of 

communicative capitalism’.232 

The example of the workings of distributed technologies in 

collaboration with governmental agencies within the framework of 

a surveillance program like PRISM, mining data for commercial 

reasons, or capturing big data as a research and marketing activity, 

demonstrates the complexities engaged in executing such 

manipulations. They include software, administrative and legal 

protocols, marketing practices and research trends which act 

bilaterally with human participants such as police, governmental and 

corporate contractors, academics and scientists of big data, and the 

users themselves. User participation in network technologies is of 

paramount value to programs like PRISM, and in fact, it is the core 

of it, necessary to distil required information. Similarly, online 

interactions create the social space of Facebook, Amazon or eBay. 

Users contribute their intelligence and behavioural patterns to the 

development of algorithms in Google search engines, give up their 

body data delegating its management to networks that link 

monitoring devices with data calculating algorithms. Here souls are 

at work, to paraphrase Berardi,233 in the repetitious process of 

individual subjectivation.234 All these take place in highly controlled 

environments which render commons as farmyards where the users’ 

task is to become one that is counted as a data unit. The 

characteristic features of these platforms include the voluntary mass 
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participation of users, highly competitive and precarious labour 

environment, and the loss of ownership and access to own data. 

Thus created networks are organised and maintained by resources 

they use: network infrastructure, algorithms, workers, users, capital, 

etc. Users are still part of such an organized network but only as a 

resource from which value can be extracted.  

towards many different practices of becoming 

This inevitable dependency on user participation and data 

generation reproduces a familiar division that has been at the core 

of capitalism and which I explored in previous sections when 

referring to the subversion of community. It is based on enclosures 

and exploitations, it reproduces unequal relations based on inclusion 

and exclusion and it tries to make invisible the role of the social 

subject and social factory in producing value extracted by those 

platforms. Historically such processes have been driven by a 

rhetoric of improvement and modernisation or predictions of 

tragedy, as Hardin’s essay on Tragedy of Commons referred to at 

the start of this chapter, exemplifies; extraction from nature to 

culture, often considered to be inevitable. However, the motivation 

leading to processes which tend to naturalise social labour have been 

well defined by Vandana Siva who says: 

To define social labour as a state of nature is an essential 
element of this ‘improvement’. This achieves three things 
simultaneously: 1) it denies any contribution by those whose 
products are appropriated, and by converting their activity in 
passivity transforms used and developed resources into 
‘unused’, ‘underdeveloped’, and ‘wasted’ resources; 2) by 
constructing appropriation to mean ‘development’ and 
‘improvement’, it transforms robbery into a right with the claim 
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to ownership based on a claim based on improving; and 3) 
relatedly, by defining previous social labour as nature, and thus 
not conferring any rights, it transforms people’s assertion of 
their customary, collective usurfructuary rights into piracy and 
theft.235  

The same logic is reintroduced into networks where creativity and 

everyday online practices cease their autonomy and are turned into 

forms of economic participation. Profits and capital accumulation 

are ‘the only ends to which creativity is put’ with no space to 

recognise social good.236 This structural dynamic present in the 

networks plays itself out in the contested terrain of copyright and 

copyleft struggles over immaterial property, secure or anonymous 

data and information exchange, open architecture or controlled 

access and the creation of new network spaces, or proliferation of 

free labour practices disguised as fun and playful social interactions. 

This dynamic actively and physically affects material spaces too by 

producing electronic waste landfills, fuelling wars and facilitating 

financial speculation.   

The space of flows and placeless space proposed by Castells as 

defining network logic point to a particular form of dislocation and 

disassociation. These invisible vectors which frame millions of 

interactions where technologies, daily life, economies and 

organisational formations are manifested and produced through 

frequent and repeated use of social media platforms, production of 

big data, or algorithmically controlled high frequency financial 

trading. The internet is a grid-like-structure of homogenising 

tendencies interrupted by dynamic movements, interactions and 
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user habits.237 Such network topographies where the networks of 

connected hardware and software criss-cross and converge with 

different institutional and user practices point to a particular 

understanding of internetwork as ‘an abstract technical diagram 

implying a very specific production of space’.238 This production is 

accompanied by particular practices, as well as the clear and biased 

division between conceptualisations of cyberspace as global, 

immaterial and virtual, and the material and localised effects that it 

generates. The virtual and material are linked but are situated within 

different conditions of flows of data which dominates over the 

space of places.  

The diversity of the internet as produced space whose functions range 

from global medium and means of organisation and publishing to 

junkyard and ‘sleaze factory’239 resists the incorporation into a 

unified idea of the commons. Indeed, all that can be defined as 

common is shared tendency to compete on the one hand, and on 

the other as an acceleration of total production and consumption 

facilitated by abstraction through dislocation in time and space. The 

production of this ‘common space’ takes place on the grid which 

rationalises the distribution of space via IP and DNS protocols and 

works across the dynamic vectors which constantly modify and 

redefine the medium at the same time keeping at a distance from all 

that is flesh.  

Therefore, when thinking cybercommons the task is manifold. To 

occupy technologies so they can support our sustenance and cease 

being the tool of war and exploitation. To interrupt the 

commons/enclosures order so different/Other real is experienced. To 
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constantly intervene into language/code practices that reaffirm the 

logic of capital that defines resources and subverts communities. To 

build commons as composition of disparate elements that does not 

involve organising to govern but it requires many different practices 

of becoming as forms of commoning. 

In this chapter commons and commoning are proposed as forms of 

organising which like new models of curating such as content 

curation discussed in the previous chapter, are based on practices of 

individuation and subjectivation. These practices too are made more 

complex by their incorporation of technologies, algorithms, 

machines and networks. Distributed across humans and machines 

their sustained entanglement is at the core of biopolitical force 

which produces and refines forms of governance based on control 

and surveillance in affective capitalism.  

Entanglements of individuation and subjectivation illustrate how 

curating and commons take place in what Haraway defines as ‘a 

technological polis based partly on a revolution of social relations in 

the oikos, the household’.240 This revolution is the result of the 

transformations initiated by state’s interest ‘to introduce [this] 

meticulous attention of the father towards his family into the 

management of the state’241 realized in the machines of control and 

surveillance. But the transformation is also a struggle not for 

common language but for ‘powerful infidel heteroglossia’ which 

‘strike(s) fear into circuits of the supersavers of the new right’.242 No 

longer restricted by a public and private divide curating and 
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commons are equally affective as they are materially effective. They 

are practices and processes that no longer can be defined only as 

particular activities of organising and managing art or code but they 

are result of specific entanglements where people, machines and 

software are always in power/knowledge relations. The posthuman 

character of curating (content) and commons/commoning (coding 

practices and free software) not only defines how these practices 

change but how they are performed. Most importantly their 

participation in forms of governance over life and how they are 

forms of governmentality is mapped as posthuman. The next 

chapter outlines the biopolitical conditions for these posthuman 

practices by exposing forms of biopower in which they operate and 

by focusing on the apparatus through which they operate. 
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CHAPTER THREE   Ontologies of post-participation: towards 

an aesthetics of common/s 

 

 

 

Even though we share placement in the phylum of vertebrates, we inhabit not just 

different genera and divergent families, but altogether different orders.  

Donna Haraway 

 

We need a pragmatic and materialistic taxonomy of the new apparatuses of 

accumulation established by post-Fordist capitalism along this asymmetry – a sort of new 

Foucauldian taxonomy of the dispositifs of the factory of culture. 

Matteo Pasquinelli 

 

 

In the previous chapters I introduced the two main subjects of this 

thesis: curating and commons. I have defined curating and commons 

from a posthuman perspective. The focus was on how these different 

activities have changed and how their composition, that includes 

humans and nonhumans, problematizes traditional categories that 

usually are used to define commons and curating. This analysis 

expands and exposes curating and commons as many different 

practices of becoming, where technologies and forms of 

individuation and subjectivation operate together and confuse clear 
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divisions between one and the other. In particular, I have shown how 

they have become posthuman as their biopolitical apparatus is based 

on human and nonhuman relations. 

Interrogation of the posthuman is continued in this chapter by 

looking closely at how curating and commons are posthuman 

together, that is, asking what are the relations between them? Once 

the two have been defined separately in the previous chapters, my 

focus is on participation as an activity that governs how they are 

connected. This motivation follows the intricacies of human-

nonhuman relations that constitute curating and commons as 

posthuman subjects, and I pay attention to how this influences how 

public and private are redefined materially and discursively. 

Participation is considered as a useful entry to understand and define 

complex relationality that is present within the posthuman condition 

and that links curating and commons.  

By concentrating on participation I perform three steps that 

interrogate the workings of participation. I start with the critique of 

participation as a social tool showing how nonhumans are equally 

involved in shaping what is real to us and how it is experienced. This 

critique is consistent with the more general interest in accounting for 

nonhumans as active in construction of the real as represented in 

Actor Network Theory, Object Oriented Ontologies, Speculative 

Realism, new materialism and technosciences. My intervention takes 

its cue from this ontological shift and investigates how nonhumans 

are operative in the field of human action that is participation in art. 

I argue that only by recognising how nonhumans are also engaged in 

generating a relational and participatory situation, that it is possible to 

generate conditions for aesthetic experience.    
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The next step continues with this development and introduces the 

notion of post-participation that defines how humans and 

nonhumans are already involved in systems of production and 

mediation of the social. Examples used to make this point include art 

projects that are based on participatory methods and that define the 

social as big data and related practices. I consider post-participation 

to be not just the common experience of the reality today, but the 

very process of construction of contemporary commons. This points 

to automation of participation on the one hand and to the constant 

mediation of the social, which is increasingly replaced by affect as I 

also demonstrate in the chapter.  

Finally, I discuss how notions of public and private are influenced by 

this change in the social and I analyse how they are intimately 

entangled and cannot be thought of as separate areas of human 

action. Central to this analysis is Hannah Arendt’s thesis on the 

human condition and the distinction that she makes between labour, 

work and action. By asking what can be said of the public in the 

posthuman condition I bring in the notion of commons, not to 

replace the public realm, but to show how it is a different way of being 

together as becoming common with.         

 

Participation revisited  

Participation has become a prevalent and contested notion within art. 

Since Nicolas Bourriaud’s Relational Aesthetics (1998) and Claire 

Bishop’s (2004) critique of participation in art, it has become a 

discursive field in its own right1 and a term that privileges people while 

                                                           
1 Radical Culture Research Collective, “Radical Culture Research Collective: A 
Very Short Critique of Relational Aesthetics | Transform.eipcp.net.” 
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establishing them as a medium for participation and collaboration. 

With people and the public as the main material of participatory 

works, it is the social aspect of such artistic forms which receives most 

attention, and it is either celebrated or critiqued accordingly. In 

general, participation as a practice and a method has been used to 

stimulate action and engagement in artworks. It has been recognised 

as a particular tendency in art marking the shift from ‘establishing 

relations between objects towards establishing relations between 

subjects’2 and defining viewers as producers.3 Similarly, the rise of 

relational aesthetics in the 1990s claimed to reconstruct and regenerate 

notions of community and the social in the face of proliferation of 

new communication and information technologies. Relationality and 

participation have been established as defining particular forms of 

engagement in artworks invested in producing ‘modes of 

conviviality’4 with an emphasis on ‘collaboration, and the collective 

dimension of social experience’.5 These approaches have since 

monopolised ideas about relational and participatory art that privilege 

the human which, as I will argue, nullifies the aesthetic possibilities of 

participation by limiting the understanding how participation is 

constructed by excluding nonhumans from this process.   

And so I start with a focus on two examples: critiques of participatory 

art by Bishop, and the concept of relational aesthetics as proposed by 

Bourriaud. The aim of this critical re-evaluation of these two 

positions is to highlight the ‘human exceptionalism’6 represented in 

them which goes hand in hand with a systematic exclusion of digital 

and internet-based practices in the discussions of participatory art. 

                                                           
2 Milevska, “Participatory Art. A Paradigm Shift from Objects to Subjects.” 
3 Bishop, Participation. 
4 Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics. 
5 Bishop, Participation, 10. 
6 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 136. 
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This is not to say, however, that attention to nonhuman others is 

immediately present otherwise, as they long to become one with the 

human and their presence is often disguised as a social affair. The 

emphasis of this section is to understand participatory art beyond the 

social as human only domain, and to account for other forms of 

participation therein in order to consider what is at stake and how to 

move towards commons as shared aesthetic experience of 

posthuman subjects.       

the end of participation 

The focus on participation in art defines a tendency to shift and 

change traditional relations that exist between the artist, audience, 

curators, art institutions and so on. Early examples of participation 

referenced by Bishop in her book Artificial Hells (2012) also a survey 

of participatory art in twentieth century, which includes the 

spectacular re-enactment of the Storming of the Winter Palace in St 

Petersburg in 1920, with thousands of people taking part as 

participants and the audience in the mass spectacle directed by 

Nikolai Evreinov.7 Other examples include more intimate Dada 

performances, or theatre experiments of Antonin Artaud or Bertolt 

Brecht.8 Such events adopt performative methods to activate 

spectators and incite their response through structured chaos as 

exercised in Futurist serate (performative evenings),9 or to make them 

                                                           
7 The event was documented and filmed and later its fragments were used by 
Sergei Eisenstein and Grigori Alexandrov in their film October. Ten Days That Shook 
the World (1928). 
8 For detailed discussion of some of these examples see Bishop, Artificial Hells. 
Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship.  
9 Ibid., 42. 
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part of the military mass organisation of The Storming of the Winter 

Palace.  

For Bishop participation too is about activating the spectator in an 

environment where the artist’s role is also changing .10 She claims the 

artist to be: 

less as an individual producer of discrete objects than as a 
collaborator and producer of situations; the work of art as a finite, 
portable, commodifiable product is reconceived as an ongoing or 
long-term project with an unclear beginning and end; while the 
audience, previously conceived as a ‘viewer’ or ‘beholder’, is now 
repositioned as a co-producer or participant.11   

Bishop pays attention to how the roles that had been clearly defined 

within the artworld become confused and function otherwise within 

it. The artist is no longer the sole creator but together with the 

audience engages in collaborations that are processual and not 

focused on the finished product, but become an ongoing experience. 

Such participatory practices are defined as ‘socially engaged art, 

community-based art, experimental communities, dialogic art, littoral 

art, interventionist art, participatory art, collaborative art, contextual 

art and (most recently) social art’.12 Participation is taken to exhibit 

art’s interest in the social as community (somewhat like public art13) 

and is dedicated to opening the social through intervention, dialogue, 

collaboration.  

                                                           
10 See: Bishop, “Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics”; Bishop, “The Social Turn: 
Collaboration and Its Discontents”; Bishop, “Digital Divide”; Bishop, Artificial 
Hells. Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship. 
11 Bishop, Artificial Hells. Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 2. 
12 Ibid., 1. 
13 This is what Suzanne Lacy defines as ‘new genre public art’, in Lacy, Mapping the 
Terrain, 1994. 
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With this framing of participatory art, Bishop develops her argument 

based on the statement that social process is over-emphasised and 

valued over the aesthetic product, and that the aesthetic judgment of 

artwork is replaced by ethical and moral judgments. The rise of the 

social as the main value of participatory art has been the main concern 

of critics who, like Bishop, objected to the notion of aesthetics 

reduced to sociality and social conviviality,14 or whose doubts were 

particularly related to the inherent possibility of commodifying social 

relations that such art forms might produce.15 The idea of the 

relational form as a way to activate the audience has been seen as 

reducing artists’ political positions to the issue of social relations and 

community building, and elevating spectators’ supposed active 

participation as the privileged way of engaging in art. According to 

Bishop it is the tension between art’s autonomy and social 

intervention that should be at the core of accomplished participatory 

art.  

This argument is persuasive, as is its dedication to aesthetically rich 

content in participatory art.16 However, I claim that it does not go far 

enough. The aesthetics of the work are defined by how ‘these 

contribute and reinforce the social and artistic experience being 

generated’17 but no explanation is given as to what that aesthetic 

experience might entail. And as Josephine Berry Slater explains, the 

political context of participatory art developed in Bishop’s book 

follows the move from audience participation as the ‘crucial 

                                                           
14 Bishop, “Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics.” 
15 For this argument see Stallabrass, Art Incorporated; Stewart, “Critique of Relational 
Aesthetics.” 
16 See my paper presented at the Re-wire conference “Knowledge Commons or 
Souls at Work? Curatorial systems and questions of contingency”. See Appendix in 
Common Practice memory stick.  
17 Bishop, Artificial Hells. Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 8. 
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ingredient and aim of revolutionary and radical cultures to state-

endorsed language of post-Fordist conformity’.18 Bishop reflects on 

the changing conditions in which participatory art takes place today, 

where there is little or no difference between ‘creative industry’, the 

‘culture industry’, ‘art’ and ‘entertainment’.19 Neoliberal trends in the 

UK and Europe are clearly identified as contributing towards a 

particular instrumental way through which culture and industry 

operate together.20 Bishop says: 

This aim of unleashing creativity, however, was not 
designated to foster greater social happiness, the 
realisation of authentic human potential, or the 
imagination of utopian alternatives, but to produce, in 
the words of sociologist Angela McRobbie, ‘a future 
generation of socially diverse creative workers who are 
brimming with ideas and whose skills need not only be 
channelled into the fields of art and culture but will also 
be good for business’.21  

Bishop rightly questions the kind of participatory projects whose 

description and ways in which they are contextualised are almost 

indistinguishable from the governmental agenda. There, creative 

citizens are activated as new subjects who participate in ‘the task of 

being individually responsible for what, in the past, was the collective 

                                                           
18 Berry Slater, “The Ghosts of Participation Past.” 
19 Bishop, Artificial Hells. Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 15. 
20 Similar argument was made some sixty years earlier by Theodor Adorno and 
Max Horkheimer in their essay “Culture Industry. Enlightenment as a Mass 
Deception” published in the book Dialectic of Enlightenment. (1944) They critically 
engage with culture of mass entertainment and commodification of art in 
capitalism and they recognise how art is no longer autonomous and becomes 
standardised and monopolised by what they term ‘culture industry’.  
21 Bishop, Artificial Hells. Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 15. 
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concern of the state’.22 The problem, as defined by Bishop, is a 

‘conflation between the discourse of art and creativity’23 which, it is 

assumed, limits the possibility of aesthetic experience for the 

participant.  

Bishop’s argument, it can be claimed, follows the critique of culture 

industry offered by Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer in the 

1940s. They introduce the term ‘culture industry’ which accounts for 

the increasing rise of mass entertainment (film, radio, magazines). 

With this term they define a process of commodification of culture 

in capitalism where art loses its autonomy and becomes rationalized 

and directly operative for capitalism.24 This process influences the 

ability of art to provide a different view of reality that has 

emancipatory potential because of its lack of function and because of 

it being different. This, according to Horkheimer and Adorno, as well 

as being an ideological issue is a matter of form. They say:  

The moment in the work of art by which it transcends reality 
cannot, indeed, be severed from style, that moment, however, 
does not consist in achieved harmony, in the questionable unity 
of form and content, inner and outer, individual and society, but 
in those traits in which the discrepancy emerges, in the necessary 
failure of the passionate striving for identity. Instead of exposing 
itself to this failure, in which style of the great work of art has 
always negotiated itself, the inferior work has relied on its 
similarity to others, the surrogate of identity. The culture industry 
has finally posited this imitation as absolute. Being nothing other 
than style, it divulges style’s secret: obedience to the social 
hierarchy.25  

                                                           
22 Ibid., 14. 
23 Ibid., 16. 
24 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment. 
25 Ibid., 103. 
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Culture industry monopolises aesthetic function of art through 

conformity with the social system governed by forms of production 

and consumption. This argument is echoed in Bishop’s critique of 

participatory art which to her is part of creative industries and its 

function is that of democratising and standardising of creativity so it 

can work in the post-Fordist version of capitalism.26  

Bishop’s dedication to keep art and creativity as distinct concepts is 

important, but it can only fail when the interest in material results 

created by the discursive relation that art and creativity enter together 

is cancelled out. Namely, that the tools of participation, including 

digital and networked technologies, are not included in this critique. 

Another difficulty presented here is the designation of creativity as a 

functional tool for the democratisation of art,27 which again confirms 

the division and restates the opposition of creativity and its functional 

character versus art and its aesthetic realm. This analysis in Artificial 

Hells represents an orthodox dedication to art’s autonomy while at 

the same time it fails to recognise the complexities of what might be 

involved in achieving autonomy, particularly when participation is a 

ubiquitous condition and when the desired role for citizens today is 

to be creative. This perspective is rather limiting and on closer 

inspection is unable to move beyond the critique of participation per 

se focusing on its critique with regards to its function as a generator 

of consensus or ‘agent of normativity’ as defined by others.28 

Otherwise, as Bishop argues herself, it is more in line with the 

populist agendas of neoliberal governments than with the historical 

                                                           
26 See also Boltanski and Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism. 
27 Bishop, Artificial Hells. Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 13. 
28 See Miessen, The Nightmare of Participation. and Berry Slater, “The Ghosts of 
Participation Past.” 
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reason for its resurgence in the 1990s prompted by the collapse of 

alternative regimes to capitalism.29  

The questionable element in her critique is that it does not move 

beyond itself, which leaves us with reassurances that participatory art 

‘need continually to be performed and tested in every specific 

context’.30 The question is, what if the context is already defined by a 

different kind of participation and is no longer about testing anything 

but about executing control? Bishop picks up on this in her reference 

to the diagram “The Ladder of Participation” (Fig.11) which was 

published together with an article about forms of citizen involvement 

in 1969.31  

Her analysis disregards this model on the assumption that democracy 

in art has nothing to do with how democracy is achieved in society, 

adding that ‘the most challenging works of art do not follow this 

schema’.32 This might well be the case, but there is another 

assumption implicit here which suggests that the experience of 

spectatorship defined as a form of subjectivity is separate from that 

of the citizen-subject. This separation between the subject as art 

spectator and subject as citizen defines a difficulty that is never 

overcome in Artificial Hells. It leads to the conclusion that 

participatory art’s function is to be a designated space to exercise 

democracy by citizens at a distance from the way democracy is 

enacted in society at large, which in effect hails ‘the end of 

participation’.33 And indeed, the end of participation could be the most 

productive argument to continue with, but is an impossible task if the 
                                                           
29 Bishop, Artificial Hells. Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 277. 
30 Ibid., 284. 
31 See the section “The Ladder and the Container and The End of Participation£, 
in Ibid., 279–284. 
32 Ibid., 279. 
33 Ibid., 283. 
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survey of participatory art offered by Bishop in Artificial Hells excludes 

examples of artworks which use technologies and various digital 

media to entice participation.  

 
Figure 11. Eight Rungs on a Ladder of Citizen Participation, 1969, Sherry Arnstein, 

source: https://panoplylab.wordpress.com/2011/03/16/arnstein%E2%80%99s-

model-and-participation-in-the-theater-1969-1969-1969/ see also Bishop Artificial 

Hells, p. 280 

This is a highly questionable approach to art history and one which 

demands to be contested. There are a number of instances when art 

history and theory have overlooked, or in fact have continuously 
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excluded, certain art practices or artists because of gender, ethnicity 

or their geographic location. Let’s put aside the usual calls of digital 

art critics, artists and curators against ghettoising the whole category 

of artworks produced with digital media,34 and instead focus on 

defining what and who are excluded with the decision to cast out 

digital practices from art histories of participation. Such exclusion 

avoids questions about other than human participants engaged in 

forms of production, nor is it concerned with the fact that people are 

already involved in everyday forms of creative and collective 

participation facilitated and sustained by online platforms and other 

social software. These instances of collective imagination are not 

included when analysing participation in art and are otherwise 

dismissed as failed attempts to disperse works of art into everyday life 

or economised creativity, as possibly resulting in elimination of ‘any 

kind of concentrated artistic experience’.35 The answer to this is simple 

and predictable given what has already been said in this thesis: it is 

the human and nonhuman participation that makes such art forms, 

yet their participation is not suitably recognised.  

This conservative position is not exclusive to art history but is also 

echoed within the domain of technology itself; for example in the 

view within the field of pervasive media claiming that ‘the most 

profound technologies are those that disappear’.36 The ever-present 

desire to make technology transparent so as not to disrupt truly real 

experience of the world around it is akin to the idea that art too has 

the power to reveal reality to us. The tendency to make technology 

                                                           
34 See Quaranta, Beyond New Media Art. for overview of contemporary and digital 
art crossovers and an argument to finally do away with the divisions that keep 
these two art genres at a distance; Also see Harger, “Why Contemporary Art Fails 
to Come to Grips with Digital. A Response to Claire Bishop.” 
35 Bishop, Artificial Hells. Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 142. 
36 Weiser, “The Computer for the Twenty-First Century,” 94.  
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disappear, however, brings a set of problems which are not only 

technological. Lialina argues in her article ‘Turing Complete User’ 

(2012) that when technology becomes invisible, the ‘user’ also 

disappears.37 She calls for protection of the term ‘user’ against 

aspirations that want to get rid of it and replace it with the general 

term ‘people’. Lialina postulates that the term ‘user’ is the reminder 

of the truth that in fact more often than not we ‘users’ didn’t design 

the systems that we use, and that there are ‘two classes of people – 

developers and users’.38 If we were to replace the term ‘user’ with 

‘participant’ or ‘audience’, and ‘developer’ with ‘artist’ for example 

(although this term could be also replaced with curator, gallerist, art 

institution, etc.), we would be reminded that similar relations are part 

of the art system and that art audiences are rarely in control of the 

situation in which they participate. Lialina’s argument points to power 

relations that exist in and govern such systems, and thus reminds us 

that power lies in the hands of those who know how to create and 

influence such systems. The term ‘participant’ like the term ‘user’ can 

serve as a kind of reality check, helpful to define the role we assume 

in the art system, and as such how we decide to act within it. Without 

considering this systematic exclusion, it is impossible to recognise the 

production of new socialities and subjectivities that result from 

engaging in the world through different digital media and 

technological devices. Common experiences of participatory 

artworks and massively technologically enabled systems, as well as 

active and affective formations of our digital selves that intra-act with 

the world, seem to be of no interest to those who associate aesthetic 

experience with rigidly demarcated art spaces only.  

                                                           
37 Lialina, “Turing Complete User.” 
38 Ibid. 
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What Lialina defines as the vernacular Web when referring to the 

forms of participation in the Web by its early users,39 would not be 

taken into account in analysis of participation in the same way that 

citizen participation and creativity are excluded from it in Artificial 

Hells. This attitude often places participatory experience as 

instrumental and generalising actual experiences that participants 

have as result of engaging in the work. Such an approach also denies 

participants the inclusion of their experiences as users of social media, 

app developers or iPad consumers at the time when people in the 

West increasingly live across different media and are mediated by it. 

It fails to address common experiences of creating worlds together 

which effectively limits aesthetic possibilities of participatory forms 

and their potential for the social. Later in this section I will give 

examples of two artworks which propose a very different way of 

using participation that engages common experience in creating a 

particular realm for the public. Before that, I will focus on aesthetic 

limitations present in relational aesthetics.  

all too human reality of relational aesthetics  

The participatory formalism introduced by Bishop and her critique of 

participation is different from what Bourriaud defines as relational 

aesthetics. Where Bishop was preoccupied with the aesthetic value of 

the work cannibalised by its social relevance, relational art is about 

production of ‘relations between people and the world, by way of 

aesthetic object’.40 Relational aesthetics is interested in relations 

between people where technology is excluded as interrupting the 

possibility for encountering others and connecting with them. Such 

                                                           
39 Espenschied and Lialina, Digital Folklore. See also Chapter One for the discussion 
of new public spaces online.  
40 Bishop, Artificial Hells. Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 43. 
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relations do not need technological mediations plunging ‘human 

contacts into monitored areas that divide the social bond up into 

(quite) different products’41 and ‘inter-human game’.42 The argument 

raised in relational aesthetics is that the art gallery is a space where 

human relations can be rescued from their final destination as capital 

relations through the new aesthetic object of ‘relational form’43 Not 

only does art produce a specific sociability, but the gallery is 

considered a ‘concrete space’44 that can protect relations between 

people from commodifying forces of the technologically assisted 

world.   

Relational aesthetics declares what, where and who is necessary in 

order to create conditions for aesthetic experience: available to gallery 

visitors with the artist and his (as mostly relational artists were men)45 

vision at the centre, initiating and restoring interactions. Bourriaud’s 

attempt to consider art object in the context of human relationality is 

never fully realised. The object-subject relation changes but only 

within parameters of their spatial arrangements within the gallery 

where aesthetic object now defines the social bond, aestheticised 

while enacted in the artshow. 

The way in which participation is assimilated and repackaged as 

relational aesthetics reaffirms the kind of relationality which it 

originally set out to critique, namely one which laments over the social 

                                                           
41 Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, 43, 8. 
42 Ibid., 19. 
43 Ibid., 11. 
44 Ibid., 46. 
45 Artists regularly referred to by Bourriaud as concerned with relational art were 
mostly men with the exception of Vanessa Beecroft. For detailed discussion of this 
see Reckitt, “Forgotten Relations: Feminist Artists and Relational Aesthetics.”  
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bond turned into a ‘standardised artefact’.46 It unashamedly rests on 

an idealised concept of (artistic) autonomy failing again to take into 

account the changing environment in which the struggle for 

autonomy takes place.47 It instrumentalises participation as a tool used 

by artists to conduct some momentary satisfaction generated by the 

experience of the social, where being together is a fetishized event. In 

effect, relational aesthetics invokes the always haunting desire for the 

real as some form of objective space undisturbed by affect and its 

subjects, where artist as ethnographer fashions the everyday for a 

museum.48 This time the hunt is for the real as social which, it is implied, 

can only be experienced without technology, or with objects only as 

aesthetical prompts for the human to join it.   

Participatory art and in particular its core focus on the social as 

human-centred construct is not sustainable when social experiences 

are mediated and take place across different socio-technological 

platforms that partly produce them. Accounting for other than 

human participants in such new social constructs would allow for a 

deeper recognition of how the social is produced and where it is 

situated. In Science and Technology Studies, Actor Network Theory 

(ANT) has been influential in recognising relational materiality of 

heterogeneous elements as foundational to how they derive their 

nature through networks and networked associations. Bruno Latour 

refers to such processes in the context of reassembling the social 

                                                           
46 Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, 9. See also similar argument discussed in 
Stallabrass, Art Incorporated.  
47 The problematic connection between labour and play is one example of 
discussions which take seriously the issue of autonomy in the environment where 
technology complicates relations of play and labour, free and non-free and so on. 
For more detailed discussion of this see the previous chapter. Also see collection 
of essays in Scholz, Digital Labor. 
48 Hal Foster explores what he considers ‘quasi-anthropological role for the artist’ 
in his essay “The Artist as Ethnographer.” 
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which focuses on associations that also include nonhuman objects 

and the material context as well as social and cultural.49 In the 

philosophy of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, assemblage is 

introduced as a concept with which to address the complex relations 

and multiplicities that act simultaneously on things and bodies and 

modes of expression and behaviour. The social relations include 

desiring-machines and the social becomes machinic.50 Based on 

Deleuze and Guattari assemblages, a new philosophy of society by 

Manuel DeLanda attempts to define a new social ontology that 

seriously engages complexity.51 In theories grounded in feminist 

thought, this is approached as an issue of matter and mattering which 

is also a framework for this thesis.52 As I have already stated, I follow 

an agential realist approach that allows me to engage material-

discursive analysis of artworks and concepts discussed. With this 

outlook it is possible to realise that relational aesthetics masks among 

other things what can only be considered a technophobic attitude 

which deems technology responsible for the loss of a human bond 

rather than its reconfiguration which would include the posthuman. 

Often such an approach is underpinned by a crude stance that 

technology turns people into consumers and is yet another 

incarnation of the society of the spectacle.  

                                                           
49 See Latour, Reassembling the Social; Law, Actor Network Theory and After. 
50 Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus. 
51 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus; Delanda, A New Philosophy of Society. 
52 References to the matter as a practice and ‘doing’ have been particularly 
developed in the work of Haraway as speculation and often referred to as a form 
of worlding; Barad talks about mattering as performative agency which is also the 
focus of Jane Bennet’s book Vibrant Matter; and more generally in feminist thought 
the tradition of the body as the primary matter in undoing gender and race is 
strongly established, i.e. Beauvoir, The Second Sex; Hooks, Ain’t I a Woman; Butler, 
Bodies That Matter; Grosz, Volatile Bodies. 
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Rather than considering human-machine relations through artistic 

practices which engage the social through digital and networked 

media, both Bourriaud and Bishop decide to dismiss such practices 

altogether. The social is fetishized and claimed to be in need of 

recuperation carried out by relational art (Bourriaud), or participation 

is challenged as aesthetically unaccomplished (Bishop). The social in 

these instances assumes anthropocentrism, and on a grander scale it 

is a fetishised force that increasingly takes the form of big data. In 

effect it is the human and nonhuman participant that is made 

insignificant in the search for the social that seems less and less 

available. And as I show later in the chapter, user participation is 

harvested as a resource that generates value as data. Yet, earlier 

examples of artworks that use participation suggest very different and 

much more sophisticated approach to the social than those offered 

by Bishop or Bourriaud. In what follows I offer a new materialist 

reading of two participatory works that have been known as Fluxus 

practices, to introduce another way of thinking participation, where 

by focusing on common experience, participation is central to 

maintaining difference by creating a certain disjuncture in how the 

artwork is experienced. 

participation as common experience 

The turn in art towards participation characterises more general 

changes in art practices throughout the twentieth century. Concepts 

such as interaction, participation and communication have become 

central to artistic enquiry long before publication of Relational 

Aesthetics at the end of the century. Inke Arns defines this turn as a 

‘movement from the closed to the >>open<< work of art, from the 

static object to the dynamic process, from contemplative reception to 
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active participation’.53 She invokes Umberto Eco’s concept of the 

‘open work’ which characterises work not limited to a single reading 

but invoking a multiplicity of readings.54 Eco’s attention is on the 

complex relations between performer as the interpreter of the work 

and his/her relation with the work; the work itself with its 

composition that leaves it open to interpretation, but always 

according to the rules given to it by the author; and the author whose 

intentions leave the work open while at the same time limiting its 

interpretations.   

It is possible to draw parallels between Eco’s concept and the 

strategies used by artists of the 1960s. Their interest in minimalism 

and refusal to create art works as commodities influenced relations 

between artist, art objects and audience, a process already initiated by 

avant-garde artists of the early 20th century. Artists associated with 

Fluxus, mail art or ‘happenings’, for instance, invited or instructed the 

audience to engage with works in particular ways, often in an 

immediate and direct fashion, and often with the aim to undermine 

its identity as audience.55 A number of tactics can be recognised in 

those practices based on the form of the ‘happening’, which engaged 

performative practice that aimed not just at creating an unique piece 

each time, but at constantly confusing audience with chance elements 

influencing what, when and how something happens. For example, 

in Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece (1964), the audience cut the artist’s clothes 

until she was naked; La Monte Young’s Composition 1961, No. 1, 

January 1 was an instruction to draw a straight line and follow it. It is 

important to highlight in these works their focus on the object of 

artistic production. The use of rules and scores, for example, was a 

                                                           
53 Arns, “Interaction, Participation, Networking.” 
54 Eco, The Open Work. 
55 Kaprow, Kyokai, and Lebel, Assemblage, Environments & Happenings. 
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means to, and a platform for, what can be considered direct action of 

the spectator, and not just the effort to engage with the audience 

directly. The course of this action is aimed at the participant’s 

experience of the self via relations with others: things and people. As 

such it relates more generally to what can be defined as aesthetic 

experience where a particular form of disjuncture is generated to 

unsettle familiarity with certain forms and to place them at a distance 

from their usual environments.  

Ono’s piece in particular is an example which does not aim at 

establishing or restoring community in the way that participatory art 

as social art has come to be understood. On the contrary, Cut Piece 

(Fig.12) is about destruction, and the audience is invited to perform 

it by cutting the artist’s clothing piece by piece, one person after 

another. As Kristine Stiles has claimed, Cut Piece entailed a disrobing, 

a denouement of the reciprocity between exhibitions and scopic 

desires, between victim and assailant, between sadist and masochist; 

and as a heterosexual herself, Ono unveiled the gendered relationship 

of male and female subjects as objects for each other’.56 Here 

relationality is enacted as it takes place through action focused on an 

interpersonal and intimate act in public between individual subjects. 

At the same time the audience is united through the act of violence, 

and through the experience of power positions.  

The act of cutting to pieces restores the direct relationship between 

the artist and audience members. In this instance, however, the artist 

becomes an object and the audience the subject of the event. The act 

of objectifying the self by the artist and at the same time surrendering 

control to the audience makes the artist and the work itself extremely 

vulnerable. The work is open to love or to violence and anger, and 

                                                           
56 Stiles, “Uncorrupted Joy: International Art Actions,” 278. 
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the audience is a subject endowed with power in this relation and free 

to execute it at any time. Here participation is dangerous and 

unpredictable, and as Ono said herself, it could be ‘a frightening piece 

to perform’. It is even more frightening because of the object given 

to the audience to perform with: the scissors; a useful tool but also 

dangerous as the offering of the artist has always the possibility of 

turning into sacrifice. Thus cutting here acts in multiple directions 

dividing fabric into pieces and clothes into fragments, creating 

patterns through gestures, rearranging space, time, and relations 

between subjects and objects. Participation does not delete the 

possibility for tragedy, but here it is challenged to turn it into an 

experience that opens the possibility of some common practice.  

 
Figure 12. Cut Piece (1964), Yoko Ono, photo source: 

http://onoverse.com/2013/02/cut-piece-1964/  
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In Young’s composition there is an opposite structure to that created 

in Cut Piece. Firstly, the artist is completely removed, nevertheless the 

control of the work is apparently total and executed through what I 

would consider metaphorically and literally a command line.57 The work 

requires a particular performance of the score which when executed 

physically confuses the usual subject and object composition where a 

performer is traditionally considered a subject. In this case, it is the 

command and the line itself that could be defined as the subject 

executing the work on and through the body of the performer as an 

object, which helps to realise the work. Interestingly, Composition 1961, 

No. 1, January 1 has been considered an example of not only 

conceptual art but also software art where it is executed mentally 

rather than with the use of a nonhuman computing machine.58 The 

minimal form of the composition is enclosed in the notation and 

sustains the focus on the concept like software. It creates the tension 

between the score and its execution, between its connection and 

disconnection making a space for the work to become and confirm 

itself as conceptual and as such immaterial and yet reaffirmed in 

material form. The line is a metaphor that references the command-

line interface or command language interpreter and it is a material and 

figurative execution of the work. 

The participatory character of this work is complex and it is helpful 

to refer back to its status as a non-computer based example of 

software art. Indeed, if software art is generally created for a 

computer, this concept artwork is created for a human mind able to 

interpret and execute concepts. It requires a human who understands 

language and is willing to engage in an intellectual exercise, and it is 
                                                           
57 The command line is a text interface for a computer. Also known as command 
language interpreter (CLI) and character user interface (CUI). It allows interaction 
with a program by a user who issues commands to the program.      
58 Cramer, “Concept, Notations, Software, Art.” 
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also dependent on its conceptual execution that requires the human 

brain to perform it. This highly conceptual and as such immaterial 

work can be only experienced through the mind-body of the 

performer. The paradox that is aesthetically present in the work is 

that the work is immaterial and at the same time totally dependent on 

the materiality of the human body. Participation takes place through 

the work’s dependence on the conceptual capacities of the human 

brain and body’s ability to draw a line. This understanding of the work 

reintroduces the relation between body/materiality and 

concept/immateriality, and makes the borders between the two 

mutable and blurred. Aesthetic satisfaction is produced by way of 

mental/immaterial and bodily/material disorientation, where the idea 

is made active through its mental performance; at the same time 

conceptually cancelling out the body from this experience while at the 

same time being completely dependent on it. Nam June Paik’s 

interpretation of the Composition as Zen for Head (1962) (Fig. 13) at the 

Fluxus International Festival of New Music makes the mind/body 

paradox particularly explicit. Paik uses his head dipped in a bowl of 

ink to draw the line on the 13-foot-long sheet of paper revealing the 

complex conceptual and material framework of the Composition. Zen 

for Head is not just a performative enactment of the Composition but it 

matters as an execution of the original work in the process of 

becoming Zen for Head where artist’s participation not only performs 

and enacts the Composition, but it changes it.  
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Figure 13. Zen for Head, (1962) Nam June Paik, Paik’s interpretation of LaMonte 

Young’s Composition #10 

In works such as Young’s Composition and Ono’s Cut Piece, 

participation is required to achieve something beyond the focus on 

participation as its main goal. In the works discussed it is conceptual 

experience and the affective arrangement of people and things, 

together with attention to what is common to them. Participation 

here is instrumental but it is not instrumentalised as a method of 
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enacting and representing the social. In fact, it can be argued that 

people perform here like machines and tools, executing the 

instruction or score written by the artist, and in cutting clothes, 

scissors and artist clothes become affective and provoke particular 

emotions and actions. In Cut Piece the social indeed is part of the 

project, but it is not its result and definitely not a necessary 

requirement of participatory work as also Young’s composition 

exemplifies. Both works rather create conditions for a common 

experience that is differently executed, and this difference amplifies 

the possibility of aesthetic effect. This experience becomes common 

as a practice available not only to those who actually perform the 

work, by cutting the artist’s clothes for instance, but it is an experience 

shared in common with others and as such it is a core of empathy, it 

makes empathy possible. Common experience is not necessarily the 

experience of the community as a unifying denominator that permits 

defining community. What becomes common is the score, the 

invitation to use scissors for cutting or to draw the line and follow it. 

And, importantly, it allows difference to take place by opening the 

work to it, or more precisely, it is difference that is common here. 

This new materialist reading of the two works introduces another way 

of thinking participation that does not depend on consensus and does 

not aim at establishing community through the performance in a 

social activity. It establishes difference as the common experience that 

can be operative in participation executed as critical and aesthetic 

force.    
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Post-participation and (social) data practices 

As I argued above, establishing difference as a common experience is 

a necessary move if participation is to remain a critical force that does 

not render participation as representation of the social, but it 

challenges and invokes aesthetic experience of the posthuman social. 

Thus my focus above was on redefining participation through new 

materialist analysis of selected artworks that takes into account the 

complexity of the work that includes the artist, the art object and the 

interpreter/performer/participant in the work. My aim was to 

introduce a different way of analysing participation in art that is not 

constrained by the mainstream tendencies in art history that do not 

account for the participation of nonhuman others in participatory 

forms.  

Recognising how the social is not a human-only domain, and being 

aware that art cannot remain satisfied with representations of the 

social, I will now expand on the common experience. In particular, I 

will account for the outside forces that shape participation such as 

technology, gender, ideological and biopolitical tendencies as well as 

tools, devices and systems. These ideologies, technological 

developments, managerial and organisational systems and their 

material infrastructures are linked in a much broader and multiple 

ways then those defined by the art context of the participatory work. 

And as I show later in the chapter, they also influence the changes in 

how public and private are defined and experienced.  

Participation today is a common experience that brings together 

humans and nonhumans emphasising their involvement in the forms 

of production, including participating in artworks as well as being part 

of social media systems. This understanding of participation takes 

seriously issues of human autonomy also integral in the perceived 
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automatism of the nonhuman. These nonhuman elements might be 

defined, following Braidotti, as ‘constitutive others’ and ‘boundary 

makers’59 which play ‘an important – albeit specular – role in the 

definition of the norm, the norm-al, the norm-ative view of the 

subject’.60 To reiterate my argument stated above, participation has 

been defined too rigidly as a social experience, thus one available to 

humans only, by rendering systems, technologies and other 

nonhumans as external to it. This chapter turns this assertion around 

by looking at how social experience is mediated through participation 

in social media and how humans are made operative in those media 

and other systems. In the same way that machines and software 

function as an element of a system, humans also are recognised as 

necessary to the system’s operations.  

Participation, therefore, is rendered as a technique of exploitation that 

activates individuals in the operations of a system, such as art system 

or systems of big data capture. I elaborate on this by introducing the 

concept of post-participation as the shift from participation as an 

empowering tool in art to its rise as a ubiquitous condition in 

contemporary life. It is a move from participation as a symbol and a 

condition of democratic civic engagement to its augmentation as a 

status-quo. Later in the chapter I specifically look at how this 

influences the construction of public space and how the category of 

private is defined. Here my focus is on how social is increasingly 

replaced by affect. 

In conclusion I define these conditions, revealed by post-

participation, as the process through which the social becomes a side 

effect of engaging in social, media and economic systems. The social, 

                                                           
59 Braidotti, Transpositions : On Nomadic Ethics, 32. 
60 Ibid. 
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consequently, is increasingly defined and analysed as affect,61 

demonstrating the tendency of moving from the social understood as 

the bond within a community or population, to affect as having its 

source in individual subjects and bodies and ‘unfolding amid the usual 

activity of life’.62 Affect, however, unlike the social, is petty, mundane 

and lost in big data, and most importantly, impossible to represent, 

which I will showcase here. Finally, I link affect and empathy and 

recognise them as necessary for aesthetic experience that transgresses 

post-participatory conditions of automated participation. 

rendering the social as big data  

One of the consequences of neglecting to consider nonhuman 

elements is that the discourse of participation in art has been 

somewhat blind to the incorporation of user participation in another 

social sphere – that of social media. This space of abundant creative 

production where participation takes place non-stop, and where new 

commons are constantly being created and often enclosed, is a 

prevailing regime that governs the social today. Social media is a 

laboratory where participation, sharing and peer production are tested 

and explored, not as a case of conviviality and bond making, as 

relational art would have it, but often as a resource for rent and 

division. This generates conflicting realities where co-operative 

models are appropriated into  neo-liberal economies based on data as 

                                                           
61 Number of theorists and writers have been dealing with the concept of affect 
and so called affective turn, see: Clough and Halley, The Affective Turn; Clough, 
“The Affective Turn Political Economy, Biomedia and Bodies”; Stewart, Ordinary 
Affects; Massumi, Parables for the Virtual; Gregg and Seigworth, The Affect Theory 
Reader. In the previous chapters I link affect to datafication processes and 
increasing informatisation of everyday life.  
62 Berlant, Cruel Optimism, 5. 
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a ‘perishable commodity’.63 Post-participation refers to this 

framework where participation generates data and data generates 

value for the likes of Uber, Airbnb, Facebook and so on (Fig.14).  

 

 
Figure 14. Digital Disruption Happened Through Data Value, (2015), Dez 

Blanchfield’s slide from a presentation during Tech Mahindra panel for 

FutureScapesExpress at Sydney, Australia, November 2015. Source: Siddarth Nair; 

@TechMahindra, @dez_blanchfield, #FXpress 

Post-participation takes participation to be a condition present 

everywhere and enacted by humans and nonhumans participating 

together and being already part of the everyday as complex media 

                                                           
63 “Big Data @ CeBIT 2015 - Dez Blanchfield ( Day #1 ).” 
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systems in cognitive capitalism. Post-participation is part of politics 

which define a situation where ‘social life on the Internet has become 

the “standing reserve”, the site for the creation of value through ever 

more inscrutable channels of commercial surveillance’.64 The internet 

is no longer a utopian public space where individual freedom can also 

be exercised, it now individualises exploitation and commodifies 

sharing into the ‘share economy’,65 all under algorithmic scrutiny. 

Paraphrasing the words of Gene McHugh about the internet and 

post-internet, participation is not a way to escape to another world, 

but a way in which we are already in the world we wanted to escape 

from.66 As implied, post-participation refers to and sits alongside 

other post-concepts such as post-internet, post-digital and post-

human which point to the everyday quality of technology and its 

semi-autonomy from traditional human/social relations. This 

proliferation of the ‘post-anything’, with which Geoff Cox describes 

the current tendency in critical thinking to refer to various processes 

of displacement, is representative of the increased participation of 

technologies in managing, organising and (re)producing social 

relations.67 Nevertheless, in our post-world, relations are increasingly 

complicated, and in the era of Anthropocene, people already have 

done enough to completely change the ‘natural’ course of history not 

                                                           
64 Scholz, “Introduction. Why Does Digital Labour Matter Now?,” 1. 
65 Share economy is a process of colonisation of sharing with capitalist attitude 
where everything becomes an opportunity to ‘share’ that is to sell, rent and so on.  
66 McHugh, Post Internet. See also Debatty, “Interview with Marisa Olson - We 
Make Money Not Art.”and the discussion on post-net aesthetics on Rhyzome, 
especially an article by Connor, “What’s Postinternet Got to Do with Net Art?”  
67 Cox, “Prehistories of the Post-Digital.” See also other contributions to Christian 
U. Anderson; Cox G.; Papadopoulos G. (eds) Post-Digital Research, in A Peer 
Reviewed Journal About, 3 (2014) 
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only for themselves but for the entire planet. 68 Such dramatic 

intervention of the humans on the world calls for deeper engagement 

and rethinking of ‘our bodies as part of nature-culture continuum’69 

that also makes a serious interrogation of the social from the 

posthuman perspective urgent.  

With this in mind it is useful to recall Lovink’s claim that today the 

‘social manifests itself as a network’ pointing to the organisational 

structures of societies that are governed and mediated by networks.70 

This argument, further developed in his book Networks Without a 

Cause (2011), reveals tensions and conflicts that are generated through 

interactions with social media and its technological networks, yet are 

rarely included in network analysis. From Web2.0 blogging to the 

dependence on search engines, our contemporary forms of 

participation in the social sphere are, as Lovink argues, increasingly 

pointless and without a clear, socially defined cause. This echoes an 

earlier critique of internet as public sphere in which Dean maintains 

that internet ideology is that ‘of publicity in the service of 

communicative capitalism’.71  

These voices, among others in network, media and political theory, 

have for some time challenged the presumed neutrality of network 

condition in social and political spheres. And today similar critical 

discourse is developing in social sciences in the field of big data.72 User 

                                                           
68 Anthropocene has been proposed as defining a new geological condition which 
recognises the impact of humans on the Earth ecosystem, focusing predominantly 
on negative effects caused by human activities, such climate change and similar. 
See Zalasiewicz et al., “Are We Now Living in the Antrhopocene.”  
69 Braidotti, The Posthuman, 92. 
70 Lovink, “What Is the Social in Social Media?” 
71 Dean, “Why the Net Is Not a Public Sphere,” 98. 
72 The original hype that accompanied the appearance of big data and its alleged 
objective value for science is now challenged and questioned; see Langlois, 
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participation in online technologies produces unprecedented 

quantities of information about people, things and environment, and 

big data refers to ‘capacity to search, aggregate, and cross-reference 

large data sets’ and not just to its size.73 More acute analysis of politics, 

ethics and epistemology of the term and associated practices critically 

engage with the complexity of big data, revealing that not all numbers 

are neutral. It is a matter of fact now that most of the social 

engagement through social media regardless of their political 

motivations end up as part of big data and a result of large scale 

surveillance by corporations, small business, IT companies or 

governments. And it appears that the only clear result of such social 

data practices of generating posts, or simply sharing and granting 

attention, is their capture as statistics where social is cannibalised as 

big data.  

The social is increasingly represented as data visualisation where 

technologies of capture, storing and organisation of data are directly 

operative in its politics and economics managed by algorithms. 

Recent technologies such as bitcoin and algorithmic trading are 

dependent on complex relations between people, machines, software, 

computer networks and data. Conceptually, they also abstract more 

familiar experiences of social technologies that result from daily 

interactions with the likes of Facebook or Twitter. These assemblages 

which often are already connected to other phenomena constantly 

engage in new connections further enacted by people and technology 

shaping and influencing each other, and the process continues. I will 

move on to discuss this by focusing on a number of selected 

examples.  

                                                           

Redden, and Elmer, Compromised Data; Kitchin, The Data Revolution; Gitelman, “Raw 
Data” Is an Oxymoron; boyd and Crawford, “Cirtical Questions for Big Data.” 
73 boyd and Crawford, “Cirtical Questions for Big Data,” 663. 
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the social as blockchain 

As I have outlined above, post-participation defines the normalisation 

of network-enabled environments of non-stop participation and its 

automation. As a critical concept it is useful in reframing participation 

as the status quo. The tension that post-participation introduces more 

generally is helpful in analysing participation in art where it is no 

longer possible to interpret it just as positive and empowering, nor is 

it enough to judge its aesthetics as a form of autonomy. Focusing on 

material practices developed through wide use and interactions 

between people and machines helps in situating such bodily 

connections.      

Bitcoin mining is one example of how this takes effect in the world 

defined by networked technologies. In itself, bitcoin carries a 

multiplicity of meanings exemplified in a definition of the term on the 

bitcoin.org website as ‘an innovative payment network and a new 

kind of money’.74 Originally invented by Satoshi Nakamoto75 it is an 

assemblage of peer-to-peer and open source software and network 

system which creates bitcoins, electronic currency used as a reward 

for so called bitcoin miners who make their computers available for 

mining. According to CoinDesk, a news site for bitcoin and other 

digital currencies, bitcoin mining is an activity, where:  

People are sending bitcoins to each other over the bitcoin 

network all the time, but unless someone keeps a record of all 

these transactions, no-one would be able to keep track of who 
                                                           
74 See www.bitcoin.org [accessed 16/01/2016] 
75 The identity of Satoshi Nakamoto is uncertain. It is not clear if the name defines 
a person or a group of people behind the bitcoin protocol. There has been a 
number of articles that speculate on who Nakamoto is. See more in Davis, “The 
Crypto-Currency”; “The Economist Explains: Who Is Satoshi Nakamoto? | The 
Economist”; “Satoshi Nakamoto Is (probably) Nick Szabo.” 

http://www.bitcoin.org/
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paid what. The bitcoin network deals with it by collecting all of 

the transactions made during a set period into a list, called a 

block. It’s the miners’ job to confirm those transactions, and 

write them into a general ledger.76   

Bitcoin mining is a work performed as part of a system while it is also 

an instance of performing a system. It is dependent on miners and 

their computing machines, networks and software which all 

contribute to the process of marking and verifying every bitcoin 

transaction as a distributed system known as blockchain. Miners who 

use their own bandwith and electricity for this verification process are 

then compensated with bitcoins.  

 
Figure 15. Print screen from home page of Blochchain.info, a bitcoin wallet and 

block explorer service that traces all bitcoin transactions. 16 January 2016, 

https://blockchain.info/ 

The complexity of blockchain (Fig.15) stems from how all these 

components interact and how together they make a blockchain 
                                                           
76 “How Bitcoin Mining Works.” 
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database to secure transactions. As is currently predicted, the 

potential of this decentralised cryptographic system goes well beyond 

the bitcoin currency model, and its future applications are anticipated 

to enable self-service government.77 Blockchain is still a very new 

technology, but one which already has influenced new forms of 

financial organisation. Even if as an experiment it has failed, as some 

of its developers claim,78 it has already instigated a profound change 

in how trust and consensus are achieved in a network. It is no longer 

just an immaterial value foundational to the workings of the society, 

but it is value that can be extracted through a series of operations, 

with mining as one of them.  

Bitcoin miners’ tools are computational, which does not mean that 

their labour is only a computational matter. A typical day of a Bitcoin 

miner is described in the following way: 

One of the first things he does in the morning is check the 
temperature of his mining rigs. Processing chips calculate faster 
when they’re hot, but not too hot – the optimal temperature is 
73.5C (164.3F). If it goes much higher, the machine can overheat 
and malfunction, but Flickinger likes to push the limit. 
Occasionally, he says, he stuffs the air holes of his machines with 
paper to bring up the temperature. “There is serious money in 
this,” he says, noting that he’s earned 100 Bitcoins over the past 
few months from mining and other transactions. He estimates 
his two fastest computers will earn him $150,000 each this year. 
“It takes up a lot of time, but I have no kids. I have no life. I have 
a cat.”79 

                                                           
77 Forde and Casey, “The Blockchain Will Become Our New Signature.” 
78 See Hearn, “The Resolution of the Bitcoin Experiment.” 
79 Vance and Stone, “The Bitcoin-Mining Arms Race Heats Up.” 
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Figure 16. Joel Flickinger, in his Oakland (Calif.) home, which doubles as a Bitcoin 

mine, ©Jake Stangel for Bloomberg Businessweek 

Bitcoin mining is a complex extraction of trust and security in the 

system, executed through algorithmically organised operations 

dependent on the work of the miner and his hardware specification. 

Indeed, in the world of data mining ‘engineers are racing to design 

and build unique chips that crunch Bitcoin algorithms at high speed’, 

and bitcoin entrepreneurs become more and more skilful in 

harnessing the power of complex computer systems.80 The mine of a 

                                                           
80 Ibid. 
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bitcoin miner is a different working environment to a coltan mine in 

the Congo. (Fig.16, 17).  

Mining for coltan, a mineral necessary in the production of 

microprocessors, and data mining in the West that can only be done 

with computers, even though very different, illustrate how people and 

technologies are intimately connected and how they are part of a 

computational culture that too is material.81 Understanding the 

complexity of connections, links and networks that sustain such 

systems, and their influence on the conditions of everyday life in 

different parts of the globe for humans and nonhumans alike is 

central to de-abstracting the social and understanding its material 

basis. 

 
 Figure 17. Screenshot of the Google page with image search for coltan mining 

                                                           
81 There are obvious different working conditions for miners from the West and 
those from Africa where mining supports military activities and is often governed 
by warlords and accompanied by suffering of humans and animals.  
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The example of bitcoin mining represents how the social changes into 

a practice of extracting bitcoins and data as individual activity; and 

how, simultaneously, it is an intricate process that involves people, 

machines, software and systems which materialise the social as 

numerical value represented in cryptocurrency of the bitcoin. This 

innovative and effective system mediates the social in a way that is 

totally founded on the exclusion of those not in the blockchain. It 

might be the answer to questions of security and trust, but taken as 

unrelated to the problems of poverty, exclusion and exploitation. 

Already thirty years ago Haraway wrote that ‘cyborg is our ontology’ 

that ‘gives us our politics’,82 and the case of the bitcoin and blockchain 

exemplifies how this influences the social today. The intricate 

relations that people and things enter into continuously involve not 

just how we make or use them but also how they are part of us and 

we are part of them; in other words, how they become common.    

art as social labour in post-participation 

As I have explained, post-participation defines contemporary 

conditions where everything is connected and where participation, 

collaboration and networking are ubiquitous, with the potential to 

empower or to exploit at the same time. This influences the social and 

its material making. In the situation of post-participatory production, 

the social traditionally attributed to humans only is already dissolved 

as a process channelled into the social factory from which art and 

creativity can be easily mined and extracted. Distributed and at the 

same time integrated into a system, the human has/is become/ing a 

(part of) a machine, as the blockchain example demonstrates. I want 

now to situate this complex process in the context of art and its 
                                                           
82 Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in 
the Late Twentieth Century,” 150. 
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practices by focusing on two different examples. I start with the 

networked art project TheSheepMarket (2006) and move to the body 

of work by Spanish artist Santiago Sierra to show different ways in 

which artists engage intricate social systems in their works. The 

projects are different in that they use different media in their 

execution, yet they share the general framework which is defined by 

the questions of labour and its organisation mediated by artistic 

process. My focus in the discussion is on how the intrinsic relations 

present in these different projects define their material making, and 

influence how they are experienced. 

TheSheepMarket, a project by Aaron Koblin, then a Design and Media 

Arts student at UCLA, addresses issues of creativity in the 

bureaucratized labour systems made available through technologically 

enabled structures such as Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk), a 

crowdsourcing marketplace run by Amazon corporation since 2005.83 

It provides an on-demand-workforce employed to perform Human 

Intelligence Tasks (HITs) which cannot be satisfactorily performed 

by a computer. Koblin appropriates this system for the production of 

TheSheepMarket and employs MTurk workers to draw a sheep facing 

left, paying $0.02 per sheep. Ten thousand sheep were drawn via this 

service, and ten thousand recordings of the drawing process were 

captured for the project. The short films and the drawings are 

incorporated into the online version of the project and its interactive 

installation in a gallery (Fig.18). My analysis of the project reveals a 

number of paradoxes which are also foundational to the making of 

the work; firstly, the project extracts labour through the system, and 

as an art project, while at the same time making that labour invisible 

in the gallery; and secondly, it is a proto-curatorial activity engaged in 

                                                           
83 See also Koblin, “The Sheep Market: Two Cents’ Worth.” 
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generating, collecting and managing data of and for an artwork. Let 

me focus on these two points. 

Digital labour, usually considered immaterial and invisible, is captured 

as sheep drawings in order to be exposed in TheSheepMarket. It is made 

visible as a representation of the process that successfully uses 

technology to ‘harness’ workers’ intelligence through quite 

meaningless and repetitive tasks, as the workers are unaware of what 

their independent engagement in the online tasks produces.84 The 

whole process results in the production of an artwork that cleverly 

engages technological systems and people to collectively produce 

TheSheepMarket, at the same time testing and experimenting with how 

the networked and collaborative ways of working characteristic to the 

internet, are also systems of exploitation. This, clearly a participatory 

project, deserves a deeper analysis of the relations between its 

different elements: artist, MTurk workers, project audiences, art 

systems, technologies, and so on. 

                                                           
84 Koblin references the fact that only two people out of 10 000 submissions in the 
system questioned the meaning of the task, asking ‘why are you doing this?’. See 
Ibid., 10. 
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Figure 18. TheSheepMarket, (2006), Aaron Koblin 

The most innovative element in the project, I would argue, is the way 

in which an online labouring system has been appropriated to create 

it. The production process used for generating the work becomes a 

method for engaging participation in the project. Yet, in this system 

participation is in fact labour outsourced and precarious and excluded 

from its experience as art. The project manages to render the actual 

process of participation in the artwork as labour that produces it. 

There is no ambiguity here as the project is simultaneously an artist 

studio as the Amazon Mechanical Turk system harnessing the labour 

of dispersed and distributed MTurk assistants, and is also the medium 

with which TheSheepMarket is created. Importantly, participation that 

has been traditionally considered an empowering tool, is in fact here 

a tool of exploitation. The MTurk workers are unaware of their 
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contribution to the art project; theirs is engagement in the Mechanical 

Turk platform and not in TheSheepMarket.  

The decision of the artist to sell individual prints of the sheep for $10 

also exposes how value is produced within an art system. It is the 

agency of the artist and his [sic] method that increases the value of 

each drawing. This could be considered a critical gesture in the 

manner of Duchamp, yet I argue that the work discloses artistic 

privilege that places him at a distance from the system and people 

used for and in the artwork.  The artist’s original intention was to ‘cast 

a light on the human role of creativity expressed by workers in the 

system, while explicitly calling attention to the massive and 

insignificant role each plays as part of a whole’. And this is realised by 

the artistic decision to reproduce the conditions of the system in 

TheSheepMarket. It can be argued that this decision represents the 

dedication of the artist to stay objective in revealing how such a 

system works. It is therefore useful to pay attention to what results 

from this experiment.  

What the project achieves, possibly unintentionally, is to make the 

participatory process in art transparent and invisible, while hoping to 

expose the exploitative nature of the digital labour systems that also 

make creativity operative for it. TheSheepMarket is so dependent on 

the Mechanical Turk platform that it reproduces neoliberal 

conditions that govern digital labour by working according to them. 

In other words, participation in art is taken at a face value and in effect 

not included in the critique of the exploitative character of digital 

labour as if art was outside of neoliberalism. At the same time it 

reproduces another problem, more specific to the art system, where 
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certain forms of creative labour online are always low or unpaid,85 and 

where audience participation is always outside of a remuneration 

system in art, while at the same time necessary to a work’s aesthetics.  

In effect TheSheepMarket aestheticises labour as participation by 

uncritically incorporating an online labouring system with its 

precarious conditions as the heart of the work. The issue is not that 

MTurk workers are used but in what way they become operative for 

the experience of the work. The post-participatory conditions already 

occurring in the work are reproduced by the artist rather than 

displaced to achieve aesthetic effect. It is important to signal for now 

how aesthetic possibility is abandoned in TheSheepMarket and replaced 

with imitation. Post-participation as neoliberal effect is imported 

directly into the artwork and the artist is no longer able to generate 

conditions for aesthetic effect to take place. The artist’s role in 

TheSheepMarket, is merely a form of labour management and the 

artwork can be seen as a system for collecting, managing and 

representing data where the artist’s task becomes that of data curation 

through datafication of human labour.    

over-identification through participation 

The example of TheSheepMarket discussed above represents how post-

participatory condition might influence the aesthetic value of the 

work. The role of the artist changes into exerting creativity and 

innovation into a process of data generating and management. This 

questions the presumed autonomy of the artist as s/he too becomes 

                                                           
85 See CarrotWorkers https://carrotworkers.wordpress.com/, Precarious Workers 
Brigade http://precariousworkersbrigade.tumblr.com/ and  Art Leaks http://art-
leaks.org/ all of which have been involved in exposing the exploitation of art 
interns and precarious labour of many artists. Participation of the audience in art 
production is however rarely included in the discussion of free labour in art.  
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an element of the labouring system. However, such proto-curatorial 

methods of employing and paying people to perform and/or make 

an artwork can generate very different results where conditions for 

aesthetic experience are made possible through artistic intervention. 

I will discuss now works of Santiago Sierra who often engages with 

and displays the issue of labour in the gallery, simultaneously exposing 

its social conditions and complacency of the art system. I will consider 

his artistic strategy as a case of over-identification which, I argue, 

allows for the transgression of art as a self-assured system, thus 

opening aesthetic possibilities.  

The concept of over-identification, linked to and exemplified by the 

artistic practices and aesthetics created by the Slovenian political art 

collective Neue Slovenishe Kunst (NSK),86 defines the process of 

exposing a system by taking it to its extreme. NSK originated in 1984 

questioning processes of formation of national identity in Slovenia at 

the time when it was still part of Yugoslavia. NSK aesthetics clearly 

references Nazi imagery and the issues related to nationalism and 

identity formation are still the focus of the group’s activities.87  Over-

identification rationalises the system’s principles so it ‘transcends and 

symbolically reactivates the terror of the social field (as structured by 

the regimes that shape it)’.88 It is a strategy which by committing itself 

to a serious imitation of the system manages to expose its paradoxes. 

It reveals the absurdities foundational to the system’s operations 

rather than recreates them.  

                                                           
86 For more information about NSK and associated groups see Monroe, 
Interrogation Machine; Benson, Predictions of Fire.  
87 See NSK State project funded in 1992 by the group members at 
http://www.passport.nsk.si/en/ 
88 Monroe, Interrogation Machine, 79. 
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It is true that Sierra’s work is not a typical case of engaging over-

identification as artistic strategy. Neither does it satisfy the usual 

expectation for participatory art to repair the social bond. As Bishop 

argues, he ‘engages dialogue and negotiation’ without ‘collapsing 

these relationships into the work’s content’.89 In fact, his work is 

painstakingly focused on exhibiting the subject and its exploitation by 

the artist, which is also where Bishop situates its transgressive 

character,90 and which I recognize as a form of over-identification.   

For example, in 2001 the gallery Pancho in Lima, Peru, presented 

Sierra’s 430 people paid 30 soles per hour (Fig.19). As the title describes, 

the work consists of 430 people who were paid to fill the exhibition 

space and who were in effect the subject and the object of the work. 

Here too, like in the case of TheSheepMarket, the artist uses another 

system and inserts it into a gallery. All the women working in the 

project were part of the Glass of Milk Program, ‘an association of 

women set up by Lima Town Council to channel the distribution of 

staple foods amongst the most underprivileged section of Lima’s 

society’. In return for being part of the programme the women ‘fill 

the public events as required’.91  

                                                           
89 Bishop, “Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics,” 70. 
90 Bishop, Artificial Hells. Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 232. 
91 See description of the work at http://www.santiago-
sierra.com/200109_1024.php?key=13 
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Figure 19. 430 People Paid 30 Soles Per Hour, (2001), Santiago Sierra, Galeria Pancho 

Fierro. Lima, Peru. Source: artist’s website http://www.santiago-

sierra.com/200109_1024.php?key=13 

There is an in/visible difference between the use of people in this 

work and in Koblin’s TheSheepMarket. In Sierra’s projects the workers’ 

bodies and their participation, labour and performance are a medium 

visible in the gallery: 430 people standing in the gallery and asked to 

look directly at the audience. Similarly exposed are the tattooed 

bodies of those paid to have a 160 cm. line tattooed on their backs as 

part of the works in the line series.92 In all these examples the 

exhibition of the bodies makes visible the conditions which allow 

them to be objectified in this way. It is the reason behind employing 

heroin addicts and paying them with drugs for making their body 

available for the artwork. The object/subject position is complicated 

                                                           
92 Santiago Sierra, 160 Cm Line Tattooed on 4 People (2000). 
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and often reversed as in the case of immigrant workers paid to hide 

in carton boxes in Kunst-Werke in Berlin for the project titled 

Workers Who Cannot Be Paid, Remunerated to Remain Inside Cardboard 

Boxes, (2000) (Fig.20). Visible are the carton boxes, yet with the 

gesture which makes the immigrants invisible by putting them in 

boxes, their presence is even more affective. The gaze is interrupted 

because the audience is only able to see a box and not the body inside 

it. At the same time the subject and object are one: the bodies inside 

the boxes, and the people whose status prevents them from being 

able to work and to be paid. This exposure directly engages uneasy 

relations in the artwork by employing the usual roles that are 

characteristic to the artworld. The roles of artist, audience, performers 

are mixed with the social roles that they usually occupy: professionals, 

cultured middle class, and others (migrants, prostitutes, low paid 

working class, drug addicts, etc.)  

Sierra’s work confronts exploitation head on, and because of this it 

may seem to abuse its subjects. The performances executed with the 

bodies of the workers interrupt the spectators’ gaze and challenge 

her/him with the reality of the conditions behind creating artworks, 

which he considers to be luxury objects.93 His work reveals ‘the 

remunerated system’ or in other words ‘the ways in which people 

exchange their time and energy for money within the capitalist 

framework’,94 and at the same time he exposes how ‘human dignity is 

an economic privilege’.95 It is boundary-making work, as it constantly 

crosses borders between the identity and indistinction by exhibiting 

                                                           
93 Sierra recognises his artistic practice as part of art economy and see himself as ‘a 
producer of luxury objects’ where people are ‘raw material for art’. See Spiegler, 
“When Human Beings Are the Canvas”; Margolles, “Interview: Santiago Sierra by 
Teresa Margolles.”   
94 Sierra S. in Spiegler, “When Human Beings Are the Canvas.” 
95 Ibid. 
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privilege and exploitation and showing how they are intrinsically 

entwined. Sierra engages the Other/s as his subjects/objects and 

challenges them as well as himself and his audience to enact, 

experience and face exploitation. His work reveals how one as an 

audience member is complicit in the system that is so disturbingly 

depicted in Sierra’s work, as he makes sure that everyone is in the 

‘right’ place. Prostitutes, drug addicts and unemployed are 

subjects/objects used for artworks, spectators are there to perform 

the gaze, and the artist’s role is that of a producer of luxury goods. 

There is no escape from the roles that subjects perform in the society 

and how they are objectified.   

 
Figure 20. Workers Who Cannot Be Paid, Remunerated to Remain Inside Cardboard Boxes, 

(2000), Santiago Sierra, courtesy Galerie Peter Kilchmann, source: 

http://www.medienkunstnetz.de/works/laborers/  

Sierra’s work is effective because, I argue, it employs over-

identification which reveals the social, artistic and capitalist systems 

in which it functions by amplifying the norm and how power is 

http://www.medienkunstnetz.de/works/laborers/
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arranged in them. The place that one occupies in such systems 

exposed in Sierra’s work is revealed by making visible the relations 

that constitute it. But most importantly because through over-

identification it is possible to feel and experience anew our position 

within them. Effectivity of Sierra’s body of work is in its ability to 

generate affect. Participation here is not a convivial experience nor is 

it an ironic strategy, but it makes the complex relations matter through 

the use of bodies and things in arrangements that are not symbolic or 

representative but which perform exclusion and inclusions. The 

carton boxes are not just ‘a metaphor for their (workers) social 

invisibility’,96 but they make the workers invisible in the gallery. And, 

it can be argued, over-identification as explained with the examples 

of Sierra’s works creates the possibility for empathy.   

TheSheepMarket lacks this aesthetic possibility as it never connects (nor 

disconnects) all the many elements operational in its production.  In 

the end it results in compliance with both the art system and systems 

that organise labour online, and where the worker’s body is removed 

and replaced by its representation (Fig.21). The labour is made 

invisible and it ends up being aestheticised as a film recording of each 

drawing played back to the audience in the gallery, as a print-out of 

each of the sheep worth $10, and ten thousand drawings of sheep 

displayed on the gallery wall. Here the spectators’ opportunity is one 

only: to engage in the gaze without any way experiencing the systems 

of power that govern the work. Participation-as-labour is utilised, but 

the only reference to it is kept within the title and in the sheep 

drawings where ‘the ghosts of participation past’ are held.97   

                                                           
96 Bishop, Artificial Hells. Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 222. 
97 I refer here to the title of a review of Claire Bishop’s book Artificial Hells, written 
by Josephine Berry Slater. See “The Ghosts of Participation Past.” also mentioned 
earlier in the chapter. 



 

246 
 

   

 
Figure 21. TheSheepMarket, Aaron Koblin, gallery view  

Empathy and affect are necessary for common experience which, as 

in Ono’s Cut Piece, is based on enacting power relations. In the Cut 

Piece that experience is shared by individuals realising the 

transformative power they inhabit during the event, whereas Sierra’s 

intention is for all to experience the power relations that they already 

occupy through the subject positions of immigrant workers, middle 

class art audience members, artist as a producer of luxury goods, all 

cast as themselves. The unified social traditionally defined through its 

engagement in the public space, appears here segregated, divided, and 

always engaging processes of exclusion. And so participation is an 

experience of disconnection where the social is complicated and not 

always equal with community and action. The transformative power 

of Sierra’s work is in its ability to expose how participation is 

complicit in performing certain exclusions on the one hand, and on 

the other how this transformation is dependent on all the subjects 

taking on their usual roles and facing their separation together, as in 

common.  

Different experience is made possible in TheSheepMarket which in 

itself might be an innovative and exciting work, but it marks one of 

the many moments of the end of participation. It fetishizes the system 

that excludes certain bodies from being visible as operative in it. The 
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work is affective but it ends up as its own excess and a way to 

reproduce more of the same in Ten Thousand Cents (2008) and Bicycle 

Built for the Two Thousand (2009).98 The artist does not expose the 

system but visualises data, thus concealing processes and elements 

which are necessary to produce these data-based artworks.  

Even though Koblin and Sierra engage already existing systems of 

power and control directly in their works, they generate a very 

different result. Affect is present in Koblin’s works but its experience 

is not available to all and inevitably excludes empathy. Sierra does not 

engage representations in his work but arranges bodies, objects, 

institutions in such compositions that they affect each other. These 

are intense moments that make the conditions present, but not 

represented, and as such they are the basis for empathy. And this 

matters, as empathy disrupts the totalising powers hidden in a 

complexity of systems and networks and makes affect a common 

experience.  

 

From public sphere to common practice  

So far in this chapter I have defined participation as affective, in 

relation to the changing concept of the social. Taking into account 

how participation is operative in the post-participatory condition, it 

is also defined as central to individual experience of the world and as 

                                                           
98 These two works by Koblin use the same method as the one tested in 
TheSheepMarket reproducing another version of the same form of exploitation. In 
the two cases MTurk workers are employed to produce a drawing of a 100 dollar 
bill, or to generate the song “Daisy Bells” from over 2000 recordings collected 
with Amazon Mechanical Turk. See: 
http://www.bicyclebuiltfortwothousand.com/ and 
http://www.tenthousandcents.com/  
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constituting forms of control. I analysed different artworks to show 

how affect is activated through participation by applying a non-

human-centred notion of the social; and to indicate how empathy is 

necessary for generating aesthetic experience. And indeed, I will 

conclude this chapter with the recognition of aesthetic experience as 

foundational to commons.    

To be able to move towards a discussion of an aesthetics of 

commons, this section explores the condition of post-participation in 

more detail. The context is the notion of the public sphere that 

departs from the familiar understanding of it as a site of the 

democratic action, and focuses on the ways in which post-

participation influences and changes it. Starting with the traditional 

split between private and public, my argument follows the 

construction of the public as presented in the work of Hannah Arendt 

and Jürgen Habermas. I continue by discussing a very different notion 

of the public as defined through the concept of ‘recursive publics’ 

that is a public technologically able to create, maintain and change the 

social and technological foundations of its own public arena.99 My 

focus is on the infrastructural relation between private and public 

which accounts for technological ability of the public to modify and 

influence their platforms.  

Recursive public, however, is at odds with its more recent forms that 

have been introduced to the popular imaginary, such as public 

domain 2.0 or the Cloud.  These models not only fail to be defined 

and constituted by their users, but they seem to refer to the exact 

division that literally places users on the one side of the server and 

the owners of the platform on the other. In effect the client-server 

model is considered representative of the contemporary public sphere 

                                                           
99 Kelty, “Geeks, Social Imaginaries, and Recursive Publics”; Kelty, Two Bits. 



 

249 
 

where the public is replaced and divided into at least two categories: 

the users who populate virtual servers with their virtual data, and 

customers who rent memory space to store it. Less visible and 

increasingly criminalised public spaces tend to follow peer-to-peer 

and distributed models of organization explored in the earlier chapter. 

Pirate Bay and WikiLeaks servers or the more recent fork of the web 

into the ‘Dark Web’ and ‘Deep Web’ are the new online public spaces 

that are defined by encryption and anonymity.100  

These new public spaces and the forms of engagement within them 

are part of a post-participatory condition that radically changes the 

concept of the public and its relation to what is considered to be 

private. To establish how the public and private are reimagined, the 

chapter will focus on a number of examples of art projects, and social 

and institutional approaches to re-defining the public and its sphere 

by directly reflecting on relations between digital and non-digital 

public spaces and practices. What this section aims to assert is how 

these two spheres are intimately entangled and how they no longer 

define two separate areas of social life. This is significant to curating 

too as always involving engagement in some form of the public while 

also firmly rooted in processes of subjectivation and individuation, as 

argued in the first chapter.   

                                                           
100 Dark Web and Deep Web are often used interchangeably. Dark Web is available 
only via peer-to-peer access with Tor encryption or similar like I2P which secures 
the anonymity of the user but also of the website available on the Dark Web. Dark 
Web is part of Deep Web which includes websites and data excluded from more 
popular search engines. For more information see “Clearing Up Confusion - Deep 
Web vs. Dark Web”; Greenberg, “Hacker Lexicon”; Egan, “What Is the Dark 
Web? How to Access the Dark Web.”   
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public sphere revisited 

The tension between private and public has always accompanied the 

discussions about the public sphere, and indeed it has been 

recognised as crucial to its creation where it is defined by mutual 

dependency.101 Habermas demonstrates this connection in his 

reference to the ancient Greek city-state where ‘status in the polis was 

based upon status as an unlimited master of an oikos’.102 In other 

words, the interdependency between public and private realms was 

based on an intimate connection that made a citizen free in the public 

sphere because of ‘his’ (sic) masterful position in the sphere of 

domesticity.103  Arendt comments on this connection by defining it as 

‘the two realms indeed constantly flow into each other like waves in 

the never-resting stream of the life process itself’.104  

The rich debates over the public sphere, notably by these two authors, 

have been especially productive in defining it as an element of 

democracy and democratic action in bourgeois society,105 and as an 

area of human activity which had been related to freedom, 

permanence and honour in contrast with necessity, futility and shame 

associated with the private.106 Speech and action have defined political 

life where decisions were influenced by words and persuasion rather 

than violence.107 The conception of the public sphere in modern 

society has been based on this understanding, and its function has 

                                                           
101 Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. 
102 Ibid., 3. 
103 Ibid. 
104 Arendt, The Human Condition, 33. 
105 Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. 
106 Arendt, The Human Condition, 73. 
107 Ibid., 26. 
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been that of a designated space where the public is political and where 

politics is exercised through speech.108  

Famously, Arendt had explored the ‘human condition’ by taking issue 

with the ancient division of human life into ‘vita activa’ and ‘vita 

contemplativa’ where the latter defines the life of a free (wo)man. She 

restores action to an equal footing with contemplation and 

understands the public realm to be a form of human activity through 

which people define what is real, and where ‘the presence of others 

who see what we see and hear what we hear assures of the reality of 

the world and ourselves’.109 For Arendt, the public sphere is a space 

of deliberation and free action, that is ‘the proper place for human 

excellence’.110 She also makes a distinction between the public and 

private, and recognises that changes to this division resulted from the 

emergence of society and the rise of the social. Society, according to 

Arendt, ‘is the form in which the fact of mutual dependence for the 

sake of life and nothing else assumes public significance and where 

the activities connected with sheer survival are permitted to appear in 

public’.111 The social realm collapses the private into the public and 

emancipates re/productive labour into a matter of political concern.  

The distinction between labour, work and action in Arendt’s thesis 

generated numerous criticisms from feminist theorists. Most notably, 

by Adrienne Rich and Mary O’Brien who accuse her of not being 

attentive enough to women and their experience of and in the public 

                                                           
108 As mentioned in the previous chapter it was feminist projects of the 20th century 
that revealed how private is also political.   
109 Arendt, The Human Condition, 50. 
110 Ibid., 49. 
111 Ibid., 46. 
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sphere.112 However, a number of feminists since engaged a more 

nuanced attention to the matter of ‘women’ ‘gender’ and ‘identity’ in 

Arendt’s work.113  For this thesis Arendt’s concept of public space 

introduces two main issues. First, the difference between vita activa 

and vita contemplativa introduces a break with the assumed 

sovereignty of the free man (and the state), by recognising their 

dependence on the private and the household as a sphere of 

unproductive labour. As I have shown in Chapter Two, this issue 

more generally has been a critical concern of the many feminist 

theorists too preoccupied by their focus to define reproductive labour 

and sustenance as equal to productive labour. Arendt takes another 

approach in that she reaffirms the difference between the two kinds 

of labour as ‘work of our hands and labour of our bodies’, designating 

reproductive labour to the sphere of necessity. She says: 

It is indeed the mark of all labouring that it leaves nothing behind, 
that the result of its effort is almost as quickly consumed as the 
effort is spent. And yet this effort, despite its futility, is born of a 
great urgency and motivated by a more powerful drive than 
anything else, because life itself depends upon it.114  

The fundamental distinction between work and labour that Arendt 

argues here, is at odds with feminist view that wants to elevate 

reproductive labour to the status of productive labour in the political 

economy. But it is because of the exclusions and inclusions enacted 

in this statement that the politics of the social are revealed and its 

economic grounds are also exposed. The social for Arendt is a result 

                                                           
112 Famously Adrienne Rich described Arendt’s work as ‘tragedy of a female mind 
nourished on male ideologies’. On Lies, Secrets, and Silence, 192. See also O’Brien, The 
Politics of Reproduction.  
113 Dietz, Turning Operations; Honig, Feminist Interpretations of Hannah Arendt; 
Benhabib, “Feminist Theory and Hannah Arendt’s Concept of Public Space.” 
114 Arendt, The Human Condition, 87. 
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of confusions between once clearly distinct spheres of public and 

private because ‘we see the body of peoples and political communities 

in the image of family whose everyday affairs have to be taken care 

of by a gigantic, nation-wide administration of housekeeping’.115 This 

connection of politics to the economy as the underlying argument for 

Arendt’s theory of the public sphere points to the key dependency 

that has to be taken into account when studying the online public 

sphere and the common. I will return to this in more detail later in 

my discussion of an example of AirBnB Pavilion and the so-called 

share economy posited as an infrastructural issue.  

Before that, I want to bring another important element from Arendt’s 

theorisation of the public sphere and her focus on action as distinct 

from labour and work. Action is the central political activity in the 

Human Condition, and complements the hierarchy of human activities 

from labour to work to action. Yet it is more complex than the 

assumption that by taking action, the human is able to become free 

of life’s necessities and that action situates him/her outside of the 

economic rule over the politics that is in the social understood more 

generally as part of ‘a fundamental human condition’.116 Action is 

essential in that it performs and marks the human-ness of the human; 

for Arendt it is a way for a human to define and confirm himself ‘qua 

men’. By expressing his/her distinction s/he is able to distinguish 

him/herself among others, as part of the human species. Action 

                                                           
115 Ibid., 28. 
116 Ibid., 24. Arendt traces the confusion between the political and the social to the 
translation of Greek terms into Latin that carried into Roman-Christian thought. 
‘The distinction between a private and a public sphere of life corresponds to the 
household and the political realms, which have existed as distinct, separate entities 
at least since the rise of the ancient city-state; but the emergence of the social 
realm, which is neither private nor public, strictly speaking, is relatively new 
phenomenon whose origin coincided with the emergence of modern age and 
which found its political form in the nation state’. Ibid., 28.  
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makes us visible to other humans as a human and, as Arendt argues, 

it gives us human life as somebody. The link between action and speech 

is central because ‘disclosure of who somebody is, is implicit in both 

his words and deeds’.117 Speech, therefore, transcends its 

communicative function and is as materially present as action. 

Arendt’s elaboration on action and speech is an evocation of how 

people are together (through action and speech); that is how they 

mark themselves as distinct while also part of the same species in the 

public realm. This points to the web of relationships within the world 

where other humans live and their potential for action can be 

realised.118 And, we shall add, other nonhumans are excluded from the 

realm of action.  

This raises a question necessary to address from the posthuman 

perspective, a framework of this thesis. If the reality of the human 

being through action and speech is that of becoming, that is, of 

initiating self into life and a new beginning in common, how to 

account for those nonhuman others who are also able to initiate a 

new beginning and make themselves (the self) distinct from others? 

The validity of this question becomes clear when thinking about code 

and its function defined as ‘doing what it says’. As explained in 

Chapter Two, the speechlike qualities of code connect code with its 

performative aspect through ‘code acts’ as argued by Cox and 

McLean with reference to speech act theory. This represents the 

rethinking of action as a nonhuman capacity (as code actions) even if 

posthuman perspective is not explicitly admitted. I argue that such a 

rethinking of who and what is capable of action as defined by Arendt, 

is central to a posthuman understanding of the notion of public.        

                                                           
117 Arendt, The Human Condition, 178. 
118 Ibid., 181–188. 
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The complex notion of public sphere which Arendt articulates in The 

Human Condition can be helpful in posthuman thinking about life 

beyond the self and life beyond the species,119 even if the human is of 

central concern to Arendt. The notion of commons which I have 

introduced so far could be considered alongside Arendt’s concept of 

public sphere that designates that which is common, as the realm also 

for nonhuman to become distinct and to mark its distinctness as 

being in common as other. Commons as doing that is an activity of 

commoning as action, which I defined in Chapter Two, could be 

thought in parallel with action and speech that Arendt considers 

central to human condition, and that Cox and McLean place at the 

core of code performativity as code acts. Commoning as actuality of 

commons is inclusive of and in fact always already in relation to 

nonhuman. Common is not a space of appearance but it is the 

actuality of commoning that is not centrally dependent on human and 

his [sic] capacity to act and speak together. Commons does not 

replace the public sphere, but is altogether another way of being in 

common, becoming in common, commoning with. I expand on this 

in the final chapter in my discussion of curating in/as common/s 

accompanied by its diffractive analysis of two projects.   

social infrastructures   

The distinction between labour, work and action that Arendt 

proposed, is useful in the analysis of the public realm and how it is 

influenced by mass online participation today. The social use of social 

technologies is an active force that further confuses the public and 

private where, as I will show, the two are superimposed and in 

conflict, one replacing the other and vice versa. On the one hand the 

                                                           
119 Braidotti, The Posthuman. 
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public sphere extends into a private space, and on the other and 

paradoxically, while expanding and hence becoming common, it is 

increasingly enclosed, limiting the public influence on it. Eric 

Kluitenberg recognises this vulnerability when he calls for the public 

to actively engage in defining public sphere today in order to ‘reassert 

public agency in the information age, not as a given, but as a sphere 

which urgently needs to be reinvented to address the condition of the 

unfolding era of global information and communication systems’.120 

And, as I will demonstrate, public realm gains little significance and 

very little of the autonomy needed for free participation as it becomes 

directly linked to the field of necessity. The issue, as indicated, is the 

recognition of how other than human participants are involved in 

public sphere, that is to analyse how online and material 

environments are entangled in the web of not-just-human 

relationships.  

AirBnB Pavilion121 which opened in Venice during the first week of the 

14th Venice Architecture Biennale in June 2014, is a fitting example 

of this complex web of relationships. In this project, curators and 

architects explored ‘contemporary forms of domesticity’ by asking a 

question: ‘How is AirBnB changing architecture and the city?’.122  

airbnb is an internationally accessible online platform and a room 

rental service which allows its users to either make their homes 

available for a holiday let or to find a place to stay at a destination to 

which they plan to travel. 123 Together with such services as Uber, Lyft, 

                                                           
120 Kluitenberg, “Frequently Asked Questions about the Public Domain.” 
121 “AIRBNB Pavilion.” The spelling of the name of the company/platform used 
for the AirBnB Pavilion has recently changed and is currently spelled ‘airbnb’ (with 
no captions). I will use this new spelling when referring to the platform and 
company name, whereas when talking about the project AirBnB Pavilion I will keep 
the original name and the original spelling in citations.  
122 Ibid. 
123 “Airbnb. Holiday Rentals, Homes, Apartments & Accommodation.” 
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Fon and similar, airbnb is part of the bourgeoning ‘sharing economy’ 

which ‘creates markets out of things that wouldn’t have been 

considered monetisable assets before’.124 Those critical of such 

economisation of sharing define it as a ‘rent economy’125 or ‘gig 

economy’,126 focussing on the connection between sharing and the 

logic of rent.  

Dispersed across the city of Venice in a number of apartments rented 

via the airbnb platform, the AirBnB Pavilion exhibited architecture 

projects and artworks exploring the subject of domesticity. In 

querying the status of ‘the home’ against the common understanding 

of it as a fortress or a castle and its function as giving shelter and 

privacy to the family and the individual, the project reflects on the 

transformations of home from a private to the public sphere. It 

emphasises the social and technological relations which influence 

these changes, and the tendency of ‘financialising life at its core’ at 

the basis of the sharing economy made possible by social media and 

online platforms such as airbnb.127 Starting with home at the centre of 

the project couldn’t be more relevant for presenting issues which 

include commodification and financialisation that increasingly govern 

every aspect of our lives in a sharing economy. This is an excellent  

example of how participation in the public cannot be analysed as a 

form of ‘action’, but how it is an economic necessity for those ‘less 

fortunate’ who ‘are turning their kitchens into restaurants, their cars 

                                                           
124 Geron, “Airbnb And The Unstoppable Rise Of The Share Economy.” 
125 Scholtz in Terranova, “Trade Unionism, Digital Labor and the Sharing 
Economy.” 
126 See Sarah Kessler article “Pixel And Dimed” for a journalistic account of the 
experience of share economy. 
127 “AIRBNB Pavilion.” 



 

258 
 

into taxis, and their personal data into financial assets’ to make ends 

meet.128   

Following Angela Mitropoulos, such processes can be defined as 

methods of building social and technological infrastructures.129 To her 

an infrastructure is an issue of infra-politics and the space of 

‘experimentation and variation rather than repetition of the self-

same’.130 She traces this infrastructural connection to, among others, 

Arendt’s analysis of the modern understanding of privacy. The 

private sphere enriched through individualism and no longer equal to 

life deprived of others, as was the case in antiquity, is linked to 

intimacy. Function of privacy was ‘to shelter intimacy’, and privacy 

was ‘discovered as the opposite not of the political sphere but of the 

social’.131 As we know, for Arendt mass society destroys equally the 

public and private realms, and I argue the examples of platforms such 

as airbnb as well as amazon.com or Facebook and similar, all 

represent different approaches to how this process is executed, that 

is, how the social replaces public and private simultaneously. Social 

infrastructures built by such platforms define sharing as an action that 

links private and public and execute it as rent. Yet, for Mitropoulos 

the emphasis is different as for her, infrastructure is not determinate. 

She sees it as ‘movements and relations as these take form’ recognising 

how such infrastructures ‘have sustained the occupations and 

encampments of Tahrir Square, Wall Street and Oakland’.132 I will 

consider these examples later in order to show how infrastructures 

                                                           
128 Morozov, “How Much for Your Data?,” 10. 
129 Mitropoulos, Contract & Contagion, 115 – 118. 
130 Ibid., 117. 
131 Arendt, The Human Condition, 38. 
132 Mitropoulos, Contract & Contagion, 117. 
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created by them are different to social arrangements that sharing 

platforms support.  

If experimentation is characteristic to infrastructures generally, in a 

sharing economy experimentation has already happened and variation 

is used to reiterate yet another renting mechanism that increasingly 

becomes a standard for social relations that are neither public nor 

private. The infrastructures created within this new sharing regime are 

not building anything new, but effectively they centralise 

administration and distribution of services and things (cars, homes, 

tools) supplied by the users for the creation of capital. At the same 

time, administration of such socially relevant services is now 

transferred to tech companies who scale it up and reach clients 

globally.  

The AirBnB Pavilion demonstrates the infrastructural capacity of the 

sharing economy, as represented by the use of the airbnb platform, 

to capture the infra and digest it into an ‘endless array of interior of 

more or less identical volumes, conditioned to a domestic 

temperature enveloping similar objects’. As the curators say, after 

crossing oceans, languages and borders, one can enjoy ‘the same 

dishwasher, the same monogamous bed, the same conception of 

property relations’133 effectively creating the illusion of being at home 

while somewhere else at the same time. The project’s effort has a 

particular focus, namely the inability of architecture to respond to the 

changing conditions in which the home has undergone 

unprecedented changes from a private space to one where you work, 

rent and share with others as a roommate, lodger, visitor and guest. 

The curators of the pavilion recognise architecture’s inability to face 

these differences and to embody and implement ‘political relations 

                                                           
133 “Home 2014. Airbnb Pavilion.” 
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and material changes’ that affect public and private realm. 

Contemporary living spaces are not adapted to our needs (by 

architects), but we are expected to adapt them ourselves or move 

away.134 The social space is enacted here as neither public nor private, 

also influencing what we call ‘society’. It is apt to recall Arendt’s claim 

that defines the consequences of colonising public and private by the 

social, where the public becomes a function of the private and the 

private is the only common concern left.135 The same process can be 

said about the conditions of the sharing economy accompanied by 

morally conservative ideology, where not sharing is seen to 

undermine our resilience to austerity measures and our inner 

capabilities as productive citizens. Resistance to these emergent forms 

of sharing is seen as illogical behaviour and undermines the ability to 

self-organise and become autonomous in the face of economic reality.   

The crossing between private and public spheres that the curators of 

Airbnb explore is used as a crucial part of the project, both its subject 

and object. The navigation between the home and the exhibition 

space is constantly negotiated, to the point where it can become like 

noise interrupting the viewers’ cozy experience, even if the familiarity 

of the interiors is there to make us feel more at home. The curators 

aim to disrupt seamless adaptability which allows us to take up the 

roles prescribed by economic and art systems alike, such as host, 

guest, spectator, and so on. The project intervenes in the social while 

it remains dependent on it as common experience. Experiences of its 

audience as art spectators and airbnb users are channelled into a 

materialisation of the ‘flexible space of the internet’, superimposed 

over the unsettled privacy of home used for public display.  

                                                           
134 Ibid. 
135 Arendt, The Human Condition, 69. 
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AirBnB Pavilion exposes the social as an infrastructure functional for 

the likes of airbnb, and its main emphasis is on the existing materiality 

of such infrastructures represented by standardisation of interior 

designs. The project complicates all too predictable divisions between 

private and public. It is potentially challenging not only in the domain 

of architectural developments for private homes but also in the area 

of urban planning and strategy design for developing public spaces. 

So far the unprecedented degree of change that private and public 

spheres have undergone has not been accounted for sufficiently. Yet, 

the question of architecture’s responsiveness to the social as 

infrastructure requires expanding the field of research beyond the 

interiors and architecture of private homes or even public spaces. 

Inclusion in such a research, of server farms as well as technological 

architecture of the sharing platforms, its headquarters and related 

areas would immensely expand our material understanding of social 

infrastructures and their openness to public scrutiny and 

participation. My discussion of Zuccotti Park occupation as another 

example of social infrastructure, included at the end of this section, 

undertakes a material analysis of the social infrastructure.   

digital public sphere  

Before continuing the discussion of the materiality of social 

infrastructures, I want to consider how this changing character of the 

social influences the architecture of what is described as a digital 

public sphere. If we understand the social as ‘the task of tracing 

associations’136 that is attentive but not limited to the assumed 

materiality of such connections, the link to political can be also traced. 

For that reason, I want to briefly focus on the organisation of public 

                                                           
136 Latour, Reassembling the Social. 
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space online and what forms of participation it involves. The social 

propagated and maintained by sharing platforms does not make its 

organisational processes open beyond the rating practices of a ‘like’ 

button in Facebook or linking and reposting more generally. And the 

question is, does it differ significantly from the way that public space 

is made available to the public by, for example, the use of public art?  

This is not a question of whether or not public artworks are open to 

the public, but what are the processes that define art as public, and 

therefore how is public space defined, and by whom?  

In official documents, public art is usually described in reference to 

its functional role for the public which, as well as benefiting the 

community, brings the promise of attracting wider interest and 

investment. For example, such definitions include description of 

public art as ‘a method of improving the changing environment 

through the arts’ and a ‘tool to reflect and promote local identity and 

enhance buildings and open spaces’.  Official documents which 

attempt to produce definitions of public art beyond its functional use 

often classify it by categories of who can perform it and where, so its 

public status can be confirmed. In the table ‘Dimensions of arts and 

culture’ (Fig.22) published by American Planning Association (APA) 

in the Arts and Culture Briefing Paper (2011), elements involved in 

creating public art are divided into familiar binaries and exclude those 

which cannot be easily categorised into creator or consumer, 

professional or vocational, or art venue and non-art venue. It also 

confirms certain associations where public is specific, tangible, 

professional and active, and private is informal, intangible and 

passive. The category of ‘public art’ resulting from administrative 

exercise confines it to urban and local government planning projects 

that often fail to reflect on more rapid changes in social structures 

which now are also influenced by an expanded public sphere online.  
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And, as the APA Briefing Paper suggests, public is firmly associated 

with the economic, social and environmental potential of art and 

culture.   

 
Figure 22. Dimensions of Arts and Culture. source 

https://www.planning.org/research/arts/briefingpapers/overview.htm 

Such documents, however, are unable to account for the kind of 

processes which collapse private and public into the social as sharing 

economy. Regardless of these significant changes, the traditional 

concept of the public sphere remains broadly regulated by public 

institutions and organisations which simply reproduce the limitations 

of the social infrastructure. This is particularly well illustrated in the 

https://www.planning.org/research/arts/briefingpapers/overview.htm
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Digital Public Space diagram (Fig.23). The BBC’s diagram demonstrates 

an institutionalised approach to digital public space which is not only 

divided between already existing organisations, but excludes any form 

of creation that does not fit its definitions or categories. This model 

is robust enough to potentially normalise those different forms of 

participation in the digital domain by assigning them to different 

categories. In all, however, such a description of public space doesn’t 

differ much from the standards put forward in the earlier diagram for 

dimensions of art and culture (see Fig.22), or those generated as a 

result of a sharing economy which sustains and reproduces old 

categories of consumers and producers.   

 
Figure 23. Digital Public Space: An Architecture, 2011, BBC, source: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/blogs/legacy/bbcinternet/2011/10/digital_public_space_

partnersh.html 
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What appears to be at stake in the reproduction of public and private 

spheres is the reduction of the public realm to ‘a peripheral element 

of systemic steering processes’ where ‘the public sphere degenerates 

into a state-regulated market sphere’.137 Indeed, if we consider 

participation in the public sphere as directly related to the ability of 

the public to be involved in critical and rational debate, as Habermas 

would have it, it is not clear how this might be facilitated in the 

proposed Digital Public Space.138 This and similar models recreate a 

highly prescriptive, and hence restrictive, environment for 

participation as consumer/user of a product/service with the client-

server model at its core. The digital public sphere appears to be a 

regulatory mechanism for social infrastructure, and other imaginary 

forms are necessary to intervene into its architecture. In the next 

chapter I will look at curating as a way to make available different 

modes of participation in digital space. Most importantly I will 

consider curating as actively reimagining commons under posthuman 

conditions. For now, however, I return to the materiality of social 

infrastructures by looking at the example of the Occupy movement. 

from recursive public to common practice  

Let us reconsider the perception that the public sphere is colonised 

by the social infrastructure that maintains a sharing economy, by 

focussing on the material conditions of the social infrastructure 

generated in the Zuccotti Park by the Occupy movement in autumn 

2011. The park, which for a few months became also the heart of the 

                                                           
137 Susen, “Critical Notes on Habermas’s Theory of the Public Sphere,” 50. 
138 See Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. Jodi Dean critically 
engages with Habermas’ notion of public sphere and its application under the 
conditions of contemporary technoculture, which she refers to as ‘communicative 
capitalism’.  See Dean, “Why the Net Is Not a Public Sphere.” 
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movement, is a particularly interesting site where the tension between 

private and public becomes highly contested. Owned privately but 

operating as a public space in the centre of New York with public 

access for 24 hours a day, it turned into a final destination for the 

Occupy movement.139 The selection of eight possible locations for the 

protest followed the general criteria which, according to the notes by 

P., the member of the Tactical Committee preparing the protest, 

included ‘a high-visibility space near Wall Street and Broadway that 

can hold two thousand people, and is preferably a Privately Owned 

Public Space (P.O.P.S.), which are not subject to city park curfews 

and many of which are required by law to be open twenty-four hours 

a day’.140 Because of that, no legal grounds existed to bar the protesters 

from the plaza,141 and soon people started to camp with tents and 

sleeping bags to support their everyday activities.  

The knowledge of legal conditions that define P.O.P.S. allowed 

protesters to modify the park’s use for the aims of the protest. This 

is a strategy that is central to the appearance of what Christopher 

Kelty defines as a recursive public. A recursive public according to 

Kelty ‘is a public that is constituted by a shared concern for 

maintaining the means of association through which they come 

together as public’.142 Kelty is concerned with ‘the cultural significance 

of free software’ and his subject is geek culture characterised by 

constant experimentation with technical, practical, and legal means 

that generates modulations and modifications in culture. I gave a 

number of examples of this process in Chapter Two. Entanglements 

                                                           
139 Schwartz, “Map: How Occupy Wall Street Chose Zuccotti Park : The New 
Yorker.” 
140 P. in ibid. 
141 Fractenberg, “Zuccotti Park Can’t Be Closed to Wall Street Protesters, NYPD 
Says - Downtown.” 
142 Kelty, Two Bits, 28. 
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of technical and cultural practices influence the everyday, and Kelty 

considers ‘geeks’ and Free Software programmers as recursive publics 

because ‘of their focus on the radical technological modifiability of 

their own terms of existence’.143 Practices of a recursive public that 

Kelty refers to, are a fitting example of the public who through action 

and speech initiate a new beginning, as Arendt would say. A recursive 

public creates new knowledge and new power, and it also builds ‘new 

infrastructures for circulating, maintaining and modifying it’.144  

The modulations in posthuman culture are created not just by skilled 

programmers and their ‘code actions’ but they can also be manifested 

in more traditional activities. The Occupy movement thus could be 

considered a recursive public too; however, there is a fundamental 

difference between recursive public as defined by Kelty, and the kind 

of recursive public that, I suggest, defines Occupy. Namely, the public 

that Occupy brings to life is not based on the existence of a particular 

social group that can be defined with a uniform name of geeks as in 

Kelty’s example, or bourgeois as in public sphere of Habermas, or 

Athenian citizens in ancient polls. Occupy could be more adequately 

defined as a public that initiates itself through action that experiments 

with and modifies what is common to those involved in action of 

occupying. It is an assembly of people, among them artists, teachers, 

theorists, geeks, students, musicians, activists and others. It is an 

assembly of things such as books, blankets, clothes, water and others. 

It is an assembly of practices of reading, sleeping, conversation, 

protest, occupation, etc. (Fig.24)     

                                                           
143 Ibid., 3. 
144 Ibid., 23. 
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Figure 24. photos of the Occupy Protest at the Zuccotti Park, generated from 

Google Image Search  

The Park itself was organised into designated assembly areas, medical 

points, comfort points and similar, to manage dissent by managing 

the needs of protesters. Mundane activities, traditionally the domain 

of oikos such as sleeping and cooking, were mixed with public 

activities of assembly meetings, public speaking supported by human 

microphones, performances, a People’s Library and similar initiatives. 

The private activities which usually would take place at home, when 

performed in the park were no longer passive actions, nor could they 

be categorised as a form of passive recreation which is an acceptable 

way of being in public. All activities became political intervening in 

the real.  

Occupy is indeed a ‘legitimate public space’ as Kelty suggests 

recursive public is, because it gives outsiders ‘a way in’, even those 

not in New York at the time of the protest. Slogans such as ‘We won’t 
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pay for your crisis’, and ‘We are the 99%’ started by the Occupy 

movement on the tumblr blog, generated the basis for solidarity 

among people who were not occupying the park, but who 

nevertheless shared values and the cause of the Occupy movement.145 

Hundreds of stories were submitted by those who recognised 

themselves as being part of the 99% and who defined and named 

reasons for their discontent with the state government, private 

corporations and finance industries. Action and speech together 

made Occupy public and common. Through occupying the blog 

space with the stories of lives of disappointment, hopelessness and 

misery, private made public and public defined through private, 

experiences and emotions were enacted and told as common 

becoming practice of separating the self as one of many (Fig.25).   

   
Figure 25. Images for the slogan ‘I am the 99%’ generated through Google Search  

Importantly, the two months of occupying Zuccotti Park were not a 

demonstration of how public and private exist as a unity. Rather, and 

following Mitropoulos’ argument, it could be seen as a rejection of 

the social contract which rigidly defines not only activities that are 

considered public and those regarded as private, but also which 

prescribe the format for public debate.146 Occupy is an example of 
                                                           
145 For information how the blog was started, see Weinstein, “‘We Are the 99 
Percent’ Creators Revealed.” 
146 Mitropoulos, Contract & Contagion. 
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recursive public, but it also engages with infrastructural politics where 

the issue of identity, community and subjectivity is rendered as 

distraction,147 and rejected by the refusal of Occupy to make concrete 

demands.148 Occupation performed and enacted in public was an act 

of negotiating and further unsettling the private/public dichotomy. 

Common space and practice created in this process were rewriting 

the separation of public and private as distinctly separate areas of 

social activity, while at the same time visibly intertwined. The public 

sphere traditionally kept at a distance from how it was constructed, 

was occupied and taken over by protest and discontent. This 

common activity employed the tension between private and public 

more effectively, and it created and enacted other infrastructures than 

those normally offered by the sharing economy.  

This is a social imaginary in action, present in other movements too. 

In Cairo, New York and Istanbul, protests were based on the explicit 

reclamation of public space through the act of ‘occupying’, thus going 

beyond the right to assemble and voice complaints of the traditional 

public sphere. Anomalous Wave protests against neoliberalisation of 

universities spread from Europe to the US and included sit-ins, 

assemblies, conferences, adding more activities via the transnational 

                                                           
147 Ibid., 118. 
148 Mainstream media in particular considered the lack of clear and tangible 
demands to be a sign of a failure of the Occupy movement. Judith Butler in her 
remarks at the Washington Square Park addressed this issue by stating that ‘the list 
of our demands is long’ and ‘these are demands for which there can be no 
arbitration’. She continued ‘they say  that demands for social equality  that 
demands for economic justice  are impossible demands   and impossible demands 
are just not-practical   But we disagree   If hope is an impossible demand    then we 
demand the impossible’, See more in “Composite Remarks.” For additional 
comments in response to the claims of no demands, see also Harkinson, “Occupy 
Protesters’ One Demand”; Graeber, “Occupy Wall Street’s Anarchist Roots.” 
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e-mailing list Edufactory with its website and publications.149 

Characteristic to all these examples is the mobility of the protest based 

on reclaiming the in-between spaces, the ‘infra’ of the structures 

temporarily created during the protests. Big Society Bail- In,150 

organised by the UK Uncut group, took a form of sit-ins in local bank 

branches, turning them into crèches, libraries and seminar rooms. 

With this gesture the protesters were reclaiming the funding which 

was poured into banks (bail-outs) by way of cutting public spending 

after 2008 bank crash. These forms of protest-as-happening 

generated media formats such as films and online tutorials on how to 

organise sit-ins and similar actions, actively contributing to creating 

infrastructures that could support and reproduce similar protests 

elsewhere.151 These aesthetic forms represent the aesthetics of the 

movement and the desire not just to recreate the protest but to 

continue it.   

A detailed discussion of the formats by Occupy and similar 

movements is not the focus of this thesis, and my intention in 

including it here is to recognise how common can be enacted 

generating another imaginary than that offered in the share economy 

model. Most importantly I want to distinguish how such 

infrastructures are not based on the ideas around public that are 

firmly linked to certain identity/ies that become/s representative of 

the public. This introduces another way of being in common that is 

pertinent in the posthuman condition.    

                                                           
149 See The Edu-factory Collective, Toward a Global Autonomous University. This 
network organisation which had its nodes across the World who were active in 
organising conferences in Canberra (2012) and Toronto (2013) has now divided 
into other collectives such as Commonware, UniNomade 2.0, EuroNomade.    
150 “What Is the Big Society Bail-In?” 
151 Many of them are documented and archived on YouTube 
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CHAPTER FOUR: Common practice: from curatorial system 

to curatorial apparatus   

 

However, if the relation of man with man ceases to be that of the Same with the Same, but 
rather introduces the Other as irreducible and – given the equality between them – always 

in a situation of dissymmetry in relation to the one looking at that Other, then a completely 
different relationship imposes itself and imposes another form of society which one would 

hardly dare call a “community.” 

Maurice Blanchot 

 

Practices of knowing and being are not isolable; they are mutually implicated. We don’t 
obtain knowledge by standing outside the world; we know because we are of the world. We 

are part of the world in its differential becoming. The separation of epistemology from 
ontology is a reverberation of metaphysics that assumes an inherent difference between 

human and nonhuman, subject and object, mind and body, matter and discourse.  

Karen Barad 

 

This final chapter returns to the concept of the curatorial system 

introduced earlier, redefined for this thesis and proposed as an 

expanded way to understand curating today. In the previous parts 

curating has been already linked to a number of contemporary 

phenomena which extend this activity beyond the usual field of 

curating in art. Starting with the task of establishing a genealogy of 

curating defined in Chapter One, the aim of this thesis has been to 

scrutinise how curating is influenced by technologies of participation 

online and new organisational forms such as networks and 
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commoning practices. This chapter focuses on examples which 

support the argument that curating too can influence systems, 

technologies and the ways they are performed on the level of design 

and use. Such an argument necessarily requires thinking about 

curating in a way that includes not just practices, discourses and 

technologies, but that recognises how curating is a material-discursive 

apparatus.   

To develop this argument I offer a new materialist reading of my 

curatorial project common practice focusing on the apparatus created 

as the result of the activities, people and technologies involved. 

Curating as material-discursive apparatus is established by focusing 

on the relation between the curatorial apparatus and the curatorial 

system to see in particular what is their relationality and not just how 

they differ. common practice was a practice-led research and a curatorial 

project through which the core concepts that concern this thesis - 

curating and the commons - have been explored through speculations 

on possible connections between them, and especially through their 

performance and specific practice. As argued in Chapter One, this 

approach has supported a move from systems thinking in curating 

towards an understanding of curating as an apparatus that diffracts 

familiar phenomena by engaging them in possibly contradictory 

relations.  This diffractive methodology follows Haraway’s use of 

diffraction as a metaphor and Barad’s recognition of this method as 

able to work through epistemological and ontological issues. As 

explained in the Introduction, this thesis develops the argument that 

curating is material-discursive apparatus that can reveal onto-

epistemological complexities of the systems and relations through 

which it functions.  

Foucault’s analysis of the apparatus discussed in Chapter One, and 

Barad’s definition of it in the introductory section, guide an 
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examination of curating from a posthuman perspective. Indeed, it has 

been part of this thesis to recognise the common involvement of 

people and machines in everyday practices, thus exposing power 

relations that go beyond the social and cultural. The posthuman 

approach that frames this investigation, while committed to do away 

with the anthropocentrism, it does not make the human obsolete 

altogether. Queering such binaries, it requires a reworking of 

cause/effect rationality which has a hard time dealing with 

contingencies resulting from unpredicted and unpredictable human 

and non-human intra-actions.  Consequently, curating is defined as a 

posthuman activity that can be performed by people and machines 

operating together, a condition entirely compatible with commons, as 

discussed throughout the chapters of this thesis.  

The relation between commons and curating is centrally concerned 

with the distribution of power relations, here defined in terms of their 

relationality and not just as difference nor as a binary opposition. In 

Chapter One I have argued for an expanded understanding of 

curating that on the one hand goes beyond the art field in that it can 

be understood to be a generalised form of documenting, archiving, 

organising and displaying art objects. On the other hand, curating has 

been proposed to be a technology of the self, a discipline and a 

method that organises, displays, represents and produces identities 

and subjectivities in highly networked and connected environments. 

It is by recognising this complex relationality in curating, that 

posthuman curating is discussed.  

Furthermore, commons and commoning have been discussed as 

practices which take place across complex networked systems, 

organisational formations and resources, as well as referring to 

commons/commoning participation in governmentality (the 

problem of government). By queerying participation post-
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participation has been suggested as a more accurate term to define 

the attitude of participatory practices today. In this context I also 

identify commons as a more productive concept and how it is 

different from the conflicting phenomena that post-participation 

defines. Building on this, in the final chapter the commons and 

curating are discussed together through the project common practice 

which conveys some of the differences between the two. It is this 

relation of difference, a diffractive method, that I explore here in 

practice.   

Through this thesis, curating and commons/commoning are 

positioned in a way that both links them to values and qualities which 

stand in opposition to each other, and questions such simple 

segregations. Curating is traditionally regarded as an individualised 

activity, concerned with the curatorial vision often synonymous not 

just with realising this vision but also with manifesting and 

performing the curatorial self. At the same time, it is an activity 

executed within and in relation to other networks and systems, and 

as such can no longer be considered to be an individual endeavour. 

Similarly, the discussion of commons which I have proposed expands 

an understanding of the commons as one based on the relation 

between three elements: community, resources, and commoning. It 

is framed as a practice of reproducing commons;1 in other words it is 

a practice invested in creating and recreating these three elements and 

the links and connections that hold them together. What is 

questioned however is what can be considered a regime of commons 

                                                           
1 Linebaugh, The Magna Carta Manifesto; Linebaugh, “Some Principles of the 
Commons”; An Architektur, “On the Commons: A Public Interview with 
Massimo De Angelis and Stavros Stavrides.” 
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and commons ideology that increasingly becomes a philosophy for 

neoliberals and activists alike.2 

When bringing commons and curating together I am not interested 

in how their differences confirm them as different practices that have 

little in common. Focusing on difference does not immediately put 

commons and curating in a relation of opposition to each other but 

it creates ‘superpositions’ which are not ‘a simple multiplicity, not a 

simple overlaying or a mere contradiction’.3 They are brought 

together to differentiate and entangle with each other at the same 

time, in an act that Barad defines as ‘cutting together apart’,4 and 

which here is explored as curating in/as common/s and discussed in 

detail later in the chapter. The relation between curating and the 

common is thus examined through the diffracting method that cuts 

them together-apart.      

This thesis does not aim to give directions on how best to curate with 

others, often referred to as co-curation, nor is it interested in curating 

commons as a method of arranging and organising resources and 

community as a kind of custodianship and governance over the 

commons. Curating in/as common/s is about queering these 

connections, diffracting them through the vectors of curating and the 

commons/commoning where the first, as specified earlier, is usually 

considered subjective and individual and the other is viewed as 

collective, shared and public. In effect curating in/as commons is used 

for re(con)figurings of relations of power that come into play with 

these two seemingly disparate practices, and it is applied in the 

                                                           
2 This is discussed in detail in Chapter Two. See also Caffentzis, “The Future of 
‘The Commons’: Neoliberalism’s ‘Plan B’ or the Original Disaccumulation of 
Capital?”; Federici, “Feminism And the Politics of the Commons in an Era of 
Primitive Accumulation.” 
3 Barad, “Diffracting Diffraction,” 176. 
4 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway; Barad, “Diffracting Diffraction.” 
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curatorial project common practice. In other words, in this chapter I 

examine superpositions and entanglements which are formed when 

curating and commons perform together in common practice. 

 

Not-just-art curating 

Curating has been defined in the thesis as a cultural and technological 

form, aesthetic practice, and a research methodology that is 

particularly suitable for organising creativity in a network context. 

Creativity has been affirmed as a desirable quality in the knowledge 

and digital economy and not simply the attribute of a genius mind. 

From publications that used to advise on how to make money from 

ideas,5 to recent reports that account for the value of creative 

industries,6 creativity has been firmly grounded in its economic 

potential with the ‘creative class’ at the centre.7 Creativity is, however, 

not only enacted through its economies of growth and 

industrialisation, but as has been observed, it is a social phenomenon 

defined as ‘the hype of the “creative class” and the high flights of the 

digital bohemians, the renaissance of “the creatives” is visibly 

enacted’.8 For example prosumers/producers responsible for user-

generated content have been all mobilized through mass participation 

in the digital economy as consumers, users, producers and content 

curators.  

                                                           
5 Howkins, The Creative Economy. 
6 UNESCORESS, “Creative Industries Boost Economies and Development, 
Shows UN Report | United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization.” 
7 Florida, The Rise of the Creative Class. 
8 Raunig, Ray, and Wuggenig, Critique of Creativity, 1. 
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The potential of socially executed creativity is sustained and 

supported across digital networks, and it is this environment that 

remains central to the concerns of this thesis and its focus on curating 

and the curatorial while opening it up to systems and contexts outside 

of the traditionally defined art system. A phenomenon already 

referred to in this thesis as ‘not-just-art’ curating in itself references 

the kind of art practices that are not easily defined as ‘just art’. In 

order for such a form to take place it has to be ‘not just itself’ and ‘it 

has to be used’.9 This proposition put forward by Fuller in the 

discussion of a software art project I/O/D 4: Web Stalker (1997) 

recognises the need to develop ‘street knowledge of the nets’ and 

‘speculative and interventional modes of production’ that are tactical. 

In this category of ‘not just art’ art the emphasis is on software as 

expanding the reach of art, and it is also on art as a method with a 

potential to interrupt normal sensibilities and knowledges and ways 

of doing. Not-just-art curating is a useful description of the kind of 

curating that is tactical and speculative and focused on relationality 

that is enacted with art and that intervenes into common practice of 

curating. This is the focus of this final chapter.       

curating as intervention  

In Chapter One I have already referred to a number of propositions 

which develop an understanding of curating in relation to its wider 

ecologies. They pay attention to the creative potential that results 

from the quality and intensity of connections that take place, and to 

curatorial practices. Both Krysa’s curating in/as an open system/s and 

Goriunova’s organisational aesthetics in art platforms refer to the 

complexity of processes and systems involved in forms of curating 

                                                           
9 Fuller, “A Means of Mutation. Notes on I/O/D 4: The Web Stalker.” 
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today.10 At the same time they are examples of cultural 

materialisations that are the outcome of how curating performs in 

networks. Both explore self-organisation as a desired process which 

is seen to assist in realising and organising creativity as part of 

computational cultures. It can be argued that self-organisation as a 

posthuman phenomenon confirms creativity previously held only as 

a potential within a given system. Goriunova’s claim, which I take to 

be partially ironic, declares self-organisation to be that which 

‘becomes a “scientifically approved” concept that retains the magic 

flavour and the senses of power of the ontological operation of 

becoming in the world’.11 And in such systems the becoming in the 

world is a process in which humans and nonhumans participate 

together.  

It is this notion of becoming in the world that motivates my project 

too. According to Braidotti, becoming is ‘a materialist temporal and 

spatial site of co-production of the subject’.12 In addition it is a 

material-discursive entanglement that cannot be framed only 

according to a formalist approach, as Barad argues.13 Here, the 

curatorial system is defined at a point of departure necessary to think 

of curating as outside of its systemic positioning and at the same time 

paradoxically firmly linked to it. And as I argue later, it is through 

diffraction that this contradictory relation is revealed.  

What I understand as a curatorial system, which I define to be a 

constitutive element in curating in/as common/s, is both different to the 

concept of curating in/as an open system(s) proposed by Krysa and to the 

                                                           
10 Thorough discussion of these two models as contemporary forms of curating 
can be found in Chapter One.  
11 Goriunova, Art Platforms, 38. 
12 Braidotti, “Posthuman, All Too Human,” 199. 
13 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway. 
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art platform proposed by Goriunova. There are similarities that include 

the fact that the curatorial system that I propose takes into account 

the process of production of subjectivities that takes place across 

different platforms and media forms, which Goriunova also pays 

attention to in her analysis. My contribution both follows and at the 

same time serves to complement and extend those of Goriunova and 

Krysa.  

As argued in the thesis, curating is offered as a method of engaging 

and participating in online cultures of mass participation while it is 

also part of a curatorial system which encompasses two sets of things 

together. On the one hand it includes a set of conditions and relations 

that accompany curating today, and which contain those identified by 

Krysa in her proposition to link curating with cybernetics and 

immaterial labour. At the same time, and as I have argued in Chapter 

One, it takes into account developments and trends which can be 

observed in artistic and curatorial practices throughout the 20th 

century and beyond, and which are defined more generally in critical 

and historical discourses in the field of art. These also include 

contemporary forms of art and cultural production as well as its 

categorisation and display made possible by massively distributed 

practices of social and creative participation online – of humans, 

machines and algorithms. I define these sets of elements as a 

constitutive outside of a curatorial system and in effect they are 

foundational to cultural formation of the curatorial system.  

Therefore, the curatorial system can be considered an epistemological 

method which identifies the specific conditions for curating and for 

a curator engaged in a particular curatorial project. So as a curator 

working with a curatorial system it is possible to identify all the 

elements participating in the project, and to recognise and influence 

the subject-object relations formed as a result of the fact that they are 
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all part of the same project, and because the system defines these 

relations as participatory. The curatorial system brings together these 

two layers: 1) the constitutive outside of the curatorial system; 2) and, 

relational elements of the curatorial project that might include 

audiences, artists, art objects, gallery, curatorial concept and similar 

components that contribute to conceptualising, producing and 

displaying an exhibition, as well as those who participate in it. In 

effect the curatorial system is a conceptual device which helps in 

identifying who and what are part of the project and how to connect 

them, and also in understanding their conditions beyond the 

curatorial context in which they meet. This is a starting point from 

which to think curating as intervention.  

constitutive outside of the curatorial system  

Indicative of the curatorial system is the recognition that it is neither 

a simple or straightforward structure nor an autonomous system. In 

fact, it is its complexity that is of significance here, as it requires a 

particular way of navigating through it. A curatorial system is thus 

proposed as the relation between the formation of the identity of the 

subject as a curatorial system (and similarly as part of a curatorial 

system) and constitutive outside. Derrida defines constitutive outside as 

that in which ‘the elements of signification function not through the 

compact force of their nuclei but rather through the network of 

oppositions that distinguishes them and then relates them one to 

another’.14 In Butler’s conception of constitutive outside the 

construction of the subject is strongly linked to material practices and 

creation of the other through exclusions. She explains: 

                                                           
14 Derrida, “From ‘Différance’.” 
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Such attributions or interpellations contribute to that field of 
discourse and power that orchestrates, delimits, and sustains that 
which qualifies as “the human.” We see this most clearly in the 
examples of those abjected beings who do not appear properly 
gendered; it is their very humanness that comes into question. 
Indeed, the construction of gender operates through 
exclusionary means, such that the human is not only produced 
over and against the inhuman, but through a set of foreclosures, 
radical erasures, that are, strictly speaking, refused the possibility 
of cultural articulation. Hence, it is not enough to claim that 
human subjects are constructed, for the construction of the 
human is a differential operation that produces the more and the 
less “human”, the inhuman, the humanly unthinkable. These 
excluded sites come to bound the “human” as its constitutive 
outside, and to haunt those boundaries as the persistent possibility 
of their disruption and rearticulation.15 

Both Derrida and Butler link the constitutive outside to border-

making practices, that is, to how difference is constructed and 

performed. The process of exclusion of the nonhuman and the 

human other can be considered in parallel with the construction of 

what is understood and defined as the social in art, as discussed in the 

previous chapter. The other of the curatorial system is constituted by 

the subjectivities that create it and are thus created by it: the social 

and technological, human and nonhuman, the creative and non-

creative, art and non-art. The haunting possibility of rearticulation 

and intervention in a curatorial system is in framing it as a site of the 

exclusion and formation of boundaries.  

I have previously mentioned such boundaries and exclusions which 

can be defined as the constitutive outside of the curatorial system. In 

Chapter One this was done in relation to the mainstream art history 

                                                           
15 Butler, Bodies That Matter, 8. (my italics) 
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and history of curating and exclusion of curating practices that 

develop with the use of technologies and their use for curating. In 

Chapter Two the focus was on contemporary forms of commoning 

as exemplified by online practices and community formations, and 

the gendered and racial exclusions inherent in them. And in Chapter 

Three the emphasis was on the execution of the public sphere 

through participation within defined conditions of an artwork, or re-

composition of the public space through public’s occupational 

practices and the role that technologies play in such constructions. To 

consider exclusions as active and constitutive elements of a curatorial 

system is to focus on the materiality of the curatorial system mapped 

in its historicity and discourse which in return produces and 

rearticulates new materialities. Thus, I argue that a curatorial system 

is a site of formation and redefinition of boundaries, that it attempts 

to encompass as rather than just streamlining relations within it in a 

kind of cybernetic loop organised through feedback via input and 

output, cause and effect, questions and answers. Indeed, a curatorial 

system is a way of directing attention to those boundaries and 

separations, not in order to gloss over them in an impossible attempt 

to make them disappear, but to highlight diffraction as a helpful tool 

to refine curatorial sensitivity to what actually takes place within such 

a system.      

The importance of the constitutive outside has been also discussed in 

media networks, and it is helpful to reiterate Rossiter’s argument as a 

further example of linking the constitutive outside to the material 

conditions for such networks. In Organized Networks, a critique of the 

creative industries and the presumed ‘universality’ of media culture,16 

he argues against the assumption that ‘informational relations are 

universal and horizontally organized’, and pays attention to the 

                                                           
16 Rossiter, Organized Networks, 99. 
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‘structural, cultural and economic obstacles to participation within 

media vectors’.17 Rossiter recognises the existence of boundaries and 

exclusions in media cultures and defines them as the ‘plurality of 

outsides’. His proposition is to consider constitutive outside through 

three key forces: ‘material (uneven geographies of labour-power, 

disjunctive social-technical systems, and the digital divide), symbolic 

(cultural capital and a-signifying semiotic systems), and strategic 

(figures of critique, situated interventions and permanent 

collaborations)’.18 His definition of the constitutive outside is targeted 

at the tendency in the sector of creative industries to do away with 

relations that are not immediately visible but that nevertheless are 

major constitutive forces which shape the sector. This process is 

illustrated through the rhetoric associated with the creative industries 

which places intellectual property as central to the creation of jobs on 

the one hand, but on the other reproduces conditions in which 

creative workers are exploited as content producers, volunteer 

company testers and the like. Rossiter says:  

A focus on the role of intellectual property regimes reveals that 
the labour power of the core constituency of the creative 
industries – information workers, programmers, designers, media 
producers and so forth – is the primary vehicle for exploitation 
and exclusion. Even though it is situated within the social-
technical and discursive system of the creative industries, the 
labour-power of creative workers functions as a constitutive 
outside for creative industries.19    

This exact process can be also recognised in my earlier discussion of 

Koblin’s online project TheSheepMarket. There are of course many 

other examples including the more recent and highly controversial 

                                                           
17 Ibid., 101. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid., 107. 
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massive experiment carried by Facebook and scientists from Cornell 

University and University of California,20 during which 600,000 

Facebook users’ research feeds were manipulated subtly to see if their 

friends’ emotions would be affected.21 The controversy was 

particularly related to the fact that the study was done without the 

users’ knowledge and without giving them the opportunity to opt out 

from such an application of their social profiles.  

Exclusions and exploitation common to all the examples mentioned 

here regularly do not include the possibility for direct consent of 

participants. A close reading of the ‘Digital Britain Final Report’22 

from 2009 reveals how such exclusionary practices are predefined for 

the creative industries and knowledge economy. This UK 

government document is strategic in establishing a link that connects 

digital activity to a business agenda. It supports the kind of 

interpretation where users’ participation is increasingly understood in 

terms of consumers’ relations with provided services such as health 

services, online shopping, online banking, job applications, self-

publishing, communication, and so on. The internet is thus 

considered as the ‘backbone’ for such services.23 At the same time the 

document includes the utopian vision of the internet and technology 

as an ‘information revolution’24 – a force that has the power to release 

users’ creative potential that ‘could transform every part of our lives’.25 

Providing an example, from the same report, Steve Ballmer, 

Microsoft CEO, says:  

                                                           
20 Kramer, Guillory, and Hancock, “Experimental Evidence of Massive-Scale 
Emotional Contagion through Social Networks.” 
21 See also Ross, “Do Research Ethics Need Updating for the Digital Age?” 
22 BIS and DCMS, “Digital Britain.” 
23 Ibid., 28. 
24 Ibid., 7. 
25 Ibid. 
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The number one benefit of information technology is that it 
empowers people to do what they want to do. It lets people be 
productive. It lets people learn things they didn’t think they could 
learn before, and so in a sense it is all about potential.26   

In effect one of the narratives that the document introduces supports 

further division of online content where production is divided into 

that provided by talented users and content that needs to be generated 

for those who are not talented to produce it,27 thus translating 

potential into economic options. This attitude links to the already 

existing tension between an abundance of creativity of users directed 

towards inclusion in digital consumption or ‘prosumption’, versus 

scarcity of apparently real talent that needs to be protected by 

Intellectual Property Rights (IPRs). Furthermore, and as can be 

expected, the user-generated content is the resource ready for 

exploitation by talented users who are people and companies that are 

enabled by law and commercial practices to exploit such content 

without it being called piracy or theft.    

constitutive outside as infrastructure 

With these examples it is possible to extend the understanding of 

constitutive outside as that which functions as a particular form of 

infrastructure. As has been argued earlier the neoliberal reframing of 

the potential as an economic opportunity is sustained by massively 

distributed sharing that generates also a massively open space of 

exploitation. Infrastructure is material but it is also affective because 

it is shared, resulting in human and nonhuman relations. Constitutive 

outside is established as infrastructure that functions as becoming 

other necessary for the system to work efficiently. Of course capitalism 

                                                           
26 Ballmer S. cited in ibid., 27. 
27 Ibid., 109. 
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is exactly this kind of system which cannot function without the 

outside which is reproduced as separate to the system so it can be 

exploited, enclosed and modernised. Similar organisational logic is at 

the core of arrangements of labour in the creative industries as 

discussed by Rossiter and Pasquinelli, for example. And before that, 

in feminist discourses, it has been recognised as the way in which 

reproductive labour is subjugated, community subverted and nature 

dominated.28  

Indeed, I also refer to these kinds of infrastructures in the previous 

chapter in my discussion of public space and its occupation by 

demonstrators, and when referring to financialisation processes 

behind the sharing economy which is now an integral part of the 

digital economy and cognitive capitalism. What is common to all 

these examples is the fact that processes of exclusion not only take 

place frequently, but that they are forever linked to the reproduction 

and relative performance of subjectivities of white men, creative 

workers, queers, black people, coloured people, protesters, women, 

artists, curators, audience, occupiers, organised networks, cyborgs, 

companies, social platforms, entrepreneurs, prosumers and an 

immense array of other subjects.  

The relation between the constitutive outside as infrastructure and as 

part of subjectivity is problematic. However, unlike Mitropolous, I do 

not consider it a distraction,29 but rather a process which accompanies 

the construction of infrastructures. In fact, the relation between the 

                                                           
28 I discuss this in more detail in chapter two and refer to a number of feminist 
writers and researchers whose work is dedicated to this issue such as ecofeminists 
Maria Miess, Vandana Shiva and Wages for Housework movement in US and 
Lotta Feminista in Italy in the 1970s. Sylvia Federici explores this subject in 
relation to the witch hunt in Europe in Caliban and the Witch. and in a more recent 
publication, discussing cases in India and Africa in Witch-Hunting, Past and Present.    
29 Mitropoulos, Contract & Contagion, 118. 
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two is exactly at the core of this research into curating and commons. 

It is in the connections that the limit of the curatorial system can be 

potentially enacted as reproduction of the same, or it can be 

materialised as an excess of difference. And difference is embodied 

through affect which ends up considered as waste and side-effect, or 

it is becoming infrastructure generating and sustaining more desirable 

results such as the sharing economy.   

Through exclusions and bordering the desire of the subject meets the 

materiality of the world and the political potential of this process is 

immanent. Ethics of becoming is tested by the subject’s ability to 

change the negative into positive passion, by the ability to transform 

exclusions into affirmation of freedom, by the ability to sustain the 

process of becoming. The curatorial system might be used to aid this 

process by giving rise to establishing a common ground for mapping 

relations and links with others in common. The curatorial system is 

affective and it is material-discursive practice which as well as being 

aware of the network of connections and relations which are 

systematically arranged within it, attempts to stack30 together also 

those that are usually excluded from it. It is helpful in orienting 

oneself as an individual in relation to other elements in the 

project/exhibition where the curator is a central node from which 

other elements are connected: as expressed by ideas, artists, artworks, 

institutions, funding, audience, and so on. It positions the curator in 

                                                           
30 Tiziana Terranova in her essay “Red Stack Attack!” refers to the term ‘stack’ 
originally suggested by Benjamin Bratton in his forthcoming book The Stack: on 
software and sovereignty (MIT Press 2016). I also observe a similar phenomenon but 
choose to use the term ‘superposition’. I am guided by Barad’s definition for 
quantum superposition where it is ‘a nonclassical relation among different 
possibilities’, from her ‘Quantum Entanglements and Hauntological Relations of 
Inheritance’, 251. 
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the centre and at the same time it makes the curator with its 

expression of curatorial control a constitutive element of a wider 

system. Furthermore, it allows immediately situating these elements 

within networks that are independent of, and not directly linked to or 

initiated by, a curator. These I define as the constitutive outside of the 

curatorial system. In effect the curatorial system reveals itself as a 

method helpful in bringing these different connections, power 

relations and exclusions into the foreground, and including them as a 

material as well as discursive context with which the curator works 

and intra-acts. The constitutive outside here becomes not just an 

element that takes part in the formation of the system from a distance, 

but it is materially executed within the system thus reproducing 

material conditions within it, and as such potentially producing a limit 

to it/self, or sustaining a common ground for constant 

transformation. 

It is at this point that the curatorial system can be useful inasmuch as 

it is a topologic device that marks the numerous relations, links and 

contact points that are played out within it and that often are more 

than just the thing they appear to be. The curatorial system pays 

attention to the binaries and sets out the scene from which to cut 

through traditional forms of curatorial judgement that are behind 

decisions of what is in and what is out, what is the subject and what 

is the object, what is self and what is the other/common. The task 

becomes how to extend the system, so that as well as mapping and 

measuring the difference, it is also able to sustain itself as facilitating 

a process of becoming.  
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Sustaining difference as common practice 

The close reading of common practice which I offer in this section pays 

attention to what is created, and describes elements of a curatorial 

project and its constitutive outside. The focus is more complex than 

a description that can be linked to what directly results from the 

project. These are necessary steps towards understanding how 

curatorial objects/subjects are formed and what material-discursive 

practices take part in their formations. The focus here is on difference 

not in order to amplify it as a matter of choice between one and the 

other, but to describe what has been produced through the discursive 

and material arrangements that brought commons and curating 

together in my project common practice (2010, 2013).            

 
Figure 26. common practice/code, session at Arnolfini, September 2010, gallery view 

Curating and commons are the core concepts with which this 

research is concerned and the common practice is an experiment on the 

self in intra-actions with his/her environment (Fig.26). This is a kind 

of experimentation with the ethics of becoming. The self in common 

practice is complicated and it has been established in the thesis as the 

posthuman subject with curating as its example discussed in detail in 

Chapter One. Whilst curating includes processes of subjectivation 
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and individuation it also generates affective objects/subjects that 

result from relational online activities in the common environment 

inhabited and sustained by machines and software as well as human 

participants. By bringing together curating and commons the 

intention is not to create unity but to intensify the matter of 

exclusionary practices in what could be a conflicting reality where 

human and nonhuman, resources, infrastructures and communities 

are conveyed.  

The description of common practice is not included here to reaffirm the 

definition of a curatorial system discussed in the previous section, 

even though I map different phenomena that are part of it. The 

intention is to take a step forward, or to be more precise inward, in 

order to create the conditions for what I propose to be a curatorial 

apparatus and which I describe in detail in the final section of this 

chapter. I propose an agential realist approach to curating which is 

framed by relations that take place between curatorial systems and 

curatorial apparatuses, and my attention in this section is on the 

phenomena31 which take part in this project – those from the start and 

those which are created as it takes place.      

ethics of becoming 

Before I move to describing the common practice project, there is a 

question of becoming and its ethics. Indeed, a philosophical project 

beyond the scope of this thesis, however, it is tested here as a matter 
                                                           
31 Barad recognises phenomena as constitutive of reality. In other words, they are 
phenomena that are not outside of the observatory practices and as such they are 
not independent and objective. She further refers to Bohr in defining that the 
crucial identifying feature of phenomena is that they include ‘all relevant features 
of the experimental arrangement’ and as a result ‘method, measurement, 
description, interpretation, epistemology, and ontology are not separable 
considerations’. see Bohr in Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 120–121. 
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of research practice through curating. Braidotti defines an ethics of 

becoming always in relation to sustainability and nomadic subjectivity 

where becoming is: 

a pragmatic philosophy that stresses the need to act, to 
experiment with different modes of constituting subjectivity and 
different ways of inhabiting our corporeality. Accordingly, 
nomadic ethics is not about a master theory, but rather about 
multiple micro-political modes of daily activism.32   

Pragmatism is situated in an active subject always becoming self. A 

practice of ‘endurance’ that is anchored in and through the body and 

linked to affectivity, pain and/or pleasure.33 The body is a locator of 

an activity and the site of action present in time and space of the event 

that is daily activism; daily practice of becoming. The body can be 

seen as a sensing device that is a location and ‘a materialist temporal 

and spatial site of coproduction of subjects in their diversity’.34 The 

body is a site of endurance.  

A materialist dimension is also present in the way Barad recognises 

importance of ‘ethical obligation to intra-act responsibly in the 

world’s becoming’.35 Ethics is a matter of responsibility for the ‘cuts 

that we help enact’ not because we decide to take part in them, but 

because we are already a part of a ‘larger material arrangement’ that 

enacts cuts.36 With such a proposition of ethical responsibility also 

objectivity is reframed as being accountable for ‘marks on bodies’.37 

Barad says: 

                                                           
32 Braidotti, “The Ethics of Becoming-Imperceptible.” 
33 Ibid. 
34 Braidotti, “Powers of Affirmation,” 271. 
35 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 178. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
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Hence objectivity requires an accounting of the constitutive 
practices in the fullness of their materialities, including the 
enactment of boundaries and exclusions, the production of 
phenomena in their sedimenting historiality, and the ongoing 
reconfiguring of the space of possibilities for future enactments.38    

Responsibility, that has traditionally been related to subjectivity, is for 

Barad a matter for objectivity too. That is to say it is a matter of 

connections, links and commitments that are enacted, entangled and 

emergent. The Other is always there and human embodiment, as she 

asserts after Emmanuel Levinas, always already entails an exposure to 

the Other.39 Embodiment of the self also is the embodiment of the 

other.40 And ethics for Barad is responsibility in enacting inclusions 

and exclusions. 

The curatorial project common practice has been an experiment that 

enacts inclusions and exclusions. It re-enacts encounters in common 

through curating as a shared experience while attempting to keep 

open set of possibilities for difference. It is concerned with the 

otherness as a practice together, with the ambition of becoming 

common practice. 

                                                           
38 Ibid., 391. 
39 Barad reference to Levinas is influenced by the interpretation of his work by 
Ewa Plonowska Ziarek. Barad quotes Ziarek: ‘Levinas rethinks embodiment not 
only as the condition of relations to objects but also as a prototype of an ethical 
experience. In contrast to transcendence of the body in self-reflection, “oneself,” 
or ipseity, signifies for Levinas an embodied self – a prelogical, presynthetic 
entwinement of thought and carnality, or what Levinas calls “being in one’s skin.”’ 
Ziarek in ibid.  
40 Ibid., 392. 
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re/collecting common practice 

common practice41 (2010, 2013) is an experiment manifested as a series 

of curated events in the Reading Room in the Arnolfini Gallery in 

Bristol (UK) and hosted online by the Department of Reading (Fig. 

26, 27, 28), and also developed and presented at transmediale 13. 

common practice is not an exhibition but a performative curatorial event 

where there are no artworks or artists to speak of, and anyone is 

invited to join and experiment in its realisation. More descriptively, 

common practice provides a space and time for a reading group that uses 

online tools such as wiki and Skype to perform manipulations of 

language, conversations, reading, and the cobbling together of texts, 

poetry, people, code, systems, chat, conversations. These diverse 

elements, human and nonhuman, enter into relations aimed at co-

producing ‘untagged and freestyle body/ies of knowledge’,42 a phrase 

defining the expected materiality of the event as the unknown and 

contingent.  

This experiment is concerned with questions of how knowledge is 

produced today and how difference is enacted specifically in relation 

to curatorial responsibility that is mediated and shared within a 

network. It concentrates on the connections and relations between 

matter and discourse, focusing on the event where ‘discourses and 

matter come to matter through processes of materialization and the 

                                                           
41 common practice is a curatorial project which was developed alongside my PhD 
project and started as a practice element of my doctoral research. It was 
commissioned in 2010 by project.arnolfini, an online experimental production and 
research platform linked to the curatorial programme at Arnolfini. First developed 
in collaboration with Sonke Hallman from Department of Reading and later 
continued with Marcello Lusanna and Tobias Münzer. 
42 Tyżlik-Carver and Hallmann, “Common Practice.” 
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iterative enfolding of phenomena into apparatuses of bodily 

production’.43  

 

 
Figure 27. common practice/code, session at Arnolfini, September 2010, screen view 

What follows is a description of common practice as a curatorial 

structure, a re/collection and re/membering of the project as a mode 

of, and for, reconfigurings, activities and infrastructures; a curatorial 

apparatus creating phenomena, constantly enacting and defining 

exclusions, defining zones and borders and crossing them at the same 

time. 

                                                           
43 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 244. 
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Figure 28. common practice/code, session at Arnolfini, September 2010, installation view fragment 

Italo Calvino said that ‘the storyteller explored the possibilities 

implied in his own language by combining and changing the 

permutations of the figures and the action, and of the objects on 

which these actions could be brought to bear’.44 Used as a guiding 

principle for common practice Calvino’s story frames the project as a 

matter of play undermining the authority of language and its 

perceived autonomy as a system distant from its subjects. The 

sessions of common practice take human language and computer code 

to engage their control structures productively; to test their potential 

through inclusions and exclusion enacted with different versions of 

language as texts as code. Texts proposed as the starting point for 

each of the sessions are used to perform the system, by moving in, 

                                                           
44 Calvino, “Cybernetics and Ghosts,” 4. 
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out and across it, copying, pasting, deleting, rewriting, reading and so 

on.  

The language sessions of common practice used poems written in a blend 

of computer code and language called mezangelle, developed in the 

1990s by the Australian artist known as mez breeze, net.wurker. ms 

post modemism, aka Mary-Anne Breeze. These ‘net.wurks’45 

experiment with language and computer code to layer meanings and 

create alternatives to such meanings, constantly undermining the 

certainty of what language is and does. Mez warns the reader: 

46 

Mezangelle defines the disruption of code and language, and I argue 

it is performed and acts in a kind of diffractive way, and not just 

                                                           
45 ‘net.wurks’ is Mez’s term for code poems also known as ‘codeworks’. See also 
Sondheim, “Introduction: Codework.” 
46 Mary-Anne Breeze, “The Data][h!][bleeding Texts.” see source 
http://netwurkerz.de/mez/datableed/complete/index.htm   
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through each other (code and language) but also through the many 

identities created and engaged in ‘mezangelling’. The practice is 

located in and through code and language structures. And most 

importantly, it is an apparatus firmly situated in machines and the 

software environment as well as in the many bodies and subject 

incarnations that such a setting supports, and always in relation to the 

human subject of its creator; while the invocation of a ‘real-life 

author’ reclaims the net.wurks as fiction. Poems written in mezangelle 

and the language itself are phenomena which when inserted into the 

workings of common practice not only expand meanings of words but 

also enhance the practice of subjectivation into a form of modulation, 

formation and de/formation. Mez pays attention to many ‘fiction 

avatars’ involved and necessary to create net.wurks.   

Different subjects present during common practice sessions can also be 

recognised. Appearing in comments and conversations within a 

Skype text-chat they are now archived on the wiki-based pages. The 

movement between the language and its rules, between the machine 

and software, and between the poem and its authoring are present, as 

experienced by those engaged in the practice. The session facilitates 

the breakdown of distinctions between subject and object, but also 

between writing and reading and human machine. For instance, they 

say:  
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47 

The poems are ‘asking’ to be reworked and I understand this asking 

as an account of the experience of being close, the movement and 

connections between all the involved: poems, people, software, 

machines. It is the experience of borders between body and the 

machine, between language and code that are put in question, no 

longer absolutely distinct and un/familiar. The language/code is 

shared and through the sharing of language/code the other can intra-

act. The human and machine become the body of this intra-action 

and it is queer. Mezangelle allows for this sharing of language which 

becomes operative across machines and people as poems find their 

modality of articulation that takes place via this read/write 

framework. What is read and who is written and what/who writes is 

                                                           
47 See Skype transcript from the session on the wiki (my highlights) 
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/Skype1 



 

300 
 

moved and swapped and never settles; and that is what becomes the 

experience of the session.  

The process of reworking the texts which is at the core of common 

practice sessions has similar disruptive qualities as mezangelle. In this 

case, reading is diffracted through writing and writing through 

reading constantly crossing and transgressing these two seemingly 

separate and distinct practices and confusing when and if one stops 

and the other begins. common practice performs its entanglement, also 

performing language as its other. Other infrastructures are created in 

memory, not yet habits, but moments that can be forgotten and that 

may be re/membered. And they are too created as software 

applications that can support introducing difference to curating and 

its data, content, meaning.  Not just not-just-art curating. 

performing subjects/objects  

For the common practice: language sessions, two poems were made 

available for simultaneous reading-writing of these texts to experience 

their language-code operations during the events. Texts chosen for 

the common practice: code sessions included fragments from Hard_Code 

Theatre (2001) by The Unknown, Georges Perec’s Life. A User’s 

Manual (1978), excerpt from Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature (1986) by 

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, and more poems by mez breeze. 

The framework stayed the same, the practice was repeated in each 

session within the same set up that allowed for rewriting of texts with 

others across wiki and Skype system over few hours during the 

session. The rules of the language and code and their performativity 

were further questioned through the contingent character of each 

session where all the phenomena intra-act, and as such they are not 
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separate objects but always in relations. The desire to move beyond 

language was also present:  

we can still communicate without words, we have  

at least 5 senses We must have a go at an olfactory  

conversation later on... scratch and sniff is all  

the rage apparently48  

In the sessions there was also language expressing its desires, it 

performed its subjectivity and it was noticed:  

"Eureka" he said, "Stratton, come here, I want  

you." It's interesting that the second sentence of  

the Hard_Theatre text seems to undermine the  

first: it contains an exclamation, an  

interpellation, and an expression of desire. All  

things that have subjectivity as their source, and  

so are outside any notion of language as a closed,  

self-referential system.49 

Language here is not just expressive of subjectivity, it enacts its own 

agency by becoming a subject that speaks and acts.   

As mezangelle poems are used to execute language operations that 

influence a matter of meaning, a particular method for reading online 

is also used for common practice. Developed by the Department of 

Reading (DoR),50 this method takes into account the textuality of 

                                                           
48 Fragment from the common practice: code session three, skype transcript available 
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/Skype3  
49 Ibid.  
50 Department of Reading (DoR) is an initiative of Sönke Hallman who was my 
collaborator on common practice:language and common practice:code and other curatorial 
and art projects before that [see playing practice (2009) and turning language into object 
(2009)]. DoR started in 2006 with other researchers based at the time at Jan van 
Eyck Academie. It is a method of reading online it was also a reading group and a 
part of a project Faculty of Invisibility.  

http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/Skype3
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reading within a machine-based environment where the writerly 

merits of reading practice are open to exploitation. During these 

sessions, the wiki-based platform is used for storing and displaying 

texts for reading, and Skype text chat for simultaneous discussion, 

reading and writing. In the course of the DoR sessions and ways in 

which people had engaged in readings and how they had used 

technological tools utilised within this format, new software was 

developed.51 The Department of Reading internet system (doris) 

allows for relaying messages from Skype directly into the wiki. In 

effect Skype is turned into an interface which permits text editing and 

uploading from the Skype text-chat window directly to the wiki-based 

page. This model introduced into DoR reading sessions a more 

automated way of working with the texts, and with it new ways of 

engaging in the practice of online reading emerged. Interestingly, such 

an approach extended the possibility of applying this method to other 

practices where there is potential for a discussion to become a text 

and as such intervene into its textures, or for the text to animate other 

forms such as performance, writing and publishing or in my case 

curating.52 Because of this, the Department of Reading method can 

                                                           
51 Department of Reading has occasional appearances, however, its peak of 
experimentation and activity took place between 2006 – 2010. A number of 
reading sessions were organised then with invited hosts who would prepare 
texts/subjects for reading/writing. The invitation was to come ‘unprepared’ that is 
not to read the text before the session, so reading and writing would take place 
simultaneously during the sessions. These early sessions led to the development of 
software ‘doris’ which automated certain elements of the text manipulation across 
Skype and wiki. Michael Murtaugh, a programmer, artist, a member of 
CONSTANT collective was a software developer for Department of Reading 
internet system (doris) who collaborated with Hallman to develop software for 
Depatrment of Reading practices.  
52 As well as curatorial projects such as playing practice and common practice DoR has 
been engaged in number of projects related to performance with artists and 
researchers based in Europe. In particular the sessions under the title ‘Ongoing 
propositions under different conditions’ and in 2010 Echo’s Book was published 
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be considered an affective way to engage in computational matter as 

well as text, as it is an environment that enframes its experience.      

The execution of the border between reading and writing hones in on 

that moment of crossing between one and the other and then repeats 

it over and over again, here and then, now and later. This is a 

performative act yet it is not ostentatious and often executed quietly, 

sometimes in frustration or boredom, and occasionally by asking ‘why 

even bother?’ The performative character of online reading is, 

however, not bounded by the body that reads. To comprehend 

reading practice today it is enough to realise how unsatisfactory 

contemporary representations of the body in the act of reading 

actually are. We need to ask what else happens when the gaze is 

directed at the screen. And while considering the question of how we 

are enacted, also think beyond the human body imagining possibilities 

and potentials of other bodies that are performed. Or as Barad 

suggests, to pay attention to how the constitution of the ‘human’ is 

‘continually being reconfigured’ and what is ‘our role in these and 

other reconfigurings’.53 Again, the issue of responsibilities.  

Activities so ingrained into daily routines like checking Facebook 

statuses or tweeting selfies against the sunset have become 

normalised and commonly take place every day to the point of 

assimilating and naturalising them. The more familiar they are the less 

visible they remain, also as reading/writing practices. The ability to 

access information, stay in touch or present the self to the world is 

available at a touch of a button and never further away than your 

pocket, your bag or your desk. With technology, not only ubiquitous 

but also augmented and seamlessly interwoven into the fabric of life 

                                                           

which assembled writings and readings from the Symposium for Readers organised 
by the DoR.  
53 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 392. 
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the user becomes part of the infrastructure that distributes 

information and injects affect into the distribution system. The 

repetitious character of the use of technological devices accompanied 

by gestures necessary to make them work (touching the screen, 

pressing the button, moving a finger across the screen, getting closer 

to the computer when using voice over IP), makes technological tools 

familiar in such a manner that their use becomes more intimate and 

physically close. At the same time this physical contact and learned 

intimacy with technology is dissolved by the value inscribed in the act 

of communication and massive distribution of information. The 

actual process of taking the photo and the moment to appreciate the 

scenery/situation which inspired it, become secondary to its 

communication and circulation, that is to say to its infrastructure. Not 

only generating tweets, posting photos, likes and comments is 

extremely pervasive,54 but such cultural practices participate in the 

process where ‘nature mutates into culture’ and ‘autonomy and 

automaton interface intimately’55 and indeed culture mutates into 

nature. 

Life becoming infrastructure is a common process, as illustrated in 

the previous chapter. It is based on attracting attention to create, 

move and branch it exponentially as data. Thus its value is not just, 

or is no longer in the personal/individual act and ability to generate 

an image/tweet/post but in the relations and intra-actions between 

all the phenomena which include algorithms and other nonhumans 

that all take part in this process. Not only is human computer 

interaction increasingly affective, but algorithms are created to 

                                                           
54 This situation is illustrated in a short film by Matthew Frost, ASPIRATIONAL. 
with Kirsten Dunst, which represents the rise of particular form of participatory 
culture and its strong links to celebrity culture. My thanks to Andrew Prior for 
pointing me to this example.  
55 Haraway, Modest−Witness@Second−Millennium.FemaleMan−Meets−OncoMouse, 149. 
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specifically engender emotions as the Facebook experiment suggests.  

Thus subject/object is performed and enacted as exterior and 

separate, manifested not as a process of ethical becoming but as 

detached sum of its representations.  

In this section my focus was on constitutive outside understood as 

the curatorial system as infrastructure, and its potential as an ethical 

environment. In the next part I develop the concept of curatorial 

apparatus by drawing on Barad’s definition of apparatus. As a 

diffractive device I apply it first in the art historical reading of Ulrike 

Gabriel’s work Breath (1992) before moving to the final section of the 

thesis where curatorial apparatus is discussed in common practice. 

Instead of concluding with common practice only I wish to feature 

another work in order to give an expanded example of curatorial 

apparatus. I want to use diffraction as a writing device on the one 

hand, and on the other I want to create an interference in the thesis. 

This superposition of sorts is used to make explicit diffraction 

patterns generated by these two different projects exposing their 

differences, while at the same time revealing what they have in 

common. It is discursive experiment in cutting together apart in order 

to determine different features of materiality of such cuts while also 

learning about apparatus(es) used in the two projects. While my main 

focus in common practice is on apparatus as a curating device, the thesis 

expands this interest to consider consequences not just for a curator 

and curating but especially in relation to commons and closely related 

to it questions of community.  
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Curating as apparatus  

In this section I return to the curatorial system and address the 

question of how to extend it. If the curatorial system is a method of 

mapping conditions for curating that also locates its constitutive 

outside as infrastructure, what is the curatorial form that as well as 

accommodating this topology, keeps it open to other and immanent 

phenomena? It is a question of ‘how to meet the universe half way’, 

as Barad urges us to do, where as well as mapping occurrences in a 

system, the new ones are responsibly created? I propose curatorial 

apparatus as a method and a tool with which to open the possibility 

for encounters with the universe: an apparatus that reveals specific 

material entanglements between different phenomena creating other 

phenomena.  

As explained earlier, before defining curatorial apparatus used in 

common practice I consider the technologically-based artwork Breath to 

create diffraction patterns in the text. I do this to introduce onto-

epistemology of this thesis in practice through interference generated 

by superposition of Breath and common practice. Therefore, I ask the 

reader not to think of this exercise as a comparison between the two 

works and apparatuses they use, one artistic and another curatorial, 

but to become sensitive to how subjects and objects emerge through 

intra-actions enacted in this text. Specifically, it is a question of what 

is common, or in other words, what is our community in the moment 

of performing/enacting/reading diffraction patterns? Indeed, I 

return to the question of common and community centrally in the 

final section of this chapter. For now, I start with the discussion of 

apparatus which will help situate this notion as fundamental for these 

works individually and together in the text. In particular, my aim is 

here to distinguish between how these works enact a certain and very 
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specific reality that is materially bound to their time and space, and 

how at the same time they are also a component, a part of a method 

that does not manifest the ideas but engages with their materiality.       

apparatus revisited  

The issues stated above are addressed in this section of the chapter 

by drawing on the concept of apparatus and in particular referring to 

Foucault’s and Barad’s conceptualisations. In fact, Barad engages the 

notion of apparatus developed in social and political theory in the 

work of Foucault and positions it against a material understanding of 

apparatus in physics as defined by Niels Bohr.56 Barad’s apparatus is 

located within her agential realist ontology, and in her definition she 

conveys theory and practice of quantum physics to define what an 

apparatus is: 

Apparatuses are not mere instruments or devices that can be 
deployed as neutral probes of the natural world, or determining 
structures of a social nature, but neither are they merely 
laboratory instruments or social forces that function in a 
performative mode. Apparatuses are not merely about us. And 
they are not merely assemblages that include nonhumans as well 
as humans. Rather, apparatuses are specific material 
reconfigurings of the world that do not merely emerge in time 
but iteratively reconfigure spacetimematter as part of the ongoing 
dynamism of becoming.57 

                                                           
56 Niels Bohr was a Danish physicist working on quantum theory for which he 
received Nobel Prize in Physics in 1922. Barad’s agential realism is founded on 
quantum physics and its epistemologies that challenge ‘not only Newtonian physics 
but also to Cartesian epistemology and its representationalist triadic structure of 
words, knowers and things.’ Chapter three in Meeting the Universe Halfway. is 
dedicated to Bohr and his philosophy-physics.  
57 Ibid., 142. 
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An apparatus is not a thing, nor a process, neither is it a social 

construct, but it is a phenomenon in process of producing new 

phenomena through reconfigurations, rearrangements, intra-actions 

and performative cuts that enact boundaries and exclusions. Such an 

apparatus is an active element of processes that it measures and thus 

makes them knowable. Importantly, according to Barad, an apparatus 

is partly responsible for them. Its material presence and its features 

influence the phenomena observed not through mere observation but 

because of its intra-action with them and with the observer. This 

definition of apparatus places at its centre the laboratory device, not 

to suggest our dependence on it in knowledge making but to 

acknowledge its part in discursive and material formation of the world 

around.  

This approach is different from the one developed by Foucault with 

his concept of dispositif translated into English as apparatus. With it 

Foucault was attentive to all the elements of apparatus and recognised 

its heterogeneous elements ‘consisting of discourse, institutions, 

architectural forms, regulatory decisions, laws, administrative 

measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral and 

philanthropic propositions’.58 Foucault’s apparatus develops within a 

discourse of power/knowledge and is ‘a more general case of 

episteme’59 which is to say that it is a structure of knowledge that ‘makes 

possible the separation, not of the true from the false, but what may 

and what may not be characterised as scientific’.60  In the same 

fragment he recognises that apparatus is discursive and non-

discursive and indeed from his earlier works we are familiar with his 

inclusion of the body as the site on which practices of 

                                                           
58 Foucault, “The Confession of the Flesh,” 194. 
59 Ibid., 197. 
60 Ibid. 
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power/knowledge are exercised through torture, observation via the 

panopticon, medication or confession.61 As has been claimed, one of 

Foucault’s main contributions has been ‘his ability to conceptualize 

the way in which the body has become an essential component for 

the operation of power relations in modern society’.62 The body is not 

only an element of an apparatus of power/knowledge, but that the 

combination of knowledge and power is localized in the body.63 

Foucault recognises the complexity of relations of power/knowledge 

by looking at historical examples of practices and rituals that 

materialise these forces within society and as a result he is able to 

distinguish the body as the subject and object of power/knowledge 

operations.  

Foucault’s concept of ‘dispositif’ has generated a number of 

interpretations, including Deleuze’s “What is a Dispositif?” (1992) 

and more recently Georgio Agamben “What is an Apparatus?” 

(2009).64  Pasquinelli’s reading, in an essay “What an Apparatus is 

Not” (2015) traces its origin to the project of normativity rather than 

as suggested by Agamben in his essay to the notion of ‘positivity’ and 

in particular Hegel’s ‘positive religion’ as quoted by Jean Hippolite.65 

Agamben argues the origins of dispositif to this understanding of 

positivity in relation to power and further to ‘governmentality’ and 

‘government of men’ when he says that ‘for Foucault, what is at stake 

is rather the investigation of concrete modes in which the positivities 

(or the apparatuses) act within the relations, mechanisms, and “plays” of 

                                                           
61 Much of Foucault early work was dedicated to this subject. See Foucault, Madness 
and Civilization; Foucault, Discipline and Punish. And his reaffirmed focus on the 
body in his final work Foucault, The History of Sexuality. 
62 Dreyfus and Rabinow, Michel Foucault, 112. 
63 Ibid., 113. 
64 Deleuze, “What Is a Dispositif?”; Agamben, “What Is an Apparatus?” 
65 See Pasquinelli, “What an Apparatus Is Not: On the Archeology of the Norm in 
Foucault, Canguilhem, and Goldstein.” 
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power’66 (my emphasis). The articulation of dispositif proposed by 

Agamben takes place through the philosophical and historical 

genealogy of the concept of oikonomia in the early Christian tradition 

and its relaying to the current state of governance in neoliberalism. 

This reading of apparatus as positivity is radically rejected by 

Pasquinelli who is more keen to define dispositif as biopolitical 

apparatus. The focus of his interpretation is on the apparatus 

understood as strongly linked to the human body via Foucault’s 

references to Georges Canguilhem and his ideas about pathology and 

the normal; and to organic structures via the work of German 

neurologist Kurt Goldstein.67 Pasquinelli’s argumentation is very 

productive but at the same time his definite critique of Agamben’s 

interpretation can be taken itself as a normative project of Foucault’s 

dispositif.   

What the two approaches exemplify, however, is the sheer complexity 

of Foucault’s concept of apparatus, and Deleuze’s essay is helpful in 

unpicking its intricacies. The most noticeable is Deleuze’s insistence 

in the text to define Foucault’s dispositif always as ‘social apparatus’ 

whose elements include ‘lines of visibility and enunciation, lines of 

force, lines of subjectification, lines of splitting, breakage, fracture’.68 

Importantly, Deleuze recognises the philosophical consequence of 

apparatus that demands abandoning universals as unable to explain 

anything, when he asserts ‘it is the universal which needs to be 

explained’.69 The second consequence is attention to apparatus in its 

ability to link the historical with the current that is its role in 

                                                           
66 Agamben, “What Is an Apparatus?,” 6. 
67 Although, as Foucault himself says in an interview he has never used the 
organism as a metaphor in his work. See Foucault, “The Confession of the Flesh,” 
206. 
68 Deleuze, “What Is a Dispositif?,” 162. 
69 Ibid. 
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distinguishing ‘what we are (what we are already no longer), and what 

we are in the process of becoming: the historical part and the current part’70 

(emphasis in the original). Apparatus is a method for Foucault to link 

the archive of knowledge with a mode of its construction, as well as 

being a more general case of episteme, to recall again Foucault’s own 

words.  

Knowledge making for Foucault is always, however, a human venture 

and Barad with her method intervenes into the assumed social nature 

of knowledge production with bodies as constituted through social 

forces. The result of this is further questioning of subject-object 

relations which Barad insists, are not sufficiently interrogated by 

Foucault. By including a specific measuring device, a laboratory 

instrument, she is able to combine the discursive and the material 

properties of the apparatus itself and consider other, nonhuman 

bodies operative in such processes. Key to this is her ‘diffractive 

reading’ of two analyses of apparatus. In her research, Barad situates 

Foucault’s interest in the discursive relation of power and knowledge 

and its effects on bodies in parallel to Bohr’s attention to the 

presumed objectivity of the scientific apparatus and its understanding 

as emergent ‘within specific observational practices’.71 As the result of 

bringing together these two approaches she steers towards a new 

understanding of ‘how discursive practices are related to material 

phenomena’.72 With these two references, Barad focuses on the 

articulation of the complexity of such material-discursive relations 

and goes on to explore them in detail by building a case study of 

ultrasound technology to articulate the nature of the relationships 

                                                           
70 Ibid., 164. 
71 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 199. 
72 Ibid., 200. 
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between discursive practices and material phenomena.73 This allows 

her to analyse the ‘inseparability of apparatuses and objects (subjects)’ 

which points to important ontological and epistemological 

consequences, which, she argues, Foucault’s analysis does not offer.  

This understanding of apparatus as material-discursive that insists on 

inseparability of apparatuses and objects/subjects would suggest that 

Amamben’s and Pasquinelli’s different interpretations of apparatus 

are not exclusive. Barad’s approach is important because of its ability 

to simultaneously address a number of concerns at the same time 

without creating hierarchies between them. In her discussion of 

ultrasound technology, she focuses on a number of specific issues 

usually not discussed together. They include relations between the 

ultrasound machine as an object and a tool of observation, its 

genealogy and development towards a globally accepted antenatal 

technology, and changing operational practices related to how and 

who is authorised to use it. She also undertakes material analysis of 

the piezoelectronic transducer used in the production of ultrasound 

waves and in the production of what is commonly referred to as a 

foetus.  

The method which Barad applies in her work brings together the 

focus on the discursive practices and material conditions, which 

notably include phenomena on a micro level such as particles, waves 

and atoms. The links and connections which are articulated with this 

material-discursive focus reveal the complexity of superpositions 

already present and those emerging. According to Barad, ‘quantum 

                                                           
73 In her analysis Barad uses an example of ultrasound technology for scanning 
foetuses and proposes it as an apparatus of observation emblematic to the 
twentieth century, in similar way that Foucault offers analysis of panopticon as an 
observatory technology in the eighteenth century. For detailed discussion see 
‘From Imaging Devices to Materializing Practices’ in Ibid., 199–212. 
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superpositions radically undo classical notions of identity and being’ 

and they tell us that ‘being/becoming is indeterminate matter’.74 To 

think something as indeterminate in this way is to accept its constant 

becoming, and to continuously question any attempt to define it as 

one or the Other, subject/object or apparatus. Furthermore, this 

methodology is critical because it reasserts the extension of Foucault’s 

biopower into what Barad refers to  as technobiopower75 (after Haraway). 

Haraway argues, ‘objects like fetus, chip/computer, gene, race, 

ecosystem, brain, database, and bomb, are stem cells of the 

technoscientific body’.76  The development of control technologies 

that both Barad and Haraway refer to with the notion of 

technobiopower, points to the change of scale that expands in both 

directions – at both macro and micro scales – thus increasing the 

range of phenomena that are affected by such technologies and 

erasing the possibility to define their borders.  

Barad extends the properties of apparatus: it is an observing device, a 

thing that takes part in creating and generating new phenomena, and 

it contributes to new practices of observation and knowledge 

production. Her contribution to expanding the concept is based on 

an approach which brings into the focus the connections and 

relations that take place across and between the apparatus as an 

observation instrument and processes related to it. The implications 

of this approach are such that any possible interpretations of 

phenomena include meaning-making practices that do not pretend 

that the apparatus is not there. According to Barad this commitment 

reaffirms the objectivity of this method and situates its ethics with 

‘onto-epistem-ology’ that together define ‘an appreciation of the 
                                                           
74 Barad, “Quantum Entanglements and Hauntological Relations of Inheritance,” 
251. 
75 See references in Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 201.  
76 Haraway, Modest−Witness@Second−Millennium.FemaleMan−Meets−OncoMouse, 129. 
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intertwining of ethics, knowing, and being’.77 Once the apparatus is 

defined in this way its relevance extends beyond the science and 

technology studies as it can be applied in the arts and humanities. The 

concept of the apparatus offers a rigorous way by which exhibitions 

and artworks can be examined with all due attention to the material 

and discursive qualities of the artefacts and to other phenomena that 

take part within it.  

Thus the curatorial system defined earlier in the chapter can be seen 

to expand into a particular curatorial form that here becomes the 

curatorial apparatus marking the shifting focus from what is out and 

distant to what is inside and possibly intimately close. And so as the 

curatorial system was helpful in mapping constitutive outside of the 

curatorial form, the curatorial apparatus expands inwards zooming 

onto phenomena that are reconfigured within it. The material-

discursive description of common practice which will be continued later 

pays attention to these, at the same time confusing the possibility of 

exactly outlining where the apparatus ends and system starts and vice 

versa, also intervening into time-space continuum of common practice as 

radically open and indeterminate. Common practice is defined here as a 

curatorial project as well as apparatus. The difference between the 

two intervenes into how we think discourse and method, how we 

think practice and matter. Because common practice as a curatorial 

project is limited in what it can achieve and how it can develop – 

through it material, financial, time and other constraints – it is an 

apparatus full of potential, a speculative device that always ensures 

that things can be otherwise, a curatorial apparatus in a process of 

becoming.  

                                                           
77 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 185. 
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breathing data  

What follows is a new materialist reading of the art installation Breath. 

This example will help demonstrate what is meant by the application 

of apparatus in art and humanities. With Breath, an interactive video-

based installation by Ulrike Gabriel, on the one hand we can see how 

the concept of apparatus is useful in recognising and revealing 

connections that are engendered by intra-acting with an artwork. And 

on the other, with this reading of a specific artwork I want to point 

to further examples in art and its history that have been occupied by 

the technoscientific body of knowledge and matter. Importantly, and 

as suggested earlier, my analysis is a matter of diffraction, an 

experiment in creating diffraction patterns as an exercise in discourse 

when discussing common practice later.    

Breath was developed at the time when interactivity in art was firmly 

connected to cybernetics and when participation was regularly applied 

in making the artwork. As has been noted, a common ambition of 

similar works in the late 1960s in particular was a synthesis of the 

human subject with technology and the integration of the audience 

into the information.78 What is original in Gabriel’s work is that Breath 

defies the reliance on a feedback loop that characterises many of the 

interactive works, and uses it to distort the cause-and-effect 

rationality of cybernetics. Participation here is not a social device but 

a method to generate relations that intimately happen between human 

and nonhumans. Breath is a diffraction which even though pre-

programmed and defined, reveals unknown elements, phenomena 

that are created and not just exposed through the work’s operations. 

Most importantly for this thesis, however, through the act of 

breathing itself, the inner and outer meet and it is the process through 
                                                           
78 See the detail discussion in Shanken, Art and Electronic Media, 30. 



 

316 
 

which the micro and macro encounter the phenomena of the other. 

My reading below focuses on this process in particular.              

In Breath (Fig.29) a participant is required to stand in front of and in 

between projection screens. Sensors attached to a belt, which the 

participant is asked to wear, detect his/her breathing movement. 

Breathing is translated into data and represented as a sound 

environment and as a digital projection of a hyperplane of 400 

polygons which can be manipulated by breathing/data in real time. 

Breathing and data become one yet they can be felt as breathing/data 

because they are different. The belt here functions as a kind of 

interface for the software enabling it to sense the bodily process of 

breathing that then can be turned into signals and data objects. The 

digital projection and sound environment is also an interface which 

assists the human participant in accessing and influencing that data 

by manipulating the speed of breathing and controlling the body 

movement. The projection relies on the data generated by the 

participant’s presence and it responds to it in relation to time. The 

dynamics of space, time and matter are constantly intertwined; they 

intra-act and as such ‘have the potential to do more than participate 

in the constitution of geometries of power’.79 The body is not just an 

input that generates data but it also disrupts the system’s balance. The 

system has to be interrupted for something to happen as 

spacetimematter is already captured. The interaction between the 

body in front of the work, sensors and projected image reveals how 

the human subject becomes a part of the system that constitutes the 

work.  

The body is inserted here because of its agency, its agential abilities as 

matter. It is a first source of data and then a responsive and active 

                                                           
79 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 246. 
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body that interacts with the system, able to control it by changing the 

rhythm of breathing and responding to the moving image. What 

results is a system that responds to human data and controls the 

input-output movement, which at the same time appears inoperable 

as an interface seems out of sync with the rest of the system.  

   
Figure 29. Breath, (1992), Ulrike Gabriel, interactive digital projection 

With this cybernetic dysfunction the focus is on the system without 

the body. Referencing cybernetics and playing with feedback loops, 

the complexity is revealed by a bio-algorithmic intervention which 

disrupts linear causality based on act-response-act movement. There 

is an almost instant match between Breath and how it fits in with the 

concept of intra-active becoming and not just interactive being. It is 

not a representation of an idea through an interactive installation that 

uses cybernetic theories for its realisation. Rather, I would argue, it is 

an experimental situation in which ‘congealing of agency’80 can be 

experienced: first as a source of realisation how the body is 

immediately part of the work once it is in between the projection 

screens and wearing the belt, and then instantly, as a test of how the 

body’s presence can change the way it is captured in the generative 

image. The body enters into intra-actions with the belt and sensors, 

as well as playing with the image that is a digitised version of the 

breath and bodily movements, and new phenomena are created. The 

                                                           
80 Ibid., 151. 
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focus here is far from the requirement to represent this process, as 

was anticipated then from interactive art, and what today is expected 

from data visualisations. Instead, representation is interrupted as the 

body acts as a diffracting device bringing movement that goes in all 

directions and does not reflect it back to us. Breath is not about 

projecting representations of the breathing process, but it can be read 

as the work through which the body’s presence with its physiological 

functions stands in the way of what normally would be sensed if the 

body was not there at all. Only by inserting the body in the middle of 

such space, is it possible to introduce the mechanism that diffracts 

and interferes with the cybernetic logic.   

This reading of the work proposed here recognises the body as crucial 

to the installation in order to be made aware of what was there before 

and what is there now: the complex interrelations between existing 

phenomena and new ones created. This is not a feedback loop but an 

example of agential entanglements where matter is a ‘discursive 

production’ differently enacting boundaries, properties and 

meanings.81 At the same time this interpretation of the work goes 

against the traditional approach that would normally focus on the 

human first, often treating it as the main concern of the work. The 

body of the machines and the human, sensors, belt, software, 

breathing, watching, hearing intra-act together and reconfigure the 

world around it as a phenomenon where ‘part of the world makes 

itself differentially intelligible to another part of the world’.82  

In this agential-realist reading Breath is an apparatus that frames the 

phenomena that are enacted and entangled within it. The participant 

is not fed back to herself as information, but the body is the 

                                                           
81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid., 140. 
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interference and noise necessary to disrupt the balance and lack of 

movement in the work without the body. Sensitivity of the apparatus 

introduces an attitude that comes to matter, creating an opportunity 

to experience the world differently and respons[e]ably. The apparatus 

is the condition ‘of possibility for determinate boundaries and 

properties of objects and meanings of embodied concepts within the 

phenomenon’.83 Once the [hu]man is taken out as the central axis and 

no longer the measure of all things, the materiality of the body can be 

considered an element of a multipart system in constant flow and 

change, intra-acting. This methodological gesture makes two moves 

at the same time, paradoxically cancelling each other out: it requires 

that the [hu]man-centred attitude is lost, and once that happens that 

the body re-enters through its function which in Breath is employed 

to interrupt and generate data. It is important how this moment is 

experienced: as a reflection or as co-presence. In other words, and as 

Barad would have it, is it experienced through what we see or what 

we touch/sense?84  

Breath engages in deep intra-actions with nonhuman and human 

elements including nonhuman-made such as particles, electrons, 

molecules and atoms. These are intimately placed as part of the work 

and not only as its constitutive outside. On the other hand, cybernetic 

loop even if not experienced closely through touch/sense, is 

nevertheless the constitutive outside that at the same time is an 

extremely close and material framework of Breath. Additionally, in this 

articulation of Breath as an apparatus of co-presence, difference is not 

only enacted, but it is material-discursive in that the creation of a 

subject and object is scrutinized through the exercise of naming what 

is visible and what is not, what is seen, felt and touched, what is given 

                                                           
83 Ibid., 143. 
84 Barad, “On Touching—The Inhuman That Therefore I Am.” 
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meaning to through what matters (as in matter). And so as Barad 

analyses ultrasound technology as an apparatus of observation, Breath 

functions in similar way for my thesis but in a techno-aesthetic 

context.   

The focus of the workings of the apparatus is the role of the apparatus 

and the role of phenomena and bodies within it, as well as the relation 

between them. As a boundary-making practice, the apparatus 

performs reconfigurations of spacetimematter. It is an experience of 

always crossing. It is that moment of always crossing and moving in 

and out, closer and further in space and time. One can feel the belt 

and this might be where one ends and the belt begins, but it might be 

that one and the belt are one indeed, and the rest is the other. And 

one can’t stop there because one is already. And one has been intra-

acting, cutting together apart, performing exclusions as a practice of 

knowing and being in the world. Breathing.  

performing border crossing as curating 

For the thesis, Breath is important as it represents the struggle to 

include materiality so it matters in discourse. The body is present but 

it is not a human body that is central to the work. A different material 

engagement is required in common practice where dispositif starts as a 

social apparatus with a determination to define the social as inclusive 

of the nonhuman. The purpose is to update the materiality of the 

technoscientific body that takes part in the practice of curating. 

Recognising that boundaries between the human and the nonhuman 

are continually reworked, the common practice is attentive to their 

agential forces; that is to say, it is attentive to the workings of power. 

Common practice is an experiment in ‘an understanding of the nature of 
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power in the fullness of its materiality’85 that is common to all the 

bodies, human and nonhuman, that are part of the practice. 

Necessarily it is also a continuation of a particular materiality of 

discourse which places curatorial project of common practice as an 

exercise in making, a strategy common in art practices.   

common practice (and playing practice86 before that) are curatorial projects 

which probe the reading/writing method of the Department of 

Reading for its curatorial impulse, exactly to experience boundary 

enacting, border crossing and the entanglements of the human and 

nonhuman, reading and writing, language and code, as and in a 

curatorial framework. Yet there is a paradox in this statement and in 

such a desire. Border/s here are transversal operations and their 

vectors run across it in all directions as there is no ambition to explain 

things in the way that many curatorial forms aspire to display ideas by 

translating, reflecting on and representing them in categories, or 

arrangements of artefacts. The motivation is quite different and it 

rests in a moment of arranging knowledge, information, data, and 

objects, that is brought together not just with other people, but also 

with other things, objects, data, information and knowledge. 

What/who is being arranged and who/what is doing the arranging 

and organising is the process in question, explored through curating 

                                                           
85 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 66. 
86 playing practice (2009) was a project which I initiated in collaboration with Sönke 
Hallmann from Department of Reading. It was an experiment and a space were 
text becomes a matter of playing and playing a practice for reading and writing to 
coincide. Three sessions took place in 2009 contributing to creating Turning 
Language into Objects (2009). Common practice is directly the result of experiments and 
curatorial events developed as part of playing practice continuing the collaboration 
with Department of Reading and later engaging new collaborations with 
programmers and artists on development of the fully open system for common 
practice.  
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as performative act of crossing borders. In other words, it is the 

questioning of how the formation of the subject and object takes 

place and how it constitutes apparatus; it is diffracting the 

construction of a subject whose autonomy is sustained by the 

infrastructure which normally is rendered invisible, detached, 

denaturalised and gendered, but without which the subject cannot 

exist. common practice frames the situation in which this might take 

place and thus how the subject/object might be or could have been 

experienced. It performs contingent matter that is always vulnerable 

to how it might have been otherwise.       

Boundary enacting practices collide where writing, reading, 

discussion, texts, language, code are moving in and out, interweaving 

material practices of reading and writing with discursive matters of 

curating and/or performance and code. Tension and difference 

generate and reproduce another way of being with others, a 

movement and its space and time where this can be practised. In the 

common practice sessions humans and machines and language and code 

operate together-apart. Language is altered not only in the way it 

controls meaning but it also becomes text and data as it is being 

moved between the wiki and skype, from one part of the screen to 

another, copying, pasting, deleting, adding, removing, as well as 

rewriting, writing, reading, comprehending. We could say that 

meaning becomes secondary, although always potentially ready to 

control data.  

This is exactly where common practice works as an apparatus that 

measures power and enacts it at the same time. Its complex structure 

is not created to be ‘user friendly’ which often means ‘fixing’ relations 

before they happen. As an apparatus, common practice reveals a 
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‘heterogeneous ensemble’87 that frames it not through representation 

of discourses, institutions, software, and people that take part in it, 

nor is such a collaboration a result of some observation that can be 

done from the position of an outsider defined as an audience member 

or critic and so on. Here it takes place as a matter of ‘direct material 

engagement with the world’88 where subject and object are put in 

question. That is in the ‘spacetimemattering’ - the way in which space, 

time and matter come together in Barad - when they establish 

themselves through intra-actions and movements between 

subject/object, always in flow across one and Other, performing 

borders and crossing them all at the same time.  

According to Barad an apparatus is a phenomenon in a process of 

producing new phenomena and this is characteristic to common practice 

which frames its own exertion when related to a traditional curatorial 

context. Firstly, it is not interested in representations of concepts via 

arranging of artefacts according to an abstract system that can 

support such representations. Rather its focus is on the space and 

time and matter of producing and arranging phenomena and enacting 

relations that such specific physical arrangement cause at this 

particular moment. Secondly it is more akin to a ‘scientific’ 

experiment – where scientific does not stand for objective but is 

attentive to the ‘object and the measuring agencies’89 which are the 

properties of phenomenon. Thus the common practice is an exploration 

of phenomena intra-acting with other phenomena where intra-

actions ‘include the larger material arrangements (i.e., set of material 

practices) that effects an agential cut between “subject” and “object”’.90 

common practice is a set of relations in an ongoing rearrangement. 
                                                           
87 Foucault, Power/knowledge, 194. 
88 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 49. 
89 Ibid., 139. 
90 Ibid., 139–140. 
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Agential cut is materially enacted not just in the cut and paste gesture 

that operates language data on the screen, but also in the affective 

experience of language as subject within the common practice session 

and within the body of the reader/writer.   

As a performative event this curatorial project explores relations 

enacted by the phenomena involved in it. It is the moment in which 

the self and Other meet, where bodies are rearranged and diffract 

matter and discourse as well as being diffracted by them. The 

apparatus expands and changes too and not just phenomena 

rearranged by it. It craves difference and it wants to move on with it. 

common practice is an entangled phenomenon wherein the 

spacetimemattering is enacted through writing, software, reading, 

texts, conversing together, in the gallery, at home, in front of a 

computer, looking at the projected image of the text on the wall, as it 

changes and moves. These activities are supported by infrastructures 

of buildings, gallery, servers, machines, protocols, software, practices 

and so on. The material arrangements and relations that constitute 

the apparatus already question boundaries and unsettle any 

commitment to them. Familiar and common practices which take 

place in the everyday – such as checking emails and using Skype to 

communicate with family and friends – are constitutive of the 

practices that are part of the common practice, and they rely on and are 

influenced by the level of fluency in the use of these technologies. At 

the same time these are all the phenomena that are part of the 

constitutive outside of common practice.  

By following the agential realist approach which accounts for these 

examples of affective practices as phenomena, the focus is on both 

the process of producing data as information, and on the 

consideration of the material and bodily actions required in such 

production processes. Most importantly, as phenomena, they are 
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immediately located in relation to the broader material contexts and 

discursive practices with which they intra-act and which include 

experiences of digital life and necessary skills to participate in it as 

well public, collective and corporate infrastructures which maintain 

them. Together they are the constitutive outside which is the starting 

point of each session. In effect common practice which is defined as a 

curatorial project that takes place in a context of an art institution, 

operates as the materialisation of such contemporary everyday 

techniques, and in itself it becomes what I term a curatorial apparatus. 

These are re(con)figurings that take place in and through the project 

and the phenomena which intra-act within it. The final section of the 

chapter explains this in detail.   

 

Curating in/as commons or inoperable exhibition/community 

With this understanding of apparatus as a material and discursive 

phenomenon active in producing new phenomena, I return to the 

question of what is commons? In Chapter Two I started with De 

Angelis’ proposition that the commons is constituted by the three 

elements: community, a pool of resources, and commoning that is the 

social processes that create and reproduce the commons91 also 

described as social cooperation of labour.92 To conceptualise 

commons with these categories enacts cuts and entanglements which 

together constitute what commons is defined to be. This is not only 

because commons arguably consists of the three elements, but also 

because of what constitutes each of its parts and the relations that 

take place between community, resources and the social of the 

                                                           
91 An Architektur, “On the Commons: A Public Interview with Massimo De 
Angelis and Stavros Stavrides.” 
92 De Angelis, “The Tragedy of the Capitalist Commons : Turbulence.” 
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re/productive labour. In Chapter Two I question these categories by 

insisting on the difference between governing commons and 

commoning where the former always requires clearly defined subject 

as community, object as resource, and governing as the form of 

human agency. However, and as I have argued in the same chapter, 

this is not a simple matter and one that is not restricted to the human 

participants only, neither to practices whose social and affective 

character can be defined just by the fact that people take part in them.  

With the experiment of common practice these categories are questioned 

further. Commons is proposed as another organisational form which 

can influence curating and how creative and aesthetic practices are 

organised in and as material-discursive networks. With the figure of 

the commons different sensitivity is introduced that helps to cut 

through the monopoly of networks with their organisational practices 

so accurately defined as technobiopower. This sensitivity is strongly 

linked to a particular materiality that is immanent to commons and 

that is linked to material responsibility for the cuts we enact in common 

practice. Here commons is located and specific, though in the network 

reality it is often temporary and constantly under negotiation. It is not 

only emergent but contingent and precarious; not just invested in 

forms of governance and organisation but also in the ways that 

aesthetics is enacted and infrastructures exploited. Furthermore, with 

my central proposition of curating in/as common/s – referring to the 

commons-based form of organisation – I seek to engage non-system-

based ontological formations and epistemological models with the 

material practices involved therein. Most importantly, on a practical 

level, I attempt to reconfigure the compositions of commons outside 

semantic categories that are then reproduced and normalised. 

Questioning who and what the community is, who/what functions as the 

resource, and what are the common practices, curating in/as common/s 
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re-establishes common categories anew in practice and as open to 

constant interventions. 

there is nothing new under the sun  

common practice: there is nothing new under the sun was a further session 

organised during the transmediale festival for art and digital culture 

held in Berlin, in 2013, under the thematic title Back When Pluto Was 

A Planet (#BWPWAP) (Figs.30, 31).93 

  
Figure 30.  common practice: nnuts, 2013, curatorial installation at transmediale 13, 

installation view 

This version of common practice incorporated a number of significant 

changes to the system. Most importantly it included replacement of 

the proprietary element of the system Skype with the open source 

                                                           
93 This development in the project was a result of a meeting between myself and 
Marcello Lussana at a conference and workshop Researching #BWPWAP in 
November 2012 in Luneburg, Germany, organised jointly by Aarhus University 
and the resource transmedia culture/transmediale in partnership with Leuphana 
University of Luneburg.  This change was long coming and a natural progression 
in the project. Within three months together with another programmer Tobias 
Münzer we developed the beta version of this system for common practice which was 
launched during transmediale 13. Great thanks to Tatiana Bazzichelli for 
supporting this presentation.  
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version of the text chat Internet Relay Chat (IRC)94 thus moving 

towards free and open software and so employing commons-based 

technology. The Department of Reading infrastructure was forked as 

a free and open system for this version of common practice developed 

as a collaboration between myself and two other programmers who 

had not worked with the Department of Reading system before, 

Marcello Lusanna and Tobias Münzer. As in the previous version this 

new system included a wiki where texts and discussions were 

displayed and reconfigured. With the use of the IRC the channel 

#commonpractice was created on IRC freenode to which anyone 

could connect at any time.  

Replacing the proprietary elements with free software versions meant 

that also the session was opened up as people and bots alike could 

enter it at any given time, without having to be invited as is the case 

when using Skype. Indeed, the ambition for the future development 

of the project was to open it up beyond the curatorial context and 

engage with it as an ongoing and open experiment. By using the IRC 

as an interface for editing wiki, this was somewhat realised. And so 

doris (Department of Reading internet system) was replaced by irk_a 

which like in the previous version, used command lines as an interface 

connecting the wiki and the IRC.95 Because the channel was open and 

available not only during the sessions, it was envisaged that it would 

also serve for discussions about common practice, how it could be 

                                                           
94 Internet Relay Chat is an application which facilitates communication in real 
time. IRC servers allow users to connect to IRC and engage in text based 
communication with large groups of users. For more information about IRC visit 
#irchelp at http://www.irchelp.org/ 
95 Command line is a text interface which passes commands to be run by 
computer. In common practice commands include ‘get’ which facilitates inserting text 
from wiki into IRC text chat, and ‘put’ inserts text from IRC into a wiki. A 
different example of command line was given earlier in Chapter Three when 
talking about La Monte Young’s Composition.  
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developed, changed, and become also a channel for submitting 

information about bugs in the system and thus extending intra-

actions beyond the curatorial sessions and engaging even further with 

complexities inherent in it. The project so far, however, only exists in 

its curatorial and experimental context presented at transmediale 13, 

and the beta version has not been further developed although the 

source code is available.  

The questions raised by this version of common practice are therefore 

still open and could be further explored. One of possible future 

trajectories is how common practice as an open and experimental 

apparatus could participate in the currently burgeoning practice 

known as citizen science or more aptly if common practice could be 

a citizen sensing practice,96 therefore expanding the notion of 

curatorial apparatus. The focus of this thesis operates as a tool of 

experimentation and research that is widely open and available for 

research in non-institutional and citizen-led projects. At the festival 

in Berlin, common practice was a curated space run by software, 

machines and people, and dedicated to experiencing language and 

code together. This commitment of common practice could be expanded 

to the space of the smart city, for example, engaging its various 

elements and testing how it can be used as a citizen practice.   

                                                           
96 Citizen sensing is a term proposed by Jennifer Gabrys in her research project 
Citizen Sense which investigates the relationship between technologies, practices of 
environmental sensing and citizen engagements. See the website 
http://www.citizensense.net/ 
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Figure 31. common practice: nnuts, 2013, curatorial installation at transmediale 13, 

screen detail 

This version of common practice made the nonhuman part of the 

apparatus more visible too. It became a conversation partly 

automated and partly human-executed. People, computers, software, 

wiki, IRC channel, literature, commands, institutions, research 

methods, individuals and their practices were brought together into 

time and space relation. The ‘community’ was not limited to humans 

only as bots – bar[d]bot  and irk_a – were visibly included in the 

session as IRC users (Fig. 32). Even though this version of common 

practice was still based on similar principles as those employed for the 

previous sessions, replacing Skype with IRC, doris with irk_a and 

adding bar[d]bot to it, altered the attributes of the project. For 

example, when putting text into a wiki via irk_a, the bot would 
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respond: ‘I put your text in section […]’. Here, the algorithm 

performs the I within IRC chat window and becomes a subject active 

in operations of the apparatus that indeed does what it says. Bar[d]bot 

is also present when called out by a command line: ‘/bar[d]bot’ 

followed by any word of choice. In response the bot picks random 

words from the Wikipedia page for that word and pulls them together 

into a wiki as a poem-like text.  This simple computational exercise is 

defined by the human for the bot to perform. And it is through that 

performance that the bot is present in the same chat window as a 

block of text, always there when pulled and performing the self 

through its presence and function in the IRC (Fig. 32).  

  
Figure 32. common practice: nnuts, 2013, curatorial installation at transmediale 13, 

screen detail 
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One computer desktop, a monitor and a page with instructions on 

the table, three chairs next to the table, were the set up for this session 

of common practice at transmediale 13 (Fig.30). Previously people were 

visibly part of the common practice, gathered together and connected to 

the texts and to each other at the same time. In this version a person 

would only occasionally occupy one of the chairs at the table during 

the installation. There was no set time for the common practice session 

and so no visible community gathered to engage in the practice 

together. At the same time the fact that community was not there to 

be seen did not cancel out the fact that it was active and it raised 

questions over who/what is the community, who/what is the resource 

and who/what performs the common?   

The installation was familiar and out of place at the same time. It 

functioned as an installation that increasingly became involved in its 

own materiality: static, invisible and computational with unsystematic 

human input. It consisted of collaborations between the wiki and 

irk_a, random contributions of bar[d]bot to the conversations, and 

introduction of new texts to the practice that would appear as if from 

nowhere, including the interlinear translation of La dicha (1981),97 a 

poem by Jorge Louise Borges, into Yvokuci language.98 This led to 

the construction of a modest cyborgian reality through an exhibition 

of sorts which was leading to its own closure, and occasionally was 

interrupted by human input, one of the stem cells of the techno-

scientific body. A combination of language and matter, computation 

                                                           
97 J.L Borges’ poem La dicha has been translated into English as Happiness and it 
was first published in the collection La cifra (English title: The Limit). See also 
Borges, Borges: Selected Poems. 
98 Senu Yivokuchi is a fictitious language of Bokuchi. For the version of the poem 
see http://www.angelfire.com/scifi2/nyh/bokuchi/lng/corpus/ladicha.html#intr  
This language has been created by Pablo Flores who also generated alternative 
history of the Bokuchi people whose ‘(our) civilization just run out of fossil fuel 
and collapstarved’. http://www.angelfire.com/scifi2/nyh/bokuchi/index.html    

http://www.angelfire.com/scifi2/nyh/bokuchi/lng/corpus/ladicha.html#intr
http://www.angelfire.com/scifi2/nyh/bokuchi/index.html
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and human participants, shakes the boundaries and creates the unreal 

world that has every chance of becoming real as long as such a 

process is able to, as Haraway says, establish ‘contingent matters of 

fact’ and ‘situated knowledges’ which have ‘the earth-shaking capacity 

to ground social order objectively, literally’.99  

common practice does not shake the earth, but it allows creating and 

experiencing the social order with nonhuman others, with imaginary 

and Real and always with Others present. The project does not strive 

to create a new model of exhibition or to generate its publics, but its 

aim is to reveal curating as an apparatus of knowledge/power 

constantly crossing borders and experiencing the familiar anew. It 

posits a form of curating that engenders conditions for what is 

common by dislocating the practice from the human, and by making 

it the domain of the Other. Cutting together-apart.      

undoing commons  

By focusing on the concept of curating in/as common/s the relations 

between all the elements that take part in such a process are 

investigated from a different standpoint than following and 

confirming the three categories that have been so far considered for 

the conceptualisation of the commons. With a project such as common 

practice commons is not made knowable to us through such 

categorisations, but is constructed through practices that start as 

potential. People and things and phenomena come to matter together 

as they enact their agential relations because they are in relational and 

dynamic collection. If we think of the project of commons as defined 

by the social/affective work of community, we have to ask again: 

                                                           
99 Haraway, Modest−Witness@Second−Millennium.FemaleMan−Meets−OncoMouse, 25. 
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exactly what is this community that is doing the work? And what are 

the relations between the community and its resources?  

The question of community is a complex matter in itself. Addressing 

it as part of a broader issue of commons emphasises it further as it is 

situated in relation to the other two categories. Here it is included as 

the material-discursive exploration that can intervene in the way in 

which it is constructed as matter and as discourse. To think of 

commons as a combination of the three categories that are 

themselves defined as distinct from one another is illustrative of 

discourse that matters, that is, discourse that enacts material borders 

between these groups and thus makes them into different categories, 

while at the same time unifying particular bodies that are considered 

to belong to them. With exclusions and divisions introduced with this 

definition of commons, certain possibilities are extended whereas 

others are enclosed, and it is following this observation that I seek to 

re(con)figure these relations.  

First of all, let us again repeat that a notion of commons based on the 

three categories defined earlier presupposes a humanist logic with 

‘man’ at its centre: it is people who are referred to as constituting 

communities, i.e. free software programmers, art audiences, etc. 

whereas resources are usually other than human elements that are 

held in common and which include material and immaterial wealth 

such as land, water, plants, but also knowledge, software, affects or 

language. Finally, commoning as social labour defines relations 

between people that are based on labour that sustains both resources 

and the community. The composition of commons is its material 

assembly which is easily identified. At the same time, and as I have 

argued throughout this thesis, it defines the subject that commons is, 

and once it is demarcated it can be easily captured and enclosed by its 

representations as well as by market, technological and other forces.  
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Other scholars have observed this interest of the market in the idea 

of the commons and the workings of collective power of social 

capital. This tendency, as already referenced in Chapter Two, is the 

necessary commons for capitalism that also appropriates language 

and subverts communities. Furthermore, in the earlier section of this 

chapter, this process is defined by its ability to create common 

infrastructures that sustain and reproduce capitalism and 

neoliberalism as also explained by Dean who emphasises the 

distinction between common and commons. She bases this on the 

opposition between abundance of social relations as human labour 

power that is ‘the potential of creativity, thought, knowledge, and 

communication as themselves always plural, open and productive,’ 

and finite and scarce character of commons.100  

The focus of curating in/as common/s is different in that it pays attention 

to the kind of reconfigurations of relations in common. It does not 

map the commons in order to represent or reflect on them, but 

instead it actively engages in what is common as a situated knowledge 

and process of becoming. In the case of common practice, it is common 

as potential that is explored. Each version of common practice opens 

new avenues to explore and ends with more questions that guide the 

next practice. At the same time there is little beyond the practice itself 

as it takes place that makes sense, and this sense making is perceptible 

to those who take part in it thus capturing it affectively and via 

experience. As such common practice is not meant as a finished or 

complete curatorial project, but is a research project in becoming, an 

experimental research framework set out to ethically engage with the 

world through curating as apparatus, enacting objectively relations 

that matter.   

                                                           
100 Dean, The Communist Horizon, 134–135. 
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common practice does not sustain community and is not interested in 

establishing one beyond the time and space when humans and 

machines perform together. What is common is a spacetimemattering 

that is shared with others and where all involved are doing things 

together and that is what common practice is committed to. It can no 

longer be considered as only a social space of knowledge but, I argue, 

inspired by Barad’s quantum entanglements, it is a performative 

material-discursive practice which enacts its materialisation through 

co-labour, codeworking and language, joy and frustration, material 

and discursive phenomena. It is spacetimemattering which follows 

mutating topographies of power as they change and are reconfigured 

and come to matter. As such, common practice is not a community that 

could be alleged to aim at ‘achieving a community of beings 

producing in essence their own essence as their work, and 

furthermore producing precisely this essence as community’.101 It 

undoes community by the practice of commoning, the common of 

productivity, the potential that has yet to be turned into commons. 

Commons are not representative of the common as a network of 

social relations, but they capture the potential of relations within it to 

be productive for it in the same way that the market does it otherwise.  

What common practice materialises is attention to the quality of relations 

and ethical responsibility in this process through which practices of 

knowing are recognised as not exclusive to humans. The reason for 

that is not simply ‘because we use nonhuman elements in our 

practices but because knowing is a matter of part of the world making 

itself intelligible to another part’.102 As such common practice is the 

exercise of meeting the Other. It is an experimental framework which 

queers the three categories in the common and thus is able to diffract 

                                                           
101 Nancy, The Inoperative Community, 2. 
102 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 185. 



 

337 
 

them. It is an aesthetic form that materialises the temporality of what 

is common, a kind of measuring device that can be useful in 

recognising what is common within it. By understanding common 

practice as apparatus its material-discursive dimension can be 

manifested.   

There are other questions that need reiterating when discussing the 

commons: what does it mean to define something as a resource and 

to make sense of our relations with the Other in this way? And who 

is the resource to what? For example, it is possible to consider the 

methods that lie at the core of common practice as a resource. At the 

same time, for this method to work it has to be put into practice, it 

has to be included in the material arrangements that pull together 

various tools that are operative online, such as wikis, and 

text/audio/video messaging software with people who operate them 

via hardware located in homes and in the gallery or festival venue and 

connected through a global network of servers, cables and radio 

waves. At the same time the producers and developers are directly 

involved in influencing what common practice is and how it came to be. 

The complex arrangements layered here add to the difficulty of 

actually defining commons, and as such these arrangements still 

remain common, unenclosed by becoming a blueprint or a potential 

model for commons. As with an apparatus, the fuzziness of its 

borders, where it starts and where it ends and the density present 

destabilises the three categories that are thought to constitute the 

commons. It introduces ethics as always having to be present if we 

are taking seriously the responsibility for the cuts we enact in the 

world, regardless if it is a common space or enclosed.   

However, categories, groupings and exclusions are not to be 

considered as flaws but, as Barad reaffirms, they are ‘productive, 

particularly in their instability and consequent availability for 
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rearticulation’.103 And so in my discursive materialisation of common 

practice I choose to consider the elements and practices included in 

this discussion as phenomena that are materially and discursively 

bound to their occurrences under specific conditions.  

As well as being situated in relation to all the phenomena that are part 

of its apparatus, common practice is a performative curatorial event that 

intra-acts with other material-discursive practices that are not 

immediately visible within it. These practices and phenomena have 

been discussed throughout this thesis. In Chapter One I started with 

a historical mapping of developments in curating that currently 

evolved into practices of curating data on the one hand, and on the 

other into practices of curating the self, both non-exclusive to each 

other. In Chapter Two, I focused on collaborative processes of 

networked labour as well as commons, which I linked to capitalist 

processes of labour division into productive and reproductive labour. 

And in Chapter Three I discussed technologies of participation as the 

basis of new human-machine ontologies recognising their expanded 

reach as a normalising force for capitalism. The curatorial project of 

common practice, as described in this last chapter, together with this 

thesis, constitute a concentrated effort to articulate and to map the 

performativity of the curatorial event as common practice. By referring 

to familiar elements involved in forms of cultural production, my 

intention has been to draw links between what is common in such 

forms and in common practice in order to do two things simultaneously: 

to expose similarities on the one hand, and at the same time to explore 

how these familiar phenomena differ.   

                                                           
103 Ibid., 192. 
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curatorial apparatus of curating in/as common/s 

Barad’s concept of apparatus, which is at the core of her agential 

realist philosophy, is central to my approach taken to develop an 

apparatus for curating. The conceptual framework of curatorial 

apparatus used in common practice is defined as curating in/as common/s 

in that it cuts together apart. It diffracts curating and commons 

together through practices and theories of curating and commons and 

through detailed discussion of participation as a major distributed 

practice that is becoming every-day life. Curating in/as commons focuses 

on moments when one meets the Other, where intra comes out and 

the outer enters in, where commons and curating intra-act and common 

practice enacts these intra-actions. This process is not an orderly 

movement that follows two-way traffic but is fuzzy, interrupted and 

confused. Thus curating in/as commons is proposed here as a 

methodological device which functions like an apparatus in the way 

that Barad argues it to be a tool, generating an ‘alternative 

understanding of materiality, discursivity, and performativity’.104  

The emphasis is on the material and discursive function of an 

apparatus actively engaged in producing and not only sustaining and 

observing the phenomena under scrutiny. It takes place through 

interference. Commons and curating are diffracted, and in this thesis 

I cut them together apart. Relations are undone and then rearranged 

again and again. The topography of these relations is challenged from 

the start and with the approach of curating in/as common/s this 

structure stays unsettled. Curating in/as common/s is a boundary-

making practice, constantly making cuts and exclusions and being 

aware of them at the same time. It always stays with the trouble105 of 

                                                           
104 Ibid., 191. 
105 Haraway, “When Species Meet,” 2010. 
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the separation of self and the Other. It is where the self and the Other 

meet. It is a matter of responsibility of the curator and of the 

common/s. It is a matter of intra-acting, differentiating, entangling, 

diffracting, materially enacting, meaningfully stating, discursively 

practised. And yet it can only be captured as it happens.  

Curating in/as common/s influences how the curatorial subject is created 

and performed. On the one hand it discharges responsibility of 

meaning-making that so often is associated with the curatorial 

domain. It is no longer a laborious obligation to make sense, signify, 

suggest and denote, but the pleasure of entering into relations with 

uncounted and unpredicted others. It is a dance of sorts when all 

come together while staying apart at the same time. Thus when 

meaning takes place, it is performed and enacted as matter comes to 

matter.106 On the other hand, curating in/as common/s requires that the 

curatorial self is firmly set as that which is distinct and makes 

distinctions. This not in order to refer back to the narcissistic values 

that such self-confirmation might generate, but to support the 

process of creation of the self as a positive practice that also reaffirms 

the process of becoming as difference. Here the movement is that of 

a cut, flickering until it starts to flow with the confidence of the self 

and joy of the common. Cutting together apart is curating in/as 

common/s. 

Curating in/as common/s is about communicating the self to the Other 

where the self and the Other are not defined as subject/object but as, 

phenomena in relation to other phenomena. It is a posthuman 

curatorial form because it is not interested in sustaining and following 

an anthropocentric model, but instead proposes such a reformulation 

                                                           
106 Barad, “Posthumanist Performativity: Toward an Understanding of How Matter 
Comes to Matter.” 
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of curating as action which gives attention to the Other – not in order 

to display it, frame it or define it according to some aesthetic or other 

judgment, but to intra-act with it. Curating in/as common/s is a way to 

engage in the world today in paying attention to the passively active 

nature of participating in it, and to the effects and affects that result 

from intra-actions in which we are complicit.     
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Conclusion: The Posthuman predicament 

 

 

This thesis is a material-discursive investigation of how practices of 

contemporary curating and commoning can be understood to be 

posthuman. Foundational to this enquiry is the recognition, shared 

with many other investigators of the posthuman condition, that 

binary divisions fail in the emergent world of posthuman relations. 

The fact that human practices change because they constantly adapt 

to, are influenced by, and are partly constituted by computational 

processes, informs the starting point for this inquiry.  

This change in practice is true for curating too, and for practices of 

commons/commoning and participation, as I have demonstrated 

across the pages of this thesis. Indeed, curating is not what it used to 

be and the curator is not the only subject/object performing the 

practices of curating. Today, the curator is also functional in the wider 

curatorial system that links the realms of art, the social, the public, the 

private, and technology. And, as I have argued, in the world of mass 

communications and participation, everyone is a potential curator 

performing self to others.     

An understanding of commons too has been based on longstanding 

assumptions. Conceptualised as governance of common resources or 

a relationship between community, resources and commoning, it is 

based on categories that adopt an anthropocentic approach, and as 

such they reaffirm their separation. This understanding of commons 
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is deconstructed in the thesis by focusing on common conditions 

shared by different practices of (re)producing commons. The 

traditional separation between different categories of commons is 

made operative for this enquiry, which helps to scrutinise what 

subjects are created in the process of (re)producing commons and 

how they function in the regime of commons.  

Recognition of participation as a condition which governs human-

nonhuman relations that constitute curating and commons as 

posthuman subjects is central to this enquiry. Participation is as 

common as it is ubiquitous in daily activities where humans and 

nonhumans are already connected and simultaneously dependent. I 

argue that this common condition is more accurately defined as post-

participation, which is central to recognising how the human is made 

operative in socio-technological systems through the management 

and control of data. It is through understanding post-participatory 

conditions that participation is displaced from its usual function, 

which is to perform the social (in art or public life).  

Post-participation draws attention to human-nonhuman relations and 

identifies the materiality of computation. Once materiality is 

recognised as relational matter, it is possible to seriously address how 

humans influence computation, and not just how computation 

influences our social condition. This study of course references 

software practices and the communities that develop software often 

considered prototypical of computational cultures. Such practices, 

however bourgeoning, are not the most public way of engaging in 

computation. As I have shown they require particular skills and 

knowledge that activate gender, class and other divisions which are 

already fully at work in these instances, and thereby limit the 

accessibility of such practices. For these reasons, my main focus has 

been to explain how the pervasive use of social media and networked 
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technologies influences computation, by analysing practices of 

curating and commons. 

A posthuman analysis of curating and commons expands and exposes 

these two subjects as many different practices of becoming, where 

technologies and forms of individuation and subjectivation confuse 

clear divisions between who and what is part of the practices of 

curating and commoning. The posthuman predicament is that 

nonhuman others have to be accounted for objectively in these 

practices. In recognition of this, common practice is an experiment to 

generate experience of the material phenomena of being in common 

with nonhuman others by accounting for them through practice. 

Through a specific intervention and material enactment of this 

intervention, ‘an expression of the objective material phenomena’ is 

somewhat manifested.107 The aim to objectively account for others 

does not demand more or new forms of participation, but it is the 

moment in which contingencies meet and erupt into an event that 

could always have been otherwise.  

Through the various analyses in this thesis and the common practice 

projects in themselves, curating in/as common/s has emerged as a 

conceptual framework and methodology to investigate the 

essentialism of given realities. common practice is an example of a 

research method in action and an instance of specific curatorial 

apparatus to enable the experience of intra-actions with others. While 

situating such an apparatus as part of a curatorial system, common 

practice discloses the effects of the so-called ‘outside’ on the way 

common is enacted within the curatorial event of common practice. It 

both accounts for what is enacted and it is enacting its own 

materiality. Yet the experience of this process is directly related to 

                                                           
107 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 361. 
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how common such a process is; or more precisely, how unfamiliar 

the intra-action with nonhuman others can become, and how possible 

it is to detach this experience from habit and that which is known. 

With this action of cutting together apart curating in/as common/s, the 

familiar becomes unfamiliar and can be experienced anew. 

More generally, this research has engaged with commons as Other, 

or Other commons. This emphasis can be fruitfully expanded to 

research the notion of indigenous commons, especially with reference 

to Lialina’s indigenous web users mentioned earlier in this chapter. 

By describing commons in terms of the Other, and especially by 

linking it to the indigenous, it becomes clear that the comparison with 

indigenous concepts and practices of commons in other cultures 

would be beneficial to future research on commons that is not limited 

to the Western context or indeed the Western art system. For this 

thesis this direction would be relevant in particular to questions of 

labour and ways of reimagining human relationships beyond work 

and to further probe the issue of companionship, only briefly referred 

to in this thesis.108                                            

The second possible trajectory for future research is to test curating 

in/as common/s as an open and experimental apparatus. Again, and as 

briefly mentioned, the question would be weather this methodology 

could usefully extend technoscientific practices? This focus would 

continue to expand curating as an investigative method by engaging 

the interdisciplinary potential of curating in/as commons as a tool for 

experimentation and research that is widely open and available in 

non-institutional and citizen-led projects. In its last iteration, in 2013, 

common practice was a curated space run by software, machines and 

                                                           
108 Weeks, The Problem with Work; Haraway, When Species Meet, 2008; Haraway, The 
Companion Species Manifesto. 
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people, and dedicated to experiencing language and code together. A 

more general commitment to curating in/as commons might be extended 

to the space of the smart city, for example, engaging its various 

elements and testing how to develop citizen practices in the city. This 

expanded focus would be especially interesting in the context of 

Internet of Things and how such growing network of physical objects 

might affect how we think about exhibitions and the city.  

The issue of political and ethical commitment to aesthetic practices 

has been at the core of this research, and its future course is dedicated 

to maintain this focus. It is not a question of posthuman aesthetics 

only, but a commitment to disclose ethics and politics that emerge in 

the posthuman condition. The concept of the anthropocene bears on 

this particular notion with its claims that it is the end of the world as 

we know it. As others have claimed, the posthuman needs its theory 

on death.109 It is this claim, however, that also provokes other ways of 

thinking of death by asking questions: what is the life that we don’t 

know? What are the ontologies that are not ours?   

These questions do not assume ‘that humans are the condition of 

possibility for the existence of phenomena’,110 but they account for 

the material location of the human subject and his/her knowledge in 

relation to the other. This is the form of explanation that is offered 

by curating in/as common/s.    

 

 

 

                                                           
109 As Rossi Braidotti argues ‘posthuman vital politics shifts the boundaries 
between life and death and consequently deals not only with the government of 
living, but also with practices of dying’.Braidotti, The Posthuman, 111.  
110 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 361. 
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Appendix 

During this practice-based research I produced a body of curatorial 

work which was presented online and offline most of which is 

archived digitally and on the internet. The first stage of common 

practice developed in collaboration with Sönke Hallmann and 

Department of Reading is available at 

http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/CommonPr

actice.  Four sessions were organised and they are all archived online 

together with edited skype transcripts. They are all available 

following these links: 

Session 1 on 3/06/2010 Reading Room, Arnolfini, Bristol 
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/Seisure  
Edited skype transcript 
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/Skype1  

Session 2 on 24/06/2010 Reading Room, Arnolfini, Bristol 
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/Transposin
gEdifice   
edited skype transcript 
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/Skype2 

Session 3 on 9/09/2010 Reading Room, Arnolfini, Bristol 

http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/TheComm

onPractice  

edited skype transcript  

http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/Skype3  

Session 4 on 30 September Bar, Arolfini, Bristol 

http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/Datableedi

ngAnElectroduction  

http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/CommonPractice
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/CommonPractice
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/Seisure
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/Skype1
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/TransposingEdifice
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/TransposingEdifice
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/Skype2
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/TheCommonPractice
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/TheCommonPractice
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/Skype3
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/DatableedingAnElectroduction
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/DatableedingAnElectroduction
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edited skype transcript  

http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/Skype4  

Additionally, the edited transcripts of skype conversations which are 

available online and also unedited versions of these transcripts are 

included as Pdf files on the memory stick attached to the thesis. I 

decided not to include them in the book as all the archived material 

amounted to another sixty pages or more. The formatting in the 

attached documents differs to the original on the Wiki page.  

The folders on the memory stick also include photographs taken 

during sessions of common practice in 2010 in Arnolfini and in 

during transmediale 13. Unfortunately, due to security breach the 

wiki with the archived session of common practice is not available. 

Photographs from the session and screen prints are included in the 

transmediale 132013 folder which also contains irka.zip with code 

developed by Tobias Münzer.  

The common practice project emerged as a development from my 

earlier collaboration with Sönke Hallmann and Department of 

Reading in the framework of (IN)visible network exhibition which I 

co-curated in 2008 as part of the Design Society conference, 

Networks of Design. A collaborative text “Virtual Networks, Social 

Fabrics” written by Sönke Hallmann, Scott Rigby and myself was 

published in the proceedings of  the conference (see bibliography 

for details) and is also available at 

http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/FoldedSpac

eAndPractice  

Even if playing practice is not directly part of this thesis, curatorial 

experiments which took place as part of it were foundational to 

developing common practice. For the archive of playing practice project 

see: 

http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/Skype4
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/FoldedSpaceAndPractice
http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/FoldedSpaceAndPractice
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http://automatist.net/deptofreading/wiki/pmwiki.php/PlayingPrac

tice  
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