
Politics by other means: online debate socially engaged practice, 2006
There are three strands to this provocation that have their roots in this simple question:

Who and what is art for?
The foundations of contemporary performance art lie in the central furnace of this question; a
thinking and doing that forces art and life into a messy but engaging dialogue. Like many
artists since the heady days of the 60’s I have been grappling with and working within this
space ‘away from arts for art sake’ – by making art work that engage with social and
political issues, questioning the current structures and values of ‘society’. A central part of
that thinking/doing is manifested in Performance Sociology; a practice that plays within and
against the expectations and assumptions of what art, and by its association, life might be.

1. Politically-engaged practice

What is socially engaged practice but a form of politics by other
means?
In the title of Peer publication “Art for All” (edited Mark Wallinger and Mary Warnock
2000) the subtitle ‘their policies and our culture’ chimes with the revolutionary, rallying cry
of Lenin’s ‘Them or us’.  The terrain in which art circulates is presented here as a
battleground.
If artists are anything, are they not the conscience of Society, literally the last line of
resistance: resistance to prejudice, to misunderstanding, to thoughtlessness, to violence and
injustice.

“The artists’ role is not to anaesthetize politics but to politicize aesthetic politics”
(Rasa Todosijevic)

How is it really possible to create any clear distinction between life, our overall actions and
the effect of our actions and gestures as artists? It might be possible to argue over the issues,
to contest the grounds and means for change and transformation, but not whether art practice
stands without politics; when all is said and done every gesture can be read as a political
action. I would argue we need more politics, more resistance, more alternative models that
provide concrete social engagement.

2.The Idealist perspective:

Why not create change?
Artists have been described as the educators of souls. If we accept that this might be the case,
not withstanding any reservations we might have with the social agendas of a particular
government – it would seem artists are in a position to effect real change. They can intervene
into the public arena, by providing unique skills and vision, working in tandem with others,
within the social body, in socially engaged practices. From Joseph Beuys to Nicholas



Bourriaud artistic practice has widened its purpose by working towards the future, towards
shaping new arrangements and relationships:

The myth of the sovereign artists, viewer and critic as against the increasingly and
evidently instrumental character of the art works themselves, the branded spaces in
which they are displayed, and the damaged and colonized subjectivities of those who
look on. The ideal that the viewer breathes the air of freedom before the work of art,
rather than being acted on by it, is deflated as the details of that action become more
and more evident.” (Julian Stallabrass – Goodbye to all that)

 ‘Socially-engaged’ practice should always be working towards change, by transforming the
situation and the focus of that engagement. In these other ways of being and doing, of acting
out, artists (and everyone is potentially an artist) create models for change, radical
alternatives to the current structures of Society.

3. The Skeptic Speaks

Isnʼt this just art seeking reasons to exist or for funding?
‘Every individual, and particularly every artist, since he or she evolves among signs,
must take responsibility for forms and their social functioning.’ (Nicholas Bourriaud)

An alternative to Bourriaud’s contested (and somewhat ridiculed position) would be to let art
remain a luxury service industry for the wealthy (and the enthusiastic). It isn’t possible to
take responsibility for social functioning if Society doesn’t want to change. It is clear that
people don’t want to be preached at, guided or poked by privileged (often publicly funded)
artists. Artists can only speak for themselves. Socially engaged practice is just a fashion, that
mimics the current political agenda and will fade as the funding disappears or is channeled
into ‘new’ agendas like “excellence”.
We should worry about how we can succeed within the current frameworks: of funding, of
market, of expectation.  Concentrate on how we can negotiate our individual futures and stop
pretending we can make a difference.
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