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ABSTRACT 

 

Margaret Phares Coleman 

 

FROM THE GROUND UP: AN ANARCHIC METHODOLOGY FOR CREATIVE 

PRACTICE BEYOND CAPITALISM 

 

This research addresses the constraints of creative practice as it exists within mainstream 

capitalist culture and the possibilities for creative practice when practiced through a lens of 

anarchism. Drawing from Silvia Federici’s historical analysis of Marxist enclosures, and 

Gregory Sholette’s argument of art as a form of enclosure, this research advocates for an 

expansion of what is considered creative practice.   The Dominant Art World Structures indicate 

institutional organization, a relationship with cultivation of capital and hierarchical construction, 

making space only for the conversations, practices, and people that are allocated to this realm of 

mainstream contemporary art practice.  This dissertation explores the potential for creative 

commons that allows for inclusion of voices that would traditionally be excluded from Dominant 

Art World Structures.  I engage with practices that lie outside of the Dominant Art World, that 

may not be commonly identified as art. The research also includes examples of creative 

practitioners whose practices are not acknowledged.  Sources include punk zines, smalltown 

newspapers, posters from events that were not otherwise documented, and interviews with 

community members. This research advocates for a foundation of anarchic perspective that 

grounds itself on consciousness as stemming from the relational of being part of the other, of 

being a participant of the collective. 
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The first half of the dissertation examines what capitalism, consumption, and 

commodification has created in relation to art, leaving a realm filled with competition with the 

eventual outcome being the monetization of people and relationships themselves. The second 

half of the dissertation constructs a perspective of what creative practice could be, when coming 

from a consciousness that employs anarchic sensibilities. These chapters identify characteristics 

of the creative commons and explore practices that demonstrate these characteristics, including 

collaboration or collective action without claim to authorship, skill sharing, and what it means to 

build from the ground up.  

Keywords: Dominant Art World, anarchism, creative practice, enclosures, capture, collective 

practice  
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Introduction 

These past few years have offered innumerable situations demonstrating the timely and 

urgent need for a reconstitution of consciousness and the active seeking of a pathway out of 

capitalism. 2020 was a year when the pandemic physically isolated people more intensely than 

the current generations have experienced in their lifetimes, with Stay Home orders enacted 

throughout the United States and people confined to their homes (if they were among 

populations who had homes, the effects of the pandemic on homelessness being overwhelmingly 

widespread) and six feet of social distancing becoming a new commonly understood phrase as 

well as a daily practice. Hundreds of thousands of people lost their jobs and relied on 

government aid for survival with food insecurity reaching new levels. What that aid was and who 

received it became a political conversation that was limited and excluded certain demographics, 

and reflected societal biases already enacted toward disenfranchised populations. The pandemic 

further illustrated disparities in healthcare access. People in specific industries such as health 

care, but also grocery store workers and mail delivery were determined to be “Essential 

Workers,” while the rest stayed home. As the labor market reshapes itself now, in 2022, grocery 

prices sky rocket and a childcare crisis with exacerbated staff shortages pervades, as is 

researched by Emma Dowling in her book The Care Crises: What Caused It and How Can We 

End It? Simultaneously, news articles reflect that while millions of people struggle with poverty, 

billionaires' wealth grows. According to CNN, “billionaires in the food and agribusiness sector 

have seen their total wealth increase by $382 billion, or 45%, over the past two years, after 

adjusting for inflation. Some 62 food billionaires were created since 2020” (Luhby). 

Recognizing the systemic roots of income inequality and an analysis of the Malthusian 
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perspective that pervades contemporary capitalist culture and lies at the basis of neoliberalism 

could not be more timely. To then consider creative practice within this context allows for 

reflection upon how the Dominant Art World has been constructed. 

During this time of heightened income inequality amidst global pandemic, racial 

inequalities also perpetuated again to another breaking point. The city of Minneapolis burned in 

2020, with the murder of George Floyd at the hands of three police officers bringing to the 

forefront of mass public awareness the inequality and systemic racism that people of color are 

confronted with and highlighting the continued gross disparities to the point of simply holding 

the right to live and the inherently racist police system. Outrage and public outcry for Floyd’s 

murder along with the murder of countless other people of color and continued deep 

mistreatments, spread to hundreds of thousands of people, resulting in a mass of people 

responding, moving beyond any containable ideology or identifiable group. The response to 

George Floyd’s murder could be seen as collective reaction from the ground up, one of the traits 

of anarchist practice. As communities organized against the brutalities perpetuated against 

themselves and against their neighbors, there was political backlash for any grassroots level 

organizing.  While many of the people protesting probably would not have described themselves 

as practicing anarchy, anarchic perspective was identified by the media and politicians as an 

underlying feature of the protests, although its meaning was wrongly interpreted. What was a 

threat to institutional power and normative practice of the State was thousands of people coming 

together without assistance from a larger institution, without being controlled or determined by a 

State power, to claim changes that already belong to them but have been denied. Anarchic 

perspective is more complex than that, but ultimately in this contemporary landscape this was a 

demonstration of cultural responsiveness, that with crisis and inequality at a heightened sense of 
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cultural awareness, a shared anarchic perspective and action came to the forefront, and when 

seen for the possibilities it holds as a challenge to institutional sovereignty, anarchy once again 

became a target. Anarchism has been historically misinterpreted as well as persecuted. States 

Paul Avrich, author of An Oral History of Anarchism in America,  “of all the major movements 

of social reform, anarchism has been subject to the grossest misunderstanding of its nature and 

objectives. No group has been more maligned and misrepresented by the authorities or more 

feared and detested by the public” (1). 2020 was a year when it was actively advocated on a 

national platform by the far right administration to legally consider anarchists as terrorists. What 

followed was the public categorization (and continued misinterpretation) of what constituted an 

anarchist (and therefore, a terrorist).  

Antifa, an identification for someone who is anti-fascist, became constructed into a binary 

polarizing term used by former President Trump, a method of categorizing an identity which he 

then further described as an organized group of “thugs” and used the grouping to blame for any 

disruptions or civil disobedience caused by the public in response to the serious injustices 

occurring throughout the year. Anarchists, identifying as Antifa, were presented as a 

categorization intended to carry deeply negative connotations and to isolate and invalidate the 

concerns being presented by the masses throughout the nation. Rather than a consideration of 

what anarchic perspective means or what lies at the foundation of it, using the word Antifa or 

anarchist as an identifying feature in the news was intended simply as negative, destructive, and 

dangerous, and its use was intended to elicit a negative emotional response. This also acted to 

then invalidate the current situations and larger cultural conversations of inequality that were 

(and are) being pursued. The othering of anarchists coincided with a spread of misinformation 

about what was happening locally at protest events. Conversations around “outside agitators,” 
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infiltrating the protests were perpetuated throughout 2020, with the “outside agitators,” existing 

as “others,” rather than community members who were choosing to shut down their 

neighborhoods, loot their own stores, or burn their own police stations to the ground. In the 

development of language as holding the power to alienate, Antifa, as presented as an organized 

group, was pronounced not simply as “anti-fah,” but was given a new inflection, being 

pronounced by the administration, and then by mainstream news, as “an-tee-fah,” which allowed 

for distance between its meaning, of a person who identifies as being antifascist. Stated Trump, 

in a Rose Garden speech recorded in the Trump White House archives, “Our nation has been 

gripped by professional anarchists, violent mobs, arsonists, looters, criminals, rioters, Antifa, and 

others” (Trump). An opinion article in the Washington Post then responds to this speech by 

arguing that “Trump is the Real Anarchist,” (Olen) and lists the oppressions and hardships as 

Trump’s responsibility. This response, to turn the phrase back on Trump, also acts as validation 

of the term anarchist as an insult and still carries the negative connotations. This demonstrates a 

cultural acceptance of the vilification of anarchism that is grounded in misunderstanding.  

 These gross misinterpretations of what anarchy is not only lays groundwork for cultural 

fear of the other, it reinforces the hierarchical nature of the State.  Jim Costanzo, in a 12-minute 

video of still images documenting the economic and cultural devastation of the last few years 

coupled with the hope for change and the future, as a “counter narrative of New York City as one 

of Trump’s Anarchist cities,” (Costanzo), shares images that demonstrate the discrepancy 

between the fear of anarchists along with the current actions of the people in the streets and the 

communities in New York. The images include children holding drawings they have made that 

read “Black Lives Matter,” graffiti on a wall that reads, “We take care of each other.” One photo 

still reads, “According to Trump, this is Anarchy,”  and is imposed over an image of a 
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multicultural gathering of people in a city park sharing food. Costanzo’s work of documenting at 

protests and gatherings and reflecting the happenings of 2020 focuses on both the voices of 

people united at a community level as well as the State response of fear to experiencing anarchy 

in action. Costanzo’s work does not flinch away from the term anarchist, does not allow the 

negative connotations that reflect its misinterpretation to stand. His text, imposed over 2020 

protest images states, “Anarchist City is a step toward Liberated City. Liberated from a Fascist 

Administration within a Capitalist Oligarchy.” Anarchists are eager to explain the ways in which 

anarchism has been largely misinterpreted. Alexander Berkman, an anarchist of the early 

twentieth century is also ready to address widespread misinformation regarding the meaning of 

anarchy and states in the introductory chapter of his book that anarchy, “is not bombs, disorder, 

or chaos. It is not robbery and murder. It is not a war of each against all, it is not a return to 

barbarism or to the wild state of man. Anarchism is the very opposite of all that. Anarchism 

means that you should be free; that no one should enslave you, boss you, rob you, or impose on 

you” (Berkman xxvi). This Berkman quote offers an entry to just begin to look at the meaning of 

anarchy and while interpretations are many, all are a far cry from what contemporary culture has 

considered to be anarchist and renounced. The following chapter identifies just a few 

components of what constitutes an anarchist perspective, to identify a working anarchic 

methodology which becomes the lens through which to explore creative practice. The question 

presents itself, how does art become relevant in a conversation around anarchism? What is the 

relationship between socio-political and creative practice? Why should art exist in a conversation 

with cultural occurrences and their impacts?  
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Still Taken from Anarchist City 3 of 3 by Jim Costanzo 

The beginning of this inquiry into the relationship between creative practice and anarchy 

called for a casting of a wide net in the form of an open survey, searching for practitioners whose 

creative practice demonstrated elements that reflected anarchic values. The question was posed 

in the form of social media invitations for the arts community to comment upon and offer 

suggestions of practice that existed outside of mainstream art practice. After reviewing the 

results, it reflected the poverty and narrow vision of the current contemporary art world.  Upon 

placing these postings in multiple public artist forums describing the general nature of the 

practice and input being sought, including characteristics such as work that existed in some way 

outside of commodification, work that was durational with no determined outcome or product, 

practices in which authorship did not play a relevant role, work that existed outside of the canon 

or was not recognized institutionally, etc, the responses, of which were in the dozens, included 
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approximately the same five names repeatedly – Guerilla Girls, as an example, came up multiple 

times – or included suggestions that simply were not able to actually fill the research criteria or 

were merely a recommendation by the poster to review their own personal website (all such 

posts were also reviewed). The most relevant name in regards to reflecting some of the 

characteristics later described in the research, Joseph Beuys, and the enthusiasm of those 

contributing to this inquiry to put forth this one name being used as the singular example to the 

type of practice being described, indicates an inability to move outside the canon, to expand 

beyond those institutionally recognized as artists.  

This restricted roster of artists shared by those within the field reflects the hierarchical 

nature of what is defined as the Dominant Art World, which is a term used throughout this 

research in reference to the neoliberal structure of the contemporary art world culture that relies 

upon institutionalization, branding, and commodification.  When the terms, Dominant Art 

Structures or Dominant Art Worlds, are used herein it indicates the conversations, practices, and 

people that have been allocated to the realm of mainstream creative practice.  A few practices 

become the guideline for what is considered to reflect the field. While Joseph Beuys may be 

relevant from the perspective of fulfilling some of the criteria sought, his work is deeply 

researched and widely exhibited, and a prioritization of examining his work in depth would then 

rob the field of the many contributors who are actively participating in a dialog beyond capitalist 

intentions or motivations. This research, rather than relying upon a few names that have risen to 

the top in terms of recognition and acknowledgement,  seeks a multiplicity of voices, and to 

expand the constitution of creative practice beyond what it has become in the contemporary art 

world.  
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The Dominant Art World indicates an institutional organization, a relationship with the 

cultivation of capital, and a hierarchical construction. Looking at the Dominant Art World 

through a lens of what is considered art and who practices it allows for an understanding of some 

of the development in the traditional institutional understanding of artistic practice and the ways 

creative practice has been shaped.  Noam Chomsky, when writing “On Anarchism,” identifies 

the constraints placed upon individuals in our society, which applies to the contemporary art 

world as well,  “I think that people should be able to live in a society where they can exercise 

these kinds of internal drives and develop their capacities freely- instead of being forced into the 

narrow range of options that are available to most people in the world now,” (Chomsky 35).   

The Dominant Art World offers just this narrow range of options mentioned by Chomsky, with 

its structures carving out space for specific individuals, authors, brands, raising them to the top 

and using them as the specific authority on certain topics, themes, or aesthetics while not 

allowing for multiplicity of voices to engage, or achieve visibility. What is created is a system of 

voices of authority in the field, some of whom may seem to use critical voices. For example, the 

Guggenheim playfully describes Maurizio Cattelan’s “anarchist streak,” claiming his 2011 

exhibition as “bold and irreverent, the work is also deadly serious in its scathing critique of 

authority and the abuse of power” (Guggenheim).  This interpretation of Cattelan as a celebrated 

anarchist demonstrates the discrepancy not only between radical or transgressive subject matter 

as art versus radical action as creative practice, it claims anarchy within a multi-million dollar 

institutional endeavor and presents someone operating in a position of power within the 

Dominant Art World structure as a leading voice critiquing the structure. Underlying the claims 

to the critique of authority, of course,  is simply that Maurizio Cattelan’s exhibition was 

organized institutionally and authorized institutionally. It was created to exist within the 
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framework of the institution, a voice of authority granting permission to exhibit works critiquing 

authority.  Creative practice is regulated and to work within the Dominant Art World is to be 

subjected to its regulation. Martha Buskirk comments on this, “author, designer, brand- the 

categories quite evidently overlap, since all are a part of a crucial organization of both objects 

and desires, where pleasure in the thing itself is wedded to a shared recognition of cultural 

authority,” (20). In this way the Dominant art world calls for competition between its participants 

as they fight to attain occupancy of a select few spots, to become one such voice of authority and 

therefore achieve what is considered success, (which can be discussed on different 

institutionalized levels). The Dominant Art World is a limitation to the possibilities for creative 

practice. Creative practice appears now in our culture as something colonized, as territory 

occupied, indeed, territory that has been built with the necessary features and functions for the 

development and persistence of capitalism.  

Could art be something different? What could creative practice be beyond the constraints 

of capitalism, beyond this institutionalized hierarchy that has been created in the field? Some of 

the sources in this research include zines, small town newspapers, posters from events that were 

not otherwise documented, self made blogs, short interviews with community members. The 

practices and people of interest are those who are building ongoing communities from the ground 

up, who are actively engaging in creative change. Megan Humphrey lives in Burlington 

Vermont, where she has creatively organized her neighborhood for over twenty years to cook 

meals together on holidays for senior citizens who otherwise ate alone. Radix Media is a 

collectively run worker owned printer and publisher that debuts and publishes “voices of 

typically marginalized communities to get to the root of the human experience” (Radix Media). 

Coral Lambert has organized entire international exchange symposiums around the practice of 
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casting iron, providing experiences for people to work together and skill share while exploring 

this unusual medium. While the stars of the canon may be referenced, and at times relied upon to 

demonstrate points, the focus of the dissertation is not to seek inclusion in the canon through 

expansion of the current structure, but to explore an expansion of the way we think about what 

constitutes creative practice, who is practicing, and how it relates to societal constructions and 

our consciousness as we navigate our contemporary landscape.   

This research addresses the constraints of creative practice as it exists within the realm of 

mainstream capitalist culture and the possibilities for creative practice when practiced through a 

lens of anarchism. Advocating for a foundation of anarchic perspective that grounds itself on 

consciousness as stemming from the relational, of being with and part of the other, this research 

relies on the essence of subjectivity as being built from a foundation of being a member of many 

and a participant of the collective. Recognizing this foundation in a collection of essays on 

radical education, Out of the Ruins, The Emergence of Radical Informal Learning Spaces, in her 

article entitled “What Do We Mean When We Say Democracy,” contributor Sarah Amsler states, 

“there is, for example, a wisdom that comes from understanding that we are always-already 

cooperating in the world with others… Giving birth, learning to eat, communicating with others, 

playing, getting around, none of this is possible without cooperation” (Amsler 119). This 

research stems from the relational to examine what possibilities a creative commons could hold, 

if creative practice could move outside of the realm of use-value and capital. To explore creative 

practice outside of capitalist constraints moves it beyond the structures that are institutionally 

created for art, and this research argues for an expansion of creative practice in a search for a 

creative commons that allows for inclusion of voices that would traditionally be excluded from 

the current mainstream art worlds.  
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Trajectory of the Dissertation  

The dissertation begins with an investigation into the development of anarchic 

methodology that can be used to then imagine what creative practice could look like, to consider 

alternatives to what is arguably predetermined in contemporary art practice. By looking at 

anarchist history, including the works of some of the traditional anarchist thinkers, Mikhail 

Bakunin, Peter Kropotkin, Enrico Malatesta, and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, a foundation for 

anarchist perspective becomes available.  By examining the philosophical significance that has 

traditionally been placed on the natural state, as well past anarchic perspectives of the primacy of 

individual freedom, it is possible to analyze key aspects of anarchist theory that are still also 

changing and allow for a more modern interpretation. Using contemporary anarchic theorists 

including Judith Suissa, David Graeber, and Gregory Sholette it is possible to create a lens 

through which to consider the situation of mainstream art within capitalism. By suggesting a 

rethinking of the primacy of being, or a change in what constitutes the anarchically referenced 

natural state, away from a focus on individual freedom to a state of being already together and 

already collective, a shift in anarchic foundation becomes possible, through which one is then 

able to deconstruct the hierarchical grievances capitalism perpetuates.  

The first half of the dissertation explores those grievances within creative practice, 

examining creative practice within capitalist structure. Looking at the art world and the way art 

has developed and is viewed in mainstream culture as a form of modern enclosure, these chapters 

establish the ways in which creative practice has been stolen and depleted by capitalism. 

Applying Malthusian arguments of scarcity to the contemporary art world offers insight into the 

way competition has been perpetuated as creative practitioners struggle to achieve recognition.  

Gregory Sholette’s work is used to offer insight into the hierarchical structure of the Dominant 
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Art World and Martha Buskirk is used for her work on the relationship between art and 

economics. Considering categorization of what constitutes a work of art, authorship and 

branding, and the construction of the identification of the “artist” itself, the first half of the 

dissertation examines what capitalism, consumption, and commodification has created in 

relationship to art, leaving a predetermined and institutionalized realm filled with competition 

with the eventual outcome being the monetization of people and relationships themselves.   

The second half of the dissertation shifts to identify features of creative practice that 

begin to construct a perspective of what creative practice could be, when coming from a 

consciousness that employs anarchic sensibilities. Using Silvia Federici’s research of the history 

of the commons, this part of the dissertation aims to find areas that become creative commons, to 

explore possibilities for creative practice that are shared and available.  Using David Bollier’s 

work, Think Like a Commoner, A Short Introduction to the Life of the Commons, allows for an 

exploration into creative practice as a shared resource, that is built from the ground up. The 

second half of the dissertation identifies characteristics of the creative commons and explores 

practices that demonstrate these characteristics, including collaboration or collective action 

without claim to authorship, a willingness to share information through a practice of skillsharing 

and alternative education communities, projects that are created outside of institutional 

structures, and projects that go unrecognized. 

Creative Practice as Carrying Societal Responsibility 

What is the relationship between art and political action? How is anarchic perspective 

related to creative practice? That the question is even asked demonstrates an established divide 

that traditionally differentiates art from life, excusing art from culpability in regards to social 

responsibility and even then creating categorizations for the introduction of it with labels such as 
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“community art,” or “political art”.  With a perceived foundational divide, where does 

responsibility lie? Is creative practice culpable and to what extent?  

Modern art history laid groundwork that allowed for the autonomy of art, and then the 

conversation shifted to negate that differentiation, creating a story that originally grounds from a 

place of introduced autonomy. When looking at early Modernist writers, much was written to 

stake a place for the visual as distinct from ethics in the name of artistic freedom and autonomy. 

Immanuel Kant, creating the experience with art as purposiveness without purpose, (the idea that 

beauty doesn’t arrive at a concrete concept) and the relationship with beauty as one that is 

disinterested, removes the relationship between art and the content of daily life.  But he still 

advocates for art and beauty to have a place of consideration or relevance, he just argued for it to 

hold a place of autonomy, detached from logic, existing in intuition, timeless and therefore 

always relevant. He states, “a judgment of taste on which charm and emotion have no 

influence… which therefore has as its determining ground merely purposiveness of the form- is a 

pure judgment of taste,” (Kant 43). The beautiful is considered to be devoid of that which relates 

it to emotion, he is arguing for its autonomy and separating it from its use, making its value 

purely in terms of its aesthetic form. Art was not considered to carry conceptual weight. Creative 

practice is free from the details of daily life, unrelated to societal concerns. It is static and the 

judgment of taste is beyond the logic of language. Benedetto Croce, who carried a relationship 

with the anti-fascist politics of Italy, wrote that art is an expression of emotion, but Croce simply 

separates creative practice from responsibility or culpability, “good will, which constitutes the 

honest man, does not constitute the artist,” (Croce 104). Clive Bell simply supports art as 

abstraction when he coins the term Significant Form as the quality that underscores all works of 

art, and states that, “very often… representation is a sign of weakness in an artist. A painter too 
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feeble to create forms that provoke more than a little aesthetic emotion will try to eke that little 

out by suggesting the emotions of life...thus a man will paint an execution, and, fearing to miss 

with his first barrel of significant form, will try to hit with his second by raising an emotion of 

fear or pity” (109).” These were some of the writers who shaped the theory around modern art in 

Europe, and the role art plays in society, making a case for expansion of art to exist as a creative 

form that carried an impact and laying the groundwork for art in the twentieth century to today. 

However, a part of that argument set creative practice into a separate sphere, and limited its 

meaning. The conversation of autonomy laid the groundwork for life and its relationship to art to 

then be introduced to creative practice, as an exploration with the conversation of what art is 

developing within capitalist structure.  

Art as Regulated Practice  

The Dominant Art World is subject to regulations, is supervised, and is determined. In 

short, power is held in the hands of a few. Rather than simply using examples of the most 

obvious, highly marketable or widely known work, institutional regulation of the field can be 

demonstrated even by using subject matter existing on a progressive spectrum and a colloquial 

art medium, the poster. This example of institutionalization can be found in Gregory Sholette’s 

chapter, “The Grin of the Archive.” Sholette discusses the exhibition, Committed to Print, an 

exhibition of more than 130 political posters and artist publications that was on display at 

MOMA in 1988. The institution made the decision to create an exhibition that reflected on the 

relevant socio-cultural concerns of the decade,  “the ideological stakes could not have been more 

transparent: who would come to narrate the cultural legacy of the 1960s and 1970s” (Sholette 

46).  To create this exhibition, allows for the institution to become an authoritative voice in 

determining the portrayal, significance, and inclusion of social and historical events of the 
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decades. The exhibition was curated by Deborah Wye and included works from already 

established artists, including posters from Frank Stella and Andy Warhol, as well as unknown 

artists. Of note, is the inclusion of artists whose names carry recognition as institutionally 

significant, thereby assisting in the validation of the inclusion of  others, whose names were not 

already recognizable.  

While any exhibition or collection could be used as an analysis of institutional intent, this 

exhibition is of particular relevance due to its political nature and the recognition and 

presentation of political art within the institutional framework of the museum and the museum’s 

movement past autonomy of the work of art, into a conversation with socio-political concerns of 

daily life.  Sholette states how  “Institutional memory requires the omission of certain subjects… 

because expulsions allow them to institutionalize,” (70) with reflection on the AIDS crisis as 

having been omitted from thematic representation in the show.  Art is  regulated practice, in 

many ways, but institutionalization allows for the presentation and inclusion of narratives with 

the exclusion of others. That certain narratives become the most visible, and that others are held 

in comparison to those at the top, is indicative of underlying hierarchical structure. Martha 

Buskirk, in her chapter entitled, “The Collection”, from Creative Enterprise, writes on the 

exhibiting of a particular teapot and the institutional politics that become involved in its display. 

The tea pot was not unusual aesthetically and it may not have become a work of focus, however, 

its institutional interest and subsequent feature in two museum exhibitions came from the 

narrative that surrounded it. It was owned by Crispus Attucks, an escaped slave who was the first 

revolutionary war casualty. Her observation about the power of the institution to direct the 

narrative can be applied to Committed to Print as well, in a reflection upon institutionalization as 

carrying a significant amount of power in what information is shared when selecting artwork for 
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exhibition. Buskirk states, “the narratives surrounding the material were consistent with a 

historical society agenda, emphasizing records of ownership…and using those details as a 

springboard to make broader points about the social, political, and economic contexts of initial 

production and use” (94). While the curated poster exhibit may not have emphasized ownership 

of the objects, it highlighted the authorship of them, and claimed the authority to validate certain 

topics, collective movement, and engagements of the time, while excluding what was arguably 

one of the most impacting concerns to creative practitioners of the time. Sholette also begins to 

touch on the topic of capitalist expansion, discussed in this research as capture, that is, the 

movement of capitalist entities to grow to include the radical or fringe, which then tempers and 

regulates the possibility for change when he writes that, “The archivalization of post-’68 radical 

art could have only been made possible once any actual threat to institutional authority had fully 

passed” (69). The power of the collective, with their posters made for events, the power of voices 

responding to the needs of their time, when placed in the context of the institution changes the 

intention. The posters become categorized as political art, a content to look at. 

To Decolonize 

Creative practice in the Dominant Art World structure is fixed, assigned, occupied. 

Deleuze and Guattari state, “we use the word occupy in the sense of giving an occupation to, 

fixing a memory and a code, assigning a function” (298). To move away from occupation, in 

hopes of exploring creative practice beyond the constraints of regulation would now require a 

willingness to reconsider what has been deemed foundational in the field. It is possible to 

analyze the relationship between contemporary art and the State by considering who benefits 

from the practice and by what means, who has a platform or an institutionally recognized 

creative voice, that is, who is included in the art canon.   This consideration threatens the 
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relevance of the field and the way the field has developed or what it has become. To move away 

from systemic capitalism requires re-working of the mind. In his article, “What Decolonizing the 

Mind Means Today,” Mukoma Wa Ngugi states that, “to decolonize one’s mind is a life-long 

process, as well, systems of domination and subordination are not necessarily easy to identify 

when situated within unofficial cultures, that is, in interpersonal politics (within the negotiation 

of relation of power by individuals in interaction” (Ngugi).  In contemporary society to 

decolonize one’s mind is an active process, an active un-doing of a framework that is often 

viewed as fundamental, and a process of learning to embrace an alternate, other than what has 

been societally and internally ingrained. While Henri Bergson doesn’t use the term 

“decolonization”, he discusses this  as an interior state of changing the way a person thinks,  “the 

mind has to do violence to itself, has to reverse the direction of the operation by which it 

habitually thinks, has perpetually to revise, or rather to recast, all its categories,” (Bergson 51). 

To look at the possibilities for creative practice beyond the ways in which it has been categorized 

or determined, requires an amount of un-doing, a willingness to take apart the very way 

contemporary art is culturally considered. The topic of un-doing the realm of contemporary art is 

complex, recognizing that the creative field developed with advocates who were simply pushing 

to make a place for art and beauty to receive recognition of prominence. It also threatens the 

validity of what so many people fit to be a part of. What is up for consideration is an examination 

of the structure of the Dominant Art World, who it includes, and what it produces.  

 The decolonization of creative practice in the spirit of anarchic method poses questions 

relating to the need for creative practice to engage with or to be indivisible from the systems it 

exists within. Decolonization is an active endeavor, a recognition of the wrong, and a process to 

find a new way. A question of responsibility within the field becomes an issue of relevance, with 
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creative practice reflecting deeper perspectives on the contemporary cultural landscape and 

participation within it. What would it mean for creative practice to actively decolonize? Is it 

possible for those practicing to continue to practice within the Dominant Art World structures 

without being an accomplice to the systems of hierarchy that entrench the entire system? Who is 

complicit and what can be done? Are our current cultural productions and our creative practices 

perpetuating sources of inequality and domination or are they are actively challenging systemic 

oppression and working to end hierarchy? Creative practice can no longer refuse to engage with 

downward gaze, claiming a non-culpable approach that veils an effort to remove responsibility 

and claims privilege.  There is no position of autonomy, no separation.  Noam Chomsky 

discusses the need to remove that which is impairing the cultural material or cultural fields, “at 

every stage of history our concern must be to dismantle those forms of authority and oppression 

that survive from an era when they might have been justified in terms of the need for security or 

survival or economic development, but that now contribute to- rather than alleviate- material and 

cultural deficit,” (Chomsky 2). Is it time to dismantle the Dominant Art World structures?  

 

Considering Alternatives 

Creative practice could be more beyond what has been predetermined as these creative 

conversations, and the boundary pushing that maintains its place within the institution, ultimately 

reinforcing it. There is a possibility for creative practice to exist as an alternate to the Dominant 

Art Structures, “if art is to again play a more central part in our lives, it means that our lives will 

have to change, and that is a process which does not depend on artists and art critics alone,” 

(Wind 21).   This research is looking for creative practice as stemming from the relational, as 

moving beyond the boundaries of commodification and the competition that commodification 
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perpetuates through branding and marketing. The collectively produced zine Signal states the 

following regarding challenges creative practice faces:  “the economic and social conditions we 

exist under attempt to marshal all material culture toward the maintenance of the way things are. 

Yet we also understand that cultural production can challenge capitalism, statecraft, patriarchy, 

and all the systems used to produce the profound inequalities in our world” (4).  Signal offers an 

example of an alternate, a group that is working to create something more egalitarian or make 

space for additional voices. Running alongside their statement on their interior cover page is an 

invitation to participate, “we welcome the submission of writing and visual cultural production 

for future issues. We are particularly interested in looking at the intersection of art and politics 

internationally, and assessments of how this intersection has functioned at various historical and 

geographical moments” (5).  An open invitation to participate and engage, rather than holding art 

as something in limited supply, propels this research forward.  

 This research seeks alternate pathways for creative practice, looking to imagine 

possibilities for the construction of a creative commons, considering what creative practice could 

be beyond the constraints of capitalism. To seek an alternate, the need for an alternate must first 

be widely felt. Seeking an alternate or multiple alternates, stems from a sense of lack of 

inadequacy in some respect, there is something deep enough, and important enough to incite the 

desire for a change, be it an inability to reach our creative potential, to connect with one another 

without the transactional relationships instituted by capitalism, to live without the binary 

constructions that predicate privatization and income inequality. We recognize our 

dissatisfaction with our current situation, “the crises of modern culture has led to total 

ideological decomposition. Nothing new can be built on these ruins” (Debord 32).  This struggle 

of discontent transcends the social or political, it moves as a conversation held internally inside 
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one body and one train of thought, to the state of the grid that constructs and contains countries, 

ideologies, ways of life for the masses. The need for change is felt deeply, at a personal level, at 

a material level, but also at a structural level, and at a collective level. While some may say it is 

human nature to be dissatisfied, to live in a state of strife or longing, we choose to believe that 

there exists the potential for something different, that an alternative is available, that it isn’t 

enough to work within the boundaries of what is offered, that our dreams aren’t containable by 

the simple presence of what is already there or defined by what we do not choose. Zine writer 

Cindy Crabb writes about anarchism as her introduction to the idea that things can exist outside 

of normative structures, that things could be different. Her zine, Doris states, “when I first read 

about anarchism, I was so excited. I was excited about people really committing themselves to 

figuring out how to build community, how to work together and make decisions together in ways 

that weren’t all fucked up. I liked thinking about what an anarchist society would look like” (7). 

This quote from Doris indicates a foundational component of anarchic practice, the grounding in 

the relational and community. Crabb describes her longing for connectedness and feelings of 

alienation as motivation behind the creation of her zines, “I wrote a zine because I felt alone. I 

rode the bus and I watched people and they looked like they felt alone too. And I thought, what if 

I handed them a small packet of secrets? Would it open them up a little? Would they tell 

someone a secret too” (Crabb). By creating her zines, Crabb not only discusses anarchy, she puts 

anarchic method into practice. Zines offer an example where anarchic method becomes applied 

living experience, a direct response from the ground up. Crabb’s zines were grounded in a 

building of community and reaching out to others.  Crabb continues, “there were other people 

who believed that having hope in this hopeless world was not a stupid, naïve thing… I wanted to 

see the streets torn up and gardens planted in their place. I wanted to walk through this world 
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without the fear of rape and nothing but the most fundamental change could ever ensure this… I 

wanted everything to be different; the very heart of everything; how we see ourselves and each 

other and our place in the world” (8).  Crabb writes simply about this desire for change, and 

believes it can be reached by collective work. That Crabb relates the topic of rape as opposed to 

anarchic community carries weight historically as well. Federici details sexual violence against 

women as paralleling the rise of the capitalist state, with its decriminalization in parts of Western 

Europe serving as a response to alleviate social class tensions of the times (48).  The 

development of an alternative begins with the challenge of identification by its being just that; an 

alternative to normative society that we may have come to accept. There is the recognition in the 

possibility for change as demonstrated by the zine Doris, as the author imagines a world where 

she views the heart of everything, the foundation of society as fundamentally different and as 

built on community.   
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Page from self-published zine; Doris, by Cindy Crabb 

Early anarchists looked to the past to imagine the future. As a practice, many used 

historical and cultural case studies or examples as a foundation, looking to the past for ways that 

things were structured differently, in attempts to identify the existence and practice of other 

normative foundational values. Peter Marshall looks at the relational as something that carries 

the full possibilities of the commons, with community as the entryway, “community exists 

alongside and outside the state, but it has not been fully realized. A free community is therefore 

not the founding of something new, but the actualization and reconstitution of something that has 
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always been present” (Marshall 34). The conversation becomes about looking for a grounding, a 

grounding that carries some elemental ties to the past but offers open entrance to the possibilities 

of the future. This perspective of looking to the past is reiterated by Silvia Federici, when she 

writes about the relatively current condition of capitalism and its development between 1400-

1600 in Western Europe. When seeking an alternative, recognizing that the systems currently in 

practice may be culturally normalized but are not actually a given allows for exploration into not 

only what was before, but possibilities for experimentation, and entry into unknown territories, a 

pathway to consider the future as something to be determined. There is the need, in anarchist 

theory, to demonstrate the natural as other than the currently available to create the possibility for 

consideration of an alternative. 

         This search for alternatives, believing in the possibility of something else, is at the core of 

anarchic practice. Anarchist practice sings in the spirit of revolution, and its story revisits the 

hundreds upon hundreds of small uprisings, revolts, actions throughout centuries, often left out 

of mainstream history books, but passed on through stories, found in small publications. One 

such example is Anarchist Voices, an Oral History of Anarchism in America, which shares a 

compilation of interviews, reflections on people’s experiences with anarchist culture in America. 

It reflects accessibility, just small demonstrations of potential, these small indicators that things 

could be different, and that ordinary people believe in the possibility of something else.  

The desire for change is ongoing, “we cannot relinquish the idea of a subject who resists 

power, who seeks to emancipate himself from domination and hierarchy, and who seeks to 

transform existing social, political, and economic relations,” (Newman 69). It is evident 

throughout history that what moves people to organize, demand change, and become active are 

the situations they live in, the injustices and oppressions that people deal with on a daily basis. 
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The desire for an alternative, the belief in the possibility of something else, with the underlying 

implication that the something else is better than the current option, is the critical driving force in 

change.   

Defining Outside of Negation 

 According to Gramsci, the patterns of change contain elements of the past, as “every 

essential social group which emerges into history out of the preceding economic structure, as an 

expression of a development of this structure, has found…categories of individuals already in 

existence and which seemed indeed to represent a historical continuity uninterrupted even by the 

most complicated and radical changes in political and social forms” (7). If we carry elements of 

the past into the present, how is the alternative truly an alternative to that which came before it?  

If we are formed because, “we move within a closed landscape whose landmarks constantly 

draw us toward the past” (Chtchelov 2), then the new arises not from innovation, but from the 

underneath. This presents a sort of anti-Hegelian - anti-dialectical challenge, how to define 

oneself and one's desires not through a series of dialectical shifts, that is, how to build an 

alternative without sublating the structures that one resists, without simply becoming reactionary. 

Hegel explains this as such,  “the interplay of the two forces… arises from and consists in the 

two being thus determined with opposite characteristics…- a transition direct from one to the 

other, whereby alone these determinations, in which forces seem to appear independently, have 

being. But the former is universal medium just by the very fact of the latter being repressed; that 

is to say, this latter is really what incites the former, and makes it the medium it claims to be,” 

(Hegel 37). When defining identity in this way, the former depends on the latter for an aspect of 

its makeup. The Riot GRRL Band, Bikini Kill, in their song “Sugar”, scream out, “I won’t play 

girl to your boy,” demonstrating this point as they attempt to reject the binary constructions of 
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gender roles. However, this rejection carries the weight of pitting one against another simply by 

recognizing girl won’t cater to boy, as was the normative position. One stating that it is not 

defined by the other still carries an element of relationship between the two.  Is it possible to ever 

create entirely new categories and systems outside of the current system? Anarchism has a 

history of resistance and the question is, how does an anarchic perspective develop resistance, 

fight capitalism and patriarchy, without defining itself by its opposite? How do new worlds 

created not exist still carrying the traumas from the old? And how can creative practice shift to 

be something different, without simply continuing in the trajectory of art history, without simply 

continuing in a conversation around those in the canon?  

This question of resistance and how to create new possibilities without grounding in 

simple negation is complicated. Traditional contemporary art has a history and relationship built 

upon response to the practices that came before it. This is the conversation taught in art school, 

where students learn to be aware as well as respond to the art history dialogue, which is taught as 

developing in a linear trajectory, as a conversational response. Allen Kaprow references this 

when he states, “the avant-garde functions as Art-art; its genealogy is spelled out in columns of 

cultural events: so-and-so begat so-and-so who begat…it is developmental rather than 

experimental,” (68).  To truly explore alternates without limitation, would require something 

else.   

Changing from the already existing, fleeing off of the root problem, disruptions stemming 

from the cause, these Deleuzian lines of flight, “as the maximum dimension after which the 

multiplicity undergoes metamorphosis, changes in nature” (21),  these tactics are not enough, 

they simply widen the current offering, making space for more detailed categorization or become 

part of the structure, allowing for the capture of the radical. If thinking about the realm of 
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contemporary art, a series of movements built upon reacting to the movement of work that came 

before, is it even possible to create a new life for the practice, pursuit, and exploration, and 

celebration of creativity? Is the exploration of an alternative possible? Could a creative commons 

even be something other than what already has been established?  

 The reaction against art becomes its negation, discussed further by Allen Kaprow. 

“Nonart is whatever has not yet been accepted as art but has caught an artist’s attention with that 

possibility in mind,” (98), and here one can see a parallel with those Deleuzian lines of flight, the 

runoff from the core that is quickly absorbed back into the core through expansion. “Nonart... 

exists only fleetingly, like some subatomic particle, or perhaps only as a postulate. Indeed, the 

moment any such example is offered publicly, it automatically becomes a type of art,” (Kaprow 

98). He places nonart outside traditional art institutions but states that “they have informed the 

art establishment of their activities, to set into motion the uncertainties without which their acts 

would have no meaning,” (Kaprow 98). For Kaprow and Deleuze and Guattari, these fleeting 

lines of flight, these moments of art, are quickly passing. One is unable to dwell in art, but if one 

is lucky, one may experience it briefly, before it passes and is absorbed. Is it possible that this 

perspective is in keeping with a position of negation or reaction away from normative capitalist 

thinking, rather than a transition to an alternate stream? In applying an anarchic methodology to 

art, in moving within the river, it is simply not enough to grasp at fragments.   

 

The Commons as Possibility 

There is no space for compatibility between an anarchic perspective and that of a 

capitalist one, and a creative practice built upon capitalist ideology is not able to come from a 

foundation of anarchic methodology. Creative practice that is situated within capitalist structure 
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and seeking a voice within that structure is complicit with the values and ideology of capitalism.  

Perhaps the alternate can be found positioning itself from a place of always moving creatively 

with one another. Kropotkin begins to consider this when he states,  “man did not create society; 

society is anterior to man,” (Kropotkin 6).  Silvia Federici discusses that which is held in 

common as evidence of the alternate. Federici states that, “though differently articulated-

commoning, el comunlidad- the language and the politics of the commons are today the 

expression of this alternative world. For what the commons in essence stands for is the 

recognition that life in a Hobbesian world, where one competes against all and prosperity is 

gained at the expense of others, is not worth living and is a sure recipe for defeat,” (Federici 1).  

Gilman-Opalsky, in the Communism of Love, presents the end of individuality as an act of love,  

“Love entails, among other things, a sharing of miseries and joys, a sharing that deprivatizes pain 

and happiness, making each of them into a shared concern of two or more, of a small 

collectivity”  (Gilman-Opalsky 21).  To build the conception of the alternate we search for, and 

to address the search for an alternate in creativity, without defining by simply posing against the 

current Art World, requires a subtle but distinct shift in thought. When Marshall discusses 

anarchist perspective, he relies on the alternative as a shift in relational perspective. He counters 

the mainstream relationship of the individual’s struggle with capitalism when he states: 

they are aware that, given the opportunity, not only do ex-slaves often try to become 

masters, but oppressed men try to find weaker beings to lord it over. But anarchists do not 

see that this tendency is intrinsic to human nature, but rather a product of our 

authoritarian and hierarchical society. They reject the view that the only possible human 

relationship is that in which one issues orders and the other obeys, one asserts himself 

and the other cringes. Such an unequal distribution of power enslaves both the ruler and 
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the ruled. Anarchists look to a time when there will no longer be masters and servants, 

leaders and followers, rulers and ruled. (47) 

The reality of our current experience is going to provide the basis for, and impact the direction in 

which an alternate goes, we can’t escape grappling with the mess of capitalism and working with 

the understanding that Art and art history were being formed within the confines of capitalism. 

However, rather than thinking in oppositional terms and terms of trajectory as cause and effect, 

the challenge is to shift to thinking fluidly, rethinking the framework, “A line of becoming has 

neither beginning nor end, departure nor arrival, origin nor destination; to speak of the absence 

of an origin, to make the absence of an origin the origin, is a bad play on words. A line of 

becoming has only the middle” (Deleuze and Guattari 293).  Landauer reflects this perspective, a 

sidestep movement to a stream that is already there, “community exists alongside and outside the 

state, but it has not been fully realized. A free community is therefore not the founding of 

something new, but the actualization and reconstitution of something that has always been 

present” (Marshall 34). The challenge is to simply start, with the assumption that one, it, we, 

have already started. An alternative can’t ground itself in the past, doesn’t move from origin to 

destination, but it can move fluidly from the singular to plurality. 

In thinking about an alternative, to ground in the relational from the perspective of 

anarchic methodology, to simply pose the suggestion of subjectivity as a collective versus 

individual experience, and move from there, begins to shape subjectivity in a way that is simply 

alternate to the dominant mode of thought. To simply pose consciousness as beginning with 

connection to another, not as origin, traced back, but as origin, as present, and future, grounds the 

alternate in desire fulfilled in coexistence, “Unlike history, becoming cannot be conceptualized 

in terms of past and future… every becoming is a block of coexistence” (Deleuze 292).  
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Coexistence doesn’t emerge, polyphony doesn’t develop over time, “in none of Dostoevsky’s 

novels is there any evolution of a unified spirit; in fact there is no evolution, no growth in 

general,” (Bakhtin 26), it simply is, a situating without identifiable origin, that already moves. 

An alternate has a capacity to embrace resistance while resting on the basis of its substance. To 

start moving within a place of relationship and connection is inherently adverse to the nature of 

capitalism and the way that historically it separates and compartmentalizes.  In imagining an 

alternative for creative practice,  beyond the predetermining constraints of capitalism, is a fluid 

process and one that has no direct route, no designated map, “Attempting to build a new world in 

the shell of the old is a necessary but difficult, some may say impossible, process, and we need 

humbly to be aware of the limitations of what we can accomplish at any given time, without 

losing sight of the necessary goal of transformation,” (Rouhani 78). However, the focus is on the 

building upward, the inherent having of the connections, and the possibilities that stem from 

recognizing that existing situation and working from it as a foundation. The alternate assumes 

the acceptance of the possibility of the alternate and works from the foundation of that 

assumption. 

 

In Conclusion 

Anarchic methodology as a means of examination has much to offer creative practice and 

the possibilities for practice beyond the Dominant Art World structures. This method cannot be 

split from action, it does not differentiate between action and ideals, and its perspective is 

intrinsically linked with lived experience. Capitalist perspective, which relies upon 

categorization, allows for a splintering of lived experience, with a focus on some form of final 

product. This focus on final product allows for subject matter that may be anarchic in intention to 
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be used in product-based work and forms a separation between art and lived experience. This 

enables institutions existing within capitalism to benefit from radical ideas. Institutionalization 

that allows for ideals to become simply subject matter that is commented on, but not acted upon, 

is a result of neoliberal capture, or absorption, and the need for capitalism to continually find 

ways to expand. This need for expansion within capitalism is compatible with the drive of the 

Dominant Art World. To seek inclusion within the current institutions of the contemporary art 

world is to accept the institutionalization of art and the implications that institutionalization 

carries. Anarchic methodology within creative practice recognizes the inability to work within 

the current constraints of the institution, viewing it, rather, as impeding the nature of creative 

practice itself,  “there are those, like us, who see in the State, not only in its actual form and in all 

forms that it might assume, but in its very essence, an obstacle to the Social Revolution: the most 

serious hindrance to the budding of a society based on equality and liberty; the historic form 

elaborated to impede this budding” (Kropotkin 3).  

When the current state of the contemporary art world is structured hierarchically, with 

limitations on what creative practice is, who practices within those guidelines, and who becomes 

successful, the participation in that culture and engagement of those who practice art reflects a 

deeper effect of capitalism on the individual; the willingness to engage in systemic competition 

and individualism in the hopes of being able to broach the perceived top. Sholette questions the 

complicity required to participate in the current contemporary art structure, wondering, “why the 

majority of professionally trained artists continue to reproduce the system and its hierarchies 

when the actual distribution of aggregate benefits is skewed toward the top tier of the art world” 

(65). What is called for in rethinking creative practice is beyond policy change and beyond 

inclusivity.  Instead, what is called for is a willingness to give up participation and complicity in 
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the status quo, to refuse the hierarchical structures and the benefits offered from them in an 

active attempt to decolonize creative practice. It is a call for lived experience that is shared 

experience. Creative practice has the possibility of becoming something else.  

We face an ontological crisis, in which the foundation of our creative being needs to be 

fundamentally rethought, moving from a foundation of the collective, a place of relationship not 

dependent on use-value. This type of reconsideration is not something allocated by the State or 

promoted by the commonly accepted forms of governance, the market, etc., it is a change that 

stems from the bottom up, from ordinary people. Sholette concurs with the urgent need for a shift 

in perspective when he states, “The real occupation of culture will not begin until a different set 

of values is developed, both between artists, and between artists and their audience” (Delirium 

52). It is not possible to participate and compete for a position in an industry that is responsible 

for the perpetuation of hierarchical ideology and the upholding of capitalist oppression and to 

simultaneously attempt to un-do the structure which it supports. It is time to walk through new 

doorways and delineate new pathways.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



32 
 

 

CHAPTER ONE  

Exploring an Anarchic Methodology 

The objective of this writing is to develop a contemporary anarchic methodology through 

which to reconsider the constitution of creative practice in relationship to intersubjective 

consciousnesses. To do this, this chapter will first examine the history of anarchism, through 

some of the writers in the anarchist tradition, including Proudhon, Bakunin, Malatesta, and 

Kropotkin. These writers will be used to identify a collection of core characteristics of anarchic 

thinking. Peter Marshall, of Demanding the Impossible, points out that “it would be misleading 

to offer a neat definition of anarchism…It does not offer a fixed body of doctrine based on one 

particular world-view,” (Marshall 3). This is quite insightful, as anarchists both historically and 

in contemporary culture present differing viewpoints and anarchism, in its nature, resists 

definition. However, there are shared components that are then applied or interpreted, such as 

rejecting the authority of the State, rejecting hierarchy and domination.   

Anarchism can be thought of as a way of moving through the world, demonstrated both 

in daily practice and in theoretical perspective that grounds itself in deconstructing hierarchy to 

build a community filled with agency. In Fragments of an Anarchist Anthropology, David 

Graeber provides one starting place for understanding anarchist perspective when he states that, 

“the basic principles of anarchism--self-organization, voluntary association, mutual aid--referred 

to forms of human behavior they assumed to have been around about as long as humanity. The 

same goes for the rejection of the state and of all forms of structural violence, inequality, or 

domination (anarchism literally means without rulers), even the assumption that all these forms 

are somehow related and reinforce each other” (3).  Graeber’s statement not only provides an 

outline of several core components, it provides a platform for the conversation that anarchists 
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frequently base their arguments upon, that of the natural state. Graeber’s statement normalizes 

anarchist perspective, claiming the practices it pursues are ingrained qualities.  Considering 

aspects of anarchic practice as a foundation of being is used throughout anarchist theory.  

Each definition of anarchism is slightly different. For example, the Revolutionary 

Anarcha-Feminist Group of Dublin writes that, “the ultimate aim of anarchism is total 

democracy-for each person to have a direct say in issues that affect their lives, not rely on 

government to represent them,” (Quiet Rumors 13). This description emphasizes the individual 

as empowered. Judith Suissa sees different categorizations of types of anarchists and states that it 

is “quite common to find a distinction between anarchists of more individualist leanings and 

social anarchists, who see individual freedom as conceptually connected with social equity and 

emphasize the importance of community and mutual aid” (9). These groupings of anarchist 

tendencies and perspectives are even labeled, mutualism, federalism, and so forth. Bakunin, 

considered a founder of collectivist anarchism, states that he is a, “fanatical lover of liberty… I 

mean the only liberty worthy of the name, the liberty which implies the full development of all 

the material, intellectual, and moral capacities latent in every one of us; the liberty which knows 

no other restrictions but those set by the laws of our own nature” (136). Each anarchist would 

offer a slightly different explanation, and each group or collective would offer that which was 

societally relevant to their experience. Because of the shifting definitions and explanations, this 

research works to identify some underlying characteristics and traits of anarchism. After 

identifying these core elements of anarchic perspective, an argument will be made for 

interpreting these characteristics to construct a contemporary anarchic methodology. The 

anarchic methodology adapted from traditional anarchist characteristics builds from the ground 

up, seeking a horizontal sharing of agency, and is anti-hierarchical in nature. Looking through a 
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contemporary lens, this methodology seeks to shift an anarchic interpretation of the foundation 

of subjectivity away from individual freedom to a foundation constructed upon entry by being 

with, and part of, one another. Finally, when considering the characteristics of anarchic 

perspective it is possible to look at creative practice through a lens of anarchic methodology, 

seeking always to deconstruct hierarchy in creative practice and identify possibilities for a 

creative commons. 

 

What is an anarchic perspective? Identifying the Characteristics of Anarchy  

A core characteristic of an anarchic perspective is that anarchic perspective is always 

changing. As a preface to understanding the constitution of the nature of anarchic perspective, as 

mentioned above by Marshall, and by many anarchist writers, one of the initial characteristics is 

to recognize that there is no one perspective or concrete rulebook, no ultimate spokesperson or 

lead authority. It does not take any structure or framework as a given, but it carries a vision of 

the future and the things that could be. Another Philadelphia based anarchist poet and writer, 

born in 1866, Voltairine De Cleyre conveyed this as well in her essay on Anarchism,  when she 

wrote of two spirits in the world, “the spirit of immobility and the spirit of change; the spirit of 

Hold-fast-to-that-which-you-have and Let-go-and-fly-to-that-which-you-have-not,”.. And she 

summarizes that, “it no longer seems necessary to me… that one should base his Anarchism 

upon any particular world conception, it is a theory of the relations due to man and comes as an 

offered solution to the societal problems arising from the existence of these two tendencies of 

which I have spoken,” (De Cleyre 98). Here, De Cleyre recognizes the multiplicities found 

within anarchic perspective, but also recognizes it as a theory of relations, a conversation that 

shifts social perspectives. Justin Mueller, in his article, “Anarchism, the State, and the Role of 
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Education,” recognizes this situating of anarchism within societal contexts as well, when he 

states, “it is something that is cultivated within, rather than separate from, a given social context, 

and cannot be understood without reference to society,” (17). Anarchist perspective is relevant to 

its cultural time. Anarchism is always changing, but it provides discussion that situates in 

relation to society.  

  The history of anarchism is far older than the use of the word, anarchism, as introduced 

by Pierre-Joseph Proudhon in 1840 (Suissa 7). Dating back to the Greeks, anarchism carried both 

positive and negative interpretations, with “political philosophy… rooted in the idea that the 

search for justice and civilized life could only be achieved within the confines of the State,” 

(Marshall 66), but with Heraclitus from Ephesus filling a role as an early anarchic predecessor, 

back in 500 B.C. While his writing does not demonstrate anti-hierarchical perspective by any 

means, Heraclitus held the position that nothing is fixed, that all things change, and is the “first 

philosopher in the Western tradition to anticipate the anarchist belief that constant change takes 

place within a natural order” (Marshall 67). Oli Mould, in his Seven Ethics against Capitalism,  

offers an introduction to Heraclitus that looks at the state of flux presented by Heraclitus as being 

considered a commons, “there is no stasis or fixity, as everything is constantly in flux; but it is 

the same river that flows; it is the same logos that flows” (12). The future doesn’t fall into a 

determined path and the past doesn’t necessarily stay relevant, and thus, anarchic perspective 

moves fluidly, durationally becoming, changing, and existing without determined static 

definition. It flows in the Bergsonian river; it seeks still more of the new, changeable detours 

touted by Ivan Chtcheglov. It performs experiments with unknown outcomes and then moves to 

the next experiment, rather than locking in a static or determined solution.  
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Because anarchic perspective is continually moving and changing, when looking at the 

ideas throughout history, the perspectives fit into issues of relevance in the times they are being 

employed, are modified according to their situation, and we then view these perspectives by 

looking back on them while situated in our present cultural and socio-political landscape and 

thus, continue reworking anarchic perspective to apply to the contemporary.  Situating the past 

and writing history traditionally takes its perspective from a fixed position. History (including art 

history) looks upon; it analyzes, as Henri Bergson would say, and he offers analysis as a point of 

view, one that exists from a situated perspective. To situate oneself to look upon, falls into line 

with a tendency that seeks stable grounding, a solid point of support, an inclination of our mind 

which “substitutes for the continuous, the discontinuous, for motion, stability, for tendency in the 

process of change, fixed points marking a direction of change and tendency” (Bergson 50). This 

fixing of points, flattening into a trajectory, shapes our thinking patterns toward that of plot 

points, rather than a sense of the fluid. Bergson believes that we situate ourselves in a place of 

immobility, and that a remount is needed, “we place ourselves in the immobile in order to lie in 

wait for the moving thing as it passes, instead of replacing ourselves in the moving thing itself, in 

order to traverse with it the immobile positions” (50). Anarchic methodology seeks mobility and 

change, favoring lived experience.  

While looking to the past, we may see the flaws and faults in perspective, the ways in 

which people were marginalized or excluded from the conversations, the way history thought 

itself to be just but wasn’t. It is easy to look at past anarchic perspectives critically, because we 

have the gift of hindsight. For example, we can examine the use of gendered thought and 

language, and find it throughout these writings. From the recognition of past errors, and the 

recognition of present errors to be revealed, and from an understanding in the continual change 
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and multiplicities existing throughout anarchic thought, to continue as such, anarchic 

methodology must be able to maintain an open perspective and exist in an openness, continually 

conversing with others, continually expanding beyond a singular positioned perspective. So 

many thinkers write about a shift toward fluidity, Bifo Berardi with connection or conjunction, 

(23),  Deleuze and Guattari with the nomad (380). In applying an anarchic methodology to 

creative practice there is no argument that seeks to convince all others of its directional ideal. 

And, rather than plot points on a map, anarchy calls for the ocean. That stated, to look at where 

anarchism has been throughout history opens the door for a shift in its current practice. Anarchic 

perspective is this continually moving field, a field that is held up as a call to deconstruct 

hierarchical boundaries and reject forms of structural violence, any forms of domination, and the 

boundaries upheld by perpetuation of ideology of the state. What that means is up for continual 

reinterpretation and movement, constant adjustment. States contemporary anarchic theorist 

Judith Suissa, “the anarchist perspective seems at the outset to present a challenge to such 

mainstream views in that it does not take any existing social or political framework for granted. 

Instead, it has at its focal point a vision of what an ideal framework could be like,” (Suissa 4).  

There is no singular or primary organizing point. The lens employed here explores a 

methodology that seeks inclusive cooperation to create new ways for society and to envision 

what could be possible.  

While many of the historic anarchic thinkers presented topics that are a focus of criticism 

used in this research, other aspects of their arguments may be used as the basis for building an 

argument against capitalism.  So, there is an element of graciousness available in anarchic 

methodology, a movement away from any concrete socially-just perspective, and there is, in 

place of one direction with a destination, simply movement. Noam Chomsky, in On Anarchism, 
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recognizes this continual movement, “there will be no doctrine of social change fixed for the 

present and future, nor even, necessarily, a specific and unchanging concept of the goals towards 

which social change should tend” (2). This first characteristic of anarchic perspective allows for 

a multiplicity of voices to weigh in, with an understanding that no one person makes the rules.  

Misinterpretations of Anarchism and Opposition to the State 

Anarchism has been misinterpreted throughout contemporary culture. Enrico Malatesta 

(1853-1932), was an Italian anarchist who lived much of his life in exile for his perspectives. He 

recognized that larger society had perpetuated a skewed interpretation of anarchism and wrote a 

widely distributed pamphlet, entitled, “Anarchy” to clarify the meaning of anarchy, moving it 

away from its connotations of chaos and disorder.  In his pamphlet, he introduces his argument 

that anarchism has been misinterpreted by writing, “Anarchy was taken universally in the sense 

of disorder and confusion and it is still adopted in that sense by the ignorant and by adversaries 

interested in distorting the truth,” (Malatesta 3). The argument that anarchism has been 

misrepresented remains commonly held by current anarchic thinkers. Contemporary writer 

Judith Suissa, in her writing, Anarchism and Education, concurs, sharing the perspective that 

anarchism has not been taken seriously due to these misinterpretations. She uses definitions of 

anarchism in the analysis of anarchy, stating that the larger population oversimplifies anarchy as, 

“absence of government or control, resulting in lawlessness or disorder, confusion; and an 

anarchist as a person who believes that government is undesirable and should be abolished,” 

(Suissa, 7).  However, developing an anarchic methodology through which to examine creative 

practice, calls for a more thoughtful, in depth understanding, both of the roots of anarchist 

thinking, as well as an adaptation for its contemporary implications in our exploration of 

consciousness. In tracing the history of anarchism with an intention to begin to develop a 
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contemporary anarchic methodology, one is able to find different anarchic threads and themes 

running throughout history through the voices and actions of individuals, of movements, and as 

shared social outlooks within different time periods.  

Malatesta contributes to the conversation of anarchist theory with writing that rejects the 

perpetuation of anarchism as simple chaos, distinguishing disorder from a rejection of the State. 

This requires an analysis of what constitutes the State. A defining characteristic of an anarchic 

perspective is a standpoint which rejects consolidation of power into the hands of a few. Noam 

Chomsky puts this feature characteristic into a contemporary analysis of anarchist thought when 

he states, “the core of the anarchist tradition… is that power is always illegitimate, unless it 

proves itself to be legitimate. So the burden of proof is always on those who claim that some 

authoritarian hierarchic relation is legitimate. If they can’t prove it, it should be dismantled,” 

(Chomsky 110). With the consideration of dismantling of power structure, Peter Marshall points 

out that government would simply become unnecessary, it is not an issue of replacing one power 

structure with another, as Marx advocated for. Rather, it is the consideration of simply removing 

a structure considered harmful and oppressive. Marshall states, “Anarchists thus see society as 

the natural condition of human beings which brings out the best in them. They consider society 

to be a self-regulating order which develops best when least interfered with. When asked what 

would replace government, numerous anarchists have replied, what do you replace cancer with?” 

Proudhon was more specific and replied, nothing” (Marshall 13).  Historic anarchist writers are 

writing in response to consolidation and wielding of hierarchical power to determine courses of 

society without the active consent of participants in the society.  

Malatesta explains the use of the word, State, to describe an institution that is hierarchical 

in nature, that consolidates power, “Anarchists…have made use…of the word State, meaning 
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thereby that collection of institutions political, legislative, judicial, military, financial, etc., by 

means of which the management of their own affairs, the guidance of their personal conduct and 

the care of ensuring their own safety are taken from the people and confided to certain 

individuals. And these, whether by usurpation or delegation, are invested with the right to make 

laws over and for all, and to constrain the public to respect them, making use of the collective 

force of the community to this end,” (Malatesta 4). Malatesta is also concerned that the use of 

State, causes confusion, and becomes interpreted as a rejection of society. He advocates for 

replacing the word State with the word, government (which this research, and many anarchic, do 

not choose to do, but the clarification remains relevant in reading his work). For a contemporary 

explanation of this in addition to Chomsky, Peter Marshall explains the rejection of the State as a 

rejection of power that uses force, “anarchists are opposed to all power which is coercive and 

non-reciprocal, especially in the sense of domination which involves force and conflict between 

two parties,” (Marshall, 46). This rejection of the State is not intended to indicate an absence of 

order, or a chaotic society, what it opens the entryway for is something based on decentralized 

forms of organization, that are a basis of exploration in contemporary anarchic practice.  

This rejection of the State can be interpreted as a rejection of hierarchical oppressive 

institutional structure and is a core characteristic of an anarchic perspective that is reflected 

throughout traditional anarchist thinkers. Mikhail Bakunin, (1814- 1876), was a contemporary of 

Malatesta and also in conversation with Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and Karl Marx. Bakunin (and 

Proudhon as well), viewed any State, even the socialist State proposed by Marx, as tyrannical, 

with the argument that power wielded by the State would inevitably be used for the benefit of a 

few. In his description of this characteristic of anarchism he states that, “we reject all legislation, 

all authority, and all privileged, licensed, official, and legal influence, even though arising from 
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universal suffrage, convinced it can turn only to the advantage of a dominant minority of 

exploiters against the interests of the immense majority in subjection to them,” (Bakunin 35). 

Bakunin is most known for his focus on religion as a weapon of the State, which is closely 

related, but beyond the scope of this current research. The conversation around rejection of the 

State, has held up throughout anarchic history and remains interpreted today.  

This becomes relevant and applicable to creative practice, and what the Dominant Art 

World has become, when considering the State as an institutionalizing movement of power that 

then constricts or acts as containment.  Consider Malatesta’s explanation of the State below, in 

relationship to creative practice and how it has developed in Society: 

 the government is the aggregate of governors; and the governors - kings, presidents, 

ministers, members of parliament, and what not- are those who have the power to make 

laws, to regulate the relations between men, and to force obedience to these laws. They 

are those who decide upon and claim the taxes, enforce military service, judge and punish 

transgressions of the laws. They subject men to regulations, and supervise and sanction 

private contracts. They monopolize certain branches of production and public 

services…in short the governors are those who have the power, to a greater or lesser 

degree, to make use of the collective force of society, that is of the physical, intellectual, 

and economic force of all. (Malatesta 6)  

While Malatesta is speaking in much broader terms, demonstrated within this explanation is an 

unequal relationship that holds the power of production. The State becomes that which 

determines facets of the organization of capitalist society. By extending that interpretation to 

include cultural production, the institutions that dictate the realms and functions of contemporary 
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art are included in a contemporary analysis of the constitution of the State. David Bollier, author 

of Think Like a Commoner,  discusses active collusion of the State, in the interests of capital, as 

holding the ability to dictate the outcome toward profitability, “the point is to convert resources 

that are shared and used by many to ones that are privately owned and controlled, and treat them 

as tradable commodities,” (Bollier 37). This research argues that the commons of creative 

practice has become institutionalized as a faction of the State, organized into one of the branches 

that Malatesta describes above.  

Re-interpreting The Natural State  

Peter Marshall, in his tracing of anarchist history, identifies this forementioned core 

characteristic of rejection of illegitimate power into relationship with a response, that of 

establishing an alternate, “All anarchists reject the legitimacy of external government and of the 

State, and condemn imposed political authority, hierarchy, and domination. They seek to 

establish the condition of anarchy, that is to say, a decentralized and self-regulated society 

consisting of a federation of voluntary associations of free and equal individuals. The ultimate 

goal of anarchism is to create a free society,” (Marshall 3).  Traditionally, the anarchic 

groundwork for the argument for a society free from the State, comes from a position that 

assumes a foundation claiming to be innate to subjective consciousness. Peter Kropotkin (1842-

1941), was an anarchist thinker who advocated creating life and the structure of society on what 

he claimed was innate, that of the energetic initiative of the individual, living alongside groups, 

and engaging in free agreement, “will it (the State) again produce death? Of course it will, unless 

we reconstitute society on a libertarian and anti-State basis,” (Kropotkin 42).  The natural state 

becomes the foundation of the argument for anarchic perspective, and essentially is explained by 

Judith Suissa, “The anarchist utopia… is built on the assumption of propensities, values, and 
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tendencies which, it is argued, are already present in human social activity,” (Suissa 5).  Marshall 

reiterates this as normalized perspective, when he states, “it is a tradition opposed to domination, 

a tradition which sees the self-governing community as the norm and the drive to create 

authoritarian and hierarchical institutions as an aberration,” (Marshall 4). In this way, anarchic 

perspective seeks to shift what has become normalized in contemporary society.  

However, this research shifts the analysis of what the constitution of the natural state is, 

moving it away from some of the founding anarchist thinkers, who place an emphasis on 

personal freedom and individual choice (with the argument that personal freedom, when enacted 

with anarchic intent, allows for the greater common good). This dissertation suggests that rather 

than assuming that foundation of individual freedom as the constitution of consciousness, a 

contemporary anarchist methodology builds upon a foundation of the collective upon the point of 

entry into the world and the journey forward, beginning as being part of another, a constitution of 

consciousness that is founded upon intersubjectivity. This argument allows for anarchic thinking 

in identifying foundational elements but calls for a shift away from that foundation as individual 

freedom to foundation as being collective.  

Peter Marshall engages in the conversation of the natural state as well, using it as a 

starting point from which to begin his investigation into anarchism, entitled, Demanding the 

Impossible. In selecting a point from which to begin this analysis, Peter Marshall heavily weighs 

the historical anarchic perspective of the natural state. Identifying the natural state is an argument 

for what constitutes the natural state of society, using anarchic perspective as a means to shift a 

construction of situational, societal elements which may have become normalized over time, but 

have not always been the predominant public opinion, or societal structure, etc. A current 

example would be an acceptance of capitalism as a normative cultural way of being. The 
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argument here would be a shift back to the primacy of societal being and a social order that is 

unregulated without imposition of authority; seeing this as a natural state of simply being. 

Marshall calls anarchists both primitive and progressive, grounding themselves in concepts of 

natural balance and harmony in which the natural man will flourish and move forward without 

outside regulation or domination. From this perspective, what is foundational to human 

experience, what creates the basis for human consciousness, is what is up for discussion. From a 

traditional anarchist perspective, the natural state would be a state free from imposition. Marshall 

continues, “Anarchists, whatever their persuasion, believe in spontaneous order. Given common 

needs, they are confident that human beings can organize themselves and create a social order 

which will prove far more effective and beneficial than any imposed authority” (Marshall 16). 

There is a strong argument for the natural state as being one in which man is primarily left alone, 

a state of being ungoverned or un-ruled, a primacy of autonomy of the individual, a focus on his 

ability to thrive successfully and freely without outside influence. Marshall’s anarchic 

methodology seeks to argue for an originating perspective of primacy of the natural state as a 

purely free individual. 

This originating analysis of primal being as foundational to anarchic perspective is found 

throughout founding anarchist theory. It is presented in Peter Kropotkin’s, 1896 lecture, The 

State: Its Historic Role. The natural state is used to stage the argument against the State, 

presenting the State as adversarial to the inherent free autonomy of the individual. This stance 

views the State as, “in its very essence, an obstacle to the social revolution: the most serious 

hindrance to the budding of a society based on equality and liberty” (Kropotkin 3). Kropotkin 

argues for the primacy of the way of life of societies that existed thousands of years before the 

emergence of the State. He seeks to trace the evolution of civilization from that primacy to the 
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emergence of the State, and thereby demonstrating the unnatural, but now normalized, condition 

in which we live. He recognizes the fallacy of history as one continual plot point leading to 

another, but still, distills time back to an original state and seeks to categorize the progressions. 

When tracing the evolution of society he states, “history has not been an uninterrupted evolution. 

At different intervals evolution has been broken in a certain region, to begin again elsewhere… 

but in every case, the first phase of the evolution has been the primitive tribe, passing on into a 

village commune, then into that of the free city, and finally dying when it reached the phase of 

the State” (Kropotkin 41).  The argument made here is that there is a conceived dualism, between 

the natural, as a state which occurred in the past, with the unnatural state, actually the State has 

emerged to oppress. This dualism is being applied to the individual, as he (for in this instance the 

pronoun is most certainly male) exists within the context of society. This perception of natural 

state versus unnatural pertains to his freedom. 

The search for that which is primal, for the natural state, can be traced as a foundational 

point throughout the course of philosophical history.  It makes sense, to try to establish a shared 

starting point, a common ground upon which to build ideas. And so there is an argument about 

what lays the framework for individual being and the situation of that being in society. After 

seeking to establish common origin, the implication of the perceived origin and the way it moves 

forward, both for the individual and for society, is interpreted through different lenses. This 

search for a starting point, for the natural way, is easily traced to Pre-Socratics such as 

Heraclitus,  who argued change is the constant. It can also be taken up with the early Nomos-

Physis debate. In Philosophy before Socrates, Richard McKirahan, when explaining Physis, 

explains that it was considered to be “the basic nature of an individual or type of thing, in 

contrast to its acquired characteristics. In this way a thing’s Physis is its permanent or essential 
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characteristics, how it would be if not interfered with. A second relevant usage is found in the 

phrase “by nature” which comes close to “in reality” or how things really or fundamentally 

(perhaps despite appearances) are” (392). In contrast, Nomos is seen as practice or systems of 

beliefs, for example, laws or regulating orders imposed. From here, the arguments take different 

directions, including what constitutes Physis and the purpose of Nomos, and we see these 

arguments expanded upon still and maintaining relevance in the conversation regarding the 

natural state. 

Anarchist history seems to search for, and assume, a common societal origin, an 

originating societal placement of the individual that is concurrent  with the development of 

Nomos and an increasing interference of a political state, which then deteriorates, leaving 

humanity restricted to various forms of imposed oppression. The natural state, or common origin, 

looks at the principle of freedom of the individual as a natural state and as being affected by the 

development of the State. In Edmund Burke’s letter, A Vindication of Natural Society, the 

conversation around the formation of government, of political society, is termed “artificial 

society”. Burke states that “political society is justly chargeable with much the greatest part of 

this destruction of the species” (14) and that furthermore, in artificial society, “all governments 

must frequently infringe the rules of justice to support themselves; that truth must give way to 

dissimulation; honesty to convenience; and humanity itself to the reigning interest, “ (14). 

Anarchist theory then responds by rejecting the institution of the State and all forms of imposed 

power, seeing natural society as being without government and upholding the freedom of the 

individual. And, then, in more contemporary writing, that has some impositions and 

determinations that explain it, as long as the individual harms none, he is free to do what he 

wants, etc.  
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What is felt in this development is a cascade of reaction. While Bakunin, and others, 

advocate for organizing from the ground up, the search for origin as being founded in the 

freedom of the individual constructs itself as a foundation built upon rejection of the imposition 

of State determined organization.. When fighting the State, how does one escape the sublation of 

the State? 

When reading several of these foundational anarchic thinkers situated throughout history 

a connection is formed between an initial recognition of the harms of the State and a rejection of 

the imposition of outside power and hierarchical structures and the impact felt by the individual. 

A reaction is then expressed, an argument made for the natural state of individual freedom, for a 

“hands off” relationship as the origin of being. Man, (with the intentional gendered use of  the 

word “Man,” being used here; these early writers were frequently writing about men as 

normative.  Proudhon, for example, discusses, the “Woman question,” in his writings, leaving 

the reader to interpret this use of the word “man”, not as “human being,” but as literal gendered 

“man”) Man exists foremost as an individual, one who is entitled to his own personhood, with 

his being constituted as his own. Man’s freedom becomes a focal point, with the freedom of the 

individual benefiting from situating within the freedom of the collective. From this positioning, 

man’s relationship with others is ultimately self-serving. The focus is on the egotistical 

development of the individual, “to expand human freedom is a never-ending process of struggle 

in which one seeks mastery over desire for mere happiness or well-being” (Marshall 160). 

There is a mutual need between society and the individual that naturally works itself out, 

and so the larger community benefits by the individual’s pursuit of freedom, “anarchists thus 

believe that existing religious and political institutions are for the most part irrational and 

unnatural and prevent an orderly social life. Left to its own devices, society will find its own 
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beneficial and creative course. Social order can prevail in the fundamental sense of providing 

security of persons and property” (Marshall 13). From this view, man is initially free, he is born 

his own person, his own individual. Here, society is secondary to the primacy of the individual. 

Thus, there is a feeling that it exists within Society, as it develops, that ensures the security of the 

individual. This contrasts a foundational need developed from a perspective that emerges from 

each person feeling, being, part of another person, of being in a state where they are not even 

aware of their separate existence from the other. 

The freedom and autonomy of the individual is placed as foundational, with a hands off, 

leave alone approach considered. Bakunin’s standpoint is strongly felt as he reacts against 

external regulating impositions and argues passionately for the freedom and autonomy of the 

individual, “the liberty of man consists solely in this, that he obeys the laws of nature because he 

has himself recognized them as such, and not because they have been imposed upon him 

externally by any foreign will whatsoever, human or divine, collective or individual” (30). Here, 

Bakunin rejects the idea of a person as carrying an inherent obligation or innate responsibility. 

Bakunin also greatly prioritizes science as holding the key to the truth or freedom: 

we recognize, then, the absolute authority of science, because the sole object of science is 

the mental reproduction, as well-considered and systemic as possible, of the natural laws 

inherent in the material, intellectual, and moral life of both the physical and the social 

worlds, these two worlds constituting, in fact, but one and the same natural world. 

Outside of this only legitimate authority, legitimate because rational and in harmony with 

human liberty, we declare all other authorities false, arbitrary, and fatal. (33)  
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Prioritization of the rational individual, of a morally and intellectually free person, who holds the 

right to question all authority- may claim that these truly rational people would then realize the 

value of interdependence, but the core of their being was this independent and free 

consciousness. Rather, liberty, and choosing to do something without feeling constraints of 

pressure to do it, seem to determine the way in which freedom is defined. Each person should 

reach their own conclusion independent of outside influence. 

Rejections of The State, Power in the Hands of a Few or the Many 

This vein of focus on the unnatural, the progression of historical imposition of the State, 

conveys the development of the State as a consolidation of power, placing it into the hands of the 

minority, a minority who is then deemed to be the rulers of the many; “the State consists of 

nothing more than a small elite who have more power than the rest of society” (Marshall 45). It 

is considered a development or evolution by many, including Kropotkin, who states that “men 

have lived in societies during thousands of years before having known the State” (4), thereby 

demonstrating the imposition of the State as something deemed unnecessary and deviant. 

Bakunin writes about the State as institutionalization that shifts power, (he uses the example of 

the Church calling itself something different,) and states that, “the State will no longer call itself 

the Monarchy; it will call itself the Republic: but it will be none the less the State- that is, a 

tutelage of officially and regularly established by a minority of competent men, men of virtuous 

genius or talent, who will watch and guide the conduct of this great, incorrigible, and terrible 

child, the people” (37). The perspective rejects even those who may seem qualified to lead, if 

their leadership disempowers the masses, or makes decisions on a large scale that limit freedom.  
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This relationship between authority and individual freedom is written about further in this 

chapter, but currently offers the beginning of insight into the traditional anarchist perspective of 

rejection of the State and its concern with who holds power or agency. This analysis of shift of 

power from the hands of many to the hands of a few is written about from a historical 

perspective by several authors who are concerned with this consolidation, and they track it as 

groups of people in constructed positions of authority based on the social political situation 

particularly tied to each time period (whether that time is Greek democracy and its limits, the 

development of Christianity and the Church’s power, the Middle Ages and the shift from 

Feudalism to Capitalism, a Marxist analysis of labor, etc.) Even those not anarchist in 

perspective may share the skepticism of power held by the State. Edmund Burke, as a British 

politician who wrote A Vindication of Natural Society, argues that governing power was imposed 

through an explanation, given as a means of protection, that then began a hierarchical structure 

of domination, “observe, my lord… that grand error upon which all artificial legislative power is 

founded. It was observed that men had ungovernable passions, which made it necessary to guard 

against the violence they might offer to each other. They appointed governors over them for this 

reason. But worse and more perplexing difficulty arises, how to be defended against the 

governors?” (25). There is a recognition that those in positions of power are making decisions 

that protect and uphold themselves and their positions.  

The conversations herein are multi-faceted, inter-relating a skepticism of the State and an 

establishment of anarchists as rejecting that imposed authority, but also a stripping of the 

individual’s autonomy by the State. The discussion revolves around authority and its imposition 

in relation to individual freedom. Bakunin does allow for areas of authority, in so much that 

matters of choice fall to the individual, “does it follow that I reject all authority? Far from me 
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such a thought. In the matter of boots, I refer to the authority of the bootmaker, concerning 

houses, canals, or railroads, I consult that of the architect or engineer. But I allow neither the 

bootmaker not the architect nor the savant to impose his authority upon me” (Bakunin 32). There 

is an individualization within traditional anarchist thinking, that rejects authority on a broad 

scale, rules (laws) for the masses, but allows for areas of expertise, always valuing personal 

freedom and opinion. Nietzsche upholds this concept of individual freedom with rejection of 

consolidation of power as well. Writes Nietzsche, “the state? What is that? Well then! Now open 

your ears, for now I shall speak to you of the death of the peoples. The state is the coldest of all 

cold monsters. Coldly it lies, too; and this lie creeps from its mouth: ‘I, the state, am the people.’ 

(qtd. in Marshall 160). Of note here, is Nietzsche’s consolidating of the collective, he does not 

write, “I, the State, am you, the person,” the people become one in the eyes of the State. 

Nietzsche bases his philosophical perspective on the self-mastery of the individual, the 

perpetuation of individual fulfillment. Nietzsche’s idealized individual is a person transformed, 

becoming a work of art, realizing their complete potential as an act of creative will, “to become 

them who we are- the new, the unique, the incomparable, those who give themselves their own 

laws, those who create themselves” (Marshall 159).  While the perspective of anarchic 

methodology is with good reason decidedly anti-State, is it possible that our argument against the 

State has grounded itself wrongly, when it roots itself in upholding its arguments as 

individualized priority, personal freedom, and personal accomplishment? 

Individual Freedom versus collective consciousnesses 

The conversation around authority, and the rejection of the State is deeply related to the 

conversation around individual freedom and how this is interpreted.  Judith Suissa writes on the 

division between anarchists who place more weight on freedom versus mutual aid, when she 
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states, “specifically, it is common to find a distinction between anarchists of more individualist 

leanings and social anarchists, who see individual freedom as conceptually connected with social 

equality and emphasize the importance of community and mutual aid,” (9). It can be read as a 

direct response, in a dualistic conversation, that of individual freedom versus imposed 

institutional power. In some writings by many who would be named as foundational anarchist 

thinkers, the search for common origin, or the discussion of the natural state leads back to a 

primary origin that begins with placing autonomy back in the hands of the individual, rather than 

the accumulation of power held by the few. This focus on the freedom of the individual and the 

autonomy of the individual seems to become a point of primacy, intertwined with criticism of the 

State. When Kropotkin looks at the history of the village community versus that which has 

become dominated by the State as he develops a historical trajectory of the oppressive nature of 

the State, he writes from a perspective of the individual pitted against the State:  

in the commune, the struggle was for the conquest and maintenance of the liberty of the 

individual, for the principle of federation, for the right to unite and act: whereas the wars 

of the State aimed to destroy these liberties, to subjugate the individual, to annihilate free 

agreement, to unite men in one and the same servitude before the king, the judge, the 

priest, and the State. (20)  

Here, the commons becomes a means to both end and beginning, which is the well-being of the 

individual. However, this research argues that the well-being of the individual is not the 

foundation. The relational simply exists always already as the foundation, “the commons is a 

practical paradigm for self-governance, resource management, and living well. Commoners can 

often negotiate satisfactory resolutions to meet their common purposes without getting markets 

or government bureaucracies involved. They struggle to figure out the best structures for 
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managing a collective resource, the procedures for making rules and operational norms that 

work,” (Bollier 15).  To explore creative practice through a lens of anarchic methodology, 

building from the ground up, from a place of relational inquiry in an exploration of the unknown 

outcome, means rethinking both our relationships to one another and to our creative practices. 

David Graeber recognizes the relational element, human relations, as tied to practice. When 

referring to the relevance of anarchic impact he states that it is, “primarily concerned with forms 

of practice; it insists, before anything else, that one’s means must be constant with one’s ends; 

one cannot create freedom through authoritarian means; in fact, as much as possible, one must 

oneself, in one’s relations with one’s friends and allies, embody the society one wishes to 

create,” (Graeber, 7). Anarchic perspective is lived experience, in carrying vision for possibilities 

for the future and finding ways to put them in action.  
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     CHAPTER TWO  

On the Incompatibility of Creative Practice and Capitalism  

 

The purpose of this chapter is to consider how the hierarchical structure of capitalism has 

shaped the current creative economy. Indeed, capitalism has been a formative determining 

feature that is an inseparable foundation of the Dominant Art world and contemporary culture 

production. This inherent systemic problem is so overwhelmingly critical and absolutely central 

to the analysis of what has happened to our creative subjectivities that it is not possible to even 

consider a conversation around creative practice and contemporary art without the 

acknowledgment relationship between art and capitalism at the forefront. Gregory Sholette 

recognizes this when he states, “the art world is the primary symptom of the 1% economy” (31). 

Contemporary art, in its current form, exists in a dependent relationship with capitalism that is 

ingrained in its outlook and ultimately has formed the essence of what is considered to be art and 

the conversations that then ensue.  The result is that the creation of art becomes tied to 

profitability and to be an artist, that is, an artist who has achieved success or even the simple 

recognition of the term “artist” as applied to their practice, carries a relationship intertwined with 

the financial economy.  Martha Buskirk states, “although art remains an idealized activity, it is 

also understood as a profession, and in increasingly obvious ways, a business” (3). Even art 

practices that resist commodification, through dematerialization of the object are still subject to 

the market and engaged in a relationship with the economy and institutionalization driven by it. 

Buskirk weighs in to this point when she identifies the transition of the aforementioned 

categories of work into the mainstream in, “a smooth segue from strategies of institutional 

critique, which were once capable of provoking discomfort and resistance through unwanted 
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scrutiny, to the institutional embrace of artistic projects that knowingly highlight aspects of 

establishment protocol” (3). Thus, the Dominant Art World demonstrates the characteristics 

evident in capitalism, while not necessarily admitting to joining its bedfellow.  Sholette even 

terms the art world a “literal surrogate for capital” (30). This chapter explores the relationship 

between the Dominant Art World and capitalism, to understand the ways creative practice has 

been shaped or predetermined.  

Examining the developments of capitalism throughout centuries and considering the 

impact that these developments had on creative practice allows for insight into why creative 

practice exists within the barriers it currently knows and what it has become. By looking at the 

historical development of privatization of the land, labor, and property through enclosures of the 

commons, this research recognizes the development of art as a form of enclosure in its 

relationship to the wealthy and elite and the structural drive for art. The enclosures of creative 

practice deplete the idea of a cultural commons, instead favoring that which is able to be 

branded, product driven, and collectible, “enclosures convert a system of collective management 

and social mutuality into a market order that privileges private ownership, prices, market 

relationships and consumerism. The goal is to treat people as individuals and consumers, not as 

communities with shared, long-term, nonmarket interests,” (Bollier 40). This includes 

considering the art world as an industry and the practicing of art in its highest form as the 

development of professional business with a goal to create capital.   

After establishing that offerings that found within current contemporary art practice are 

limited in what they could be as a result of capitalism and the need to generate capital in some 

way, this research project ultimately seeks an alternate foundation for the possibilities of art as it 

later examines the commons of creative practice, extending Silvia Federici’s commons beyond 
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the land to our creative consciousnesses. This shift calls for a refusal of the perpetuated capitalist 

outlook that promotes and elevates a few, speaking a language of elitism, while perpetuating 

divisive constructions. It calls for a rethinking of what art could be.  

Being discussed within this chapter is the institutionalization of art as a form of enclosure 

with the support of Gregory Sholette’s research. The drive and expectation amongst creative 

practitioners that enter into those predetermined institutions is an entry which then contributes to 

and creates a struggle for upward mobility and recognition within the field with a perpetuation of 

an attitude of scarcity. That scarcity contributes to networks (rather than communities) relying on 

exclusivity as a validating factor, (with those who are recognized on the top being seen as 

producing better art, and name recognition or branding accompanies the artwork being 

considered successful). This recognition and limited number of voices receiving recognition 

within the Dominant Art World is tied to visibility which at its beginning, amounts to exposure 

for the art product (whether or not it is a concrete object), and branding for the named “artist”, as 

well as the cultivation of opportunities for continued visibility and exposure. While this may not 

seem, at its onset, to carry a relationship to capital, it is ultimately related to financial means and 

a construction of success that is dependent upon recognition within capitalist structures, the 

development of branding and marketing, and relies upon the ability to, in some way, ultimately 

produce capital. This Dominant Art World is implicit in perpetuating a structure of hierarchical 

oppression and class warfare.  

Western creative practice, and the Dominant Art Worlds as we experience and practice 

them, have developed in an incubator of capitalism, making the two inseparable. Capitalism is 

predicated on the perpetuation and protection of private property, which celebrates 

individualism, “Oil painting, before it was anything else, was a celebration of private property. 
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As an art-form it is derived from the principle that you are what you have” (Berger, Ch. 7). The 

following pages will first examine the development of alienation as a core characteristic of 

capitalism before looking at how those characteristics have laid the foundation for the 

progression of creative practice as it developed within the context of capitalist structure. Of focus 

in this chapter are the capitalist traits of alienation and separation resulting in the cultivation of 

constructed binaries and categorizations that are necessary players in the hierarchical structure, 

used to compartmentalize and assign economic value.  

 

Considering Capitalism as an Impermanent Structure  

 To begin considering the structure of capitalism, the perspective of this research must 

now lay a framework for capitalism to be thought of as an impermanent structure. Capitalism is 

not as old as it is perceived to be, nor is it a given foundation from which to imagine the future. 

Looking at capitalism as something other and deviant, as well as something replaceable, rather 

than something normalized or foundational to societal structure allows for the potential of 

envisioning other options. This may be a challenge, when considering that our daily lives are 

infused in capitalist culture. States Nicole Aschoff, “our everyday lives are defined by going to 

school and to work, caring for our kids, listening to gossip, having a laugh, and stressing about 

this or that. Yet all of these micro-interactions take place within a set of larger structures and 

relationships whose primary purpose is to make a profit,” (Aschoff 2). If we are embedded in a 

present-day situation that seems to exist at the core of society, looking to the past, for concrete 

examples that demonstrate the current structure as something constructed, allow for possibilities 

where the current structure becomes more temporary, alternatives become completely rational.  

Examining the transitional period in Western Europe that led to capitalism offers perspective that 
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helps determine some of the effects of capitalism on society and ideals that were instated 

institutionally to support its formative structure. Viewing this ideology as replaceable and a 

temporary condition then allows for recognition of societal constructions, as well as creating 

open space for seeking a way out.   

In her book, Caliban and the Witch, Women, the Body, and Primitive Accumulation, 

Silvia Federici traces the history of capitalism back to the end of feudalism which approximately 

developed over a span of two centuries, 1450-1650; she argues that the transformation of 

Feudalism did not necessarily have to lead to Western Capitalism. Feudalism was failing and 

elements of capitalism were appearing during this time, alongside possibilities for other ways of 

life. Displaced individuals, often peasants, explored many options for sustainability and 

livelihood, including choosing a lifestyle of vagrancy in resistance to working for low wages, 

numerous attempted uprisings, and organizing among themselves. Ranters and Diggers were a 

few of the early groups that could be recognized as some of the first anarcho-communist 

communities in their perspectives, shared living arrangements, and organization within their 

groups, and their attempts at creating communities are discussed more in the next paragraph.  

 The solitary idea of Western Society simply transitioning to capitalist society lends itself 

to a miscalculation; it implies a smooth trajectory, and a singular one, when it was in actuality 

one option that simply prevailed on mass scale due to a number of factors, including resources 

and income distribution, and leading to institutional reinforcement and eventually State force as 

reinforcement. Western capitalism, over centuries and widespread locations, developed in 

increments and multiple crooked lines, adapting societally to uphold particular hierarchical 

power structures, often that were convenient to those in power. There wasn’t a direct path with a 

directly defined result. Silvia Federici’s book, Caliban and the Witch, looks at the development 
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of capitalism, along with the exploitation of millions of peasants, and the rising oppression of 

certain populations based on the needs for material growth of the upper class. Federici states that, 

“capitalism was the counter-revolution that destroyed the possibilities that had emerged from the 

anti-feudal struggle-possibilities which, if realized, might have spared us the immense 

destruction of lives and the natural environment that has marked the advance of capitalist 

relations worldwide” (22). The needs of the rich and the interests of the upper class can be 

paralleled or matched in much of the development of attitudes, practices, and eventually laws 

that structured Western societies.  

Ultimately, capitalism developed incrementally to produce greater wealth and a structure 

for wealth security and growth for those who already owned property. Federici begins her 

historical analysis with uprisings and resistance to feudalism, stating that, “capitalism was the 

response of the feudal lords, the patrician merchants, the bishops and popes, to a centuries-long 

social conflict,” (Federici 21), and she continues by introducing small scale uprisings as of the 

anti-feudal struggle, “at their best, they called for an egalitarian social order based upon the 

sharing of wealth and the refusal of hierarchies and authoritarian rule,” (22).  Federici uses 

records from English manorial courts as one source to explore uprisings and conflict as serfs 

fought to broaden their economic rights and peasants began to buy land. Peter Marshall also 

details some of the small uprisings, identifying differences in focus or desired outcome, but 

looking at the uprisings as still grounded in the systems in which they existed, stating that they 

“called for a freeing of feudal ties and rejected the new serfdom being imposed on them by the 

nobility in the form of heavy taxes. They appealed to their traditional rights under the common 

law but also wanted to become free laborers” (95). Marshall maintains that the first concrete 

traces of anarchist perspective are evident in the seventeenth century in England, “when the new 
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sense of the rights of the individual was added to the old demands for economic security and 

freedom from tyranny” (96). These were groups who began to collectively organize, forming 

communities with ideologies regarding the implications of property.  

The group of people living in England who called themselves the Diggers of 1651, and 

who are discussed further below, developed as one example of an uprising in direct response to 

the privilege of property and the hierarchy created as a result. The Diggers recognized owners of 

property as using the government and law to maintain their domination over those who didn’t 

own property, and they were a group who actively viewed property as instigating inequality, “let 

all men say what they will, so long as such are Rulers as call Land theirs, upholding this 

particular propriety of Mine and Thine; the common people shall never have their liberty, nor the 

Land ever be freed from troubles, oppressions, and complainings; by reason whereof the Creator 

of all things is continually provoked” (Marshall 99). The Diggers maintained that ownership of 

land in itself was immoral. This ownership of the land and allowing for cultivation of further 

wealth at the expense of those who did not own land was a core characteristic that many of those 

opposing capitalism were vocal about.   

Silvia Federici argues that the rise of capitalism was not the product of evolution but “the 

counter-evolution to centuries old social conflict, and destroyed possibilities that were emerging 

from the anti-feudal struggle” (21). Capitalism was foundationally built on, and is not separable 

from, oppression.  It developed from conflict and in the interest of protecting the interests of 

those who has wealth. Money, “comes into the world with a congenital blood-stain on one cheek, 

capital comes dripping from head to toe, from every pore, with blood and dirt” (926), states 

Marx, in recognition of this foundation of the system.  
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Early Resistance to the Development of Capitalism  

As capitalism took shape, there were groups of people, communities, and individuals who 

were opposed to its formation and organized against different elements of it. They were 

ultimately suppressed by new legal measures. Malatesta describes the role of the State (which he 

calls government to avoid confusion in terminology) by saying it developed basically as a means 

of controlling working people, seeming to offer needed services, but serving the needs of those 

in power, “everything the government undertakes…is always inspired with the spirit of 

domination, and ordained to defend, enlarge, and perpetuate the privileges of property, and those 

classes of which government is the representative and defender” (10). This skepticism positions 

those in a position of power as using small measures of welfare assistance, coupled with laws 

and regulations to both placate and govern the working class, enough so to avoid a certain 

amount of uprisings, and to allow those in power to maintain their positions of power.  

Federici’s research traces numerous alternatives to Feudalism, including uprisings and 

small group organizations that sought to establish practices or communities but ultimately failed, 

“throughout Europe, vast communicalistic social movements and rebellions against feudalism 

had offered the promise of a new egalitarian society built on social equality and cooperation,” 

(Federici 61). The Ranters and the Diggers are two such groups, who are examined both by 

Federici, Marshall, as well as Oli Mould, in Seven Ethics against Capitalism. Both the Ranters 

and the Diggers advocated for the abolition of private property, seeing it as a cause of 

domination and, thereby, recognizing the relationship between property and the State. Both 

groups also started out as anti-authoritarian, making them some of the first anarchist thinkers 

(although, a prominent leader of the Diggers later adapted his perspective after his community 

living experiment failed). Developing from Puritan sects during the English Civil War, the 
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groups advocated to “return the management of one’s behavior to the individual conscience, and 

to make of one’s conscience the ultimate judge of truth… [and this became] radicalized… into 

an anarchic refusal of established authority” (Federici 151). Ranters and Diggers were reacting 

simultaneously to the oppression of the Church and to class conflict, and their uprisings can be 

seen as early examples of direct action as they began to actively organize against the societal 

views that they viewed as ethically wrong and believed they could change.  

 The communities of Ranters and Diggers were groups of people rejecting hierarchical 

constructions, opposing state legislation and private property, with Winstanley, one of the 

leaders of the Diggers, stating in his writing that, “everyone that gets an authority into his hands 

tyrannizes over others; as many husbands, parents, masters, magistrates, that live after the flesh 

do carry themselves like oppressing lords over such as are under them, not knowing that their 

wives, children, servants, subjects are their fellow creatures, and hath an equal privilege to share 

them in the blessing of liberty” (Marshall 99). The Diggers set out to found a farm-based colony 

on country wasteland, space which could be seen as a reclamation of a commons, with the added 

development of an ideologically based intentional community. which was to be a “treasury for 

all,” but was only continued for a year, due to perpetual harassment from local officials who, 

although no laws condemned it at the time, made conditions so difficult that they were simply 

unable to continue. The Ranters, who never organized into a decisive community but existed as 

scattered groups of individuals, were outspoken against income inequality, and private property 

as well, “Howle, rich men, for the miseries that are just now coming upon you, the rule of your 

silver is rising up in judgment against you, burning your flesh like fire” (Coppe 14). Abiezer 

Coppe, in publishing Fiery Flying Rolls, was calling for all things to be held in common and 

considered all people, regardless of social status or gender, to be equal. “Deliver, deliver, my 
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money which though haft to im, and to poor creeples, lazars, yea to rogues, thieves, whores, and 

cut-purfes, who are flesh of thy flesh, and every whit as good as thyself in mine eye” (Coppe 2 

ch.2). As an example of State interference in that which stands against its ideals, Fiery Flying 

Rolls was declared “atheistical, blasphemous, and execrable” and was burned publicly while 

Abiezer Coppe was imprisoned, and after his trial, forced to recant his writings.  Oli Mould 

attributes the failure of these endeavors at least partially to the hierarchical nature of the ruling 

class, “they were…battling against a growing belief in self-interest as the driving force of liberty, 

one that reaped massive rewards for the aristocratic and mercantile elite. And so {they} were 

quashed before they could mobilize political and resistive momentum” (14). However, the 

Ranters and Diggers provide evidence of the possibilities of the alternate, and that people were 

actively seeking to build communities together and actively exploring what structures could exist 

in society beyond the scope of private property.  

 

Development of the Enclosures  

The premise of capitalism, and indeed a requirement of it, is the exploitation of those in 

poverty, which further developed to the exploitation of demographics of people based on 

constructed characteristics; gender, race, etc. Capitalism became possible because it developed 

via enforcement by the State, and because hierarchical practices became institutionalized while 

being forcefully enacted. The advent of capitalism in the 16th Century saw millions of peasants 

forced off their lands, forced to work in places other than where they lived, as well as mass 

colonial expansion. “The continuous expulsion of farmers from the land, war and plunder on a 

world scale, and the degradation of women are necessary conditions for the existence of 

capitalism in all times” (13), states Federici. This drastically changed the agricultural landscape 
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for the peasants who depended on the land for subsistence, and began the cycle of alienation that 

exists as a foundational principle of capitalism.  

Before the privatization of the land via what the 16th century termed “enclosures”, 

peasants were able to survive by farming communal land and an open field system. This also 

allowed for the independence of women, who were able to subsist without the aid of a family. It 

allowed for peasants a way to subsist entirely by ensuring them access to food. When wealthy 

landowners designed a set of strategies to fence off the commonly held land and strip those who 

relied on it of customary rights that allowed them access, it cut off an entire way of life for 

millions of people. By separating peasants who were dependent on the land for survival from that 

land, those peasants were then forced to look elsewhere for means of survival, many needing to 

migrate to cities, thereby effectively creating a division between the workplace and the home. 

When considering the implications of capitalism, looking to the construction of distinctions that 

allow for compartmentalization is critical. In this instance, a binary is created between the 

workplace and home, where previously there had been none. Capitalism is a system that 

separates, alienates, categorizes with intent to control. 

As capitalism developed, and the people were moved from the commons, “they 

inaugurated the new era by practicing on a colossal scale the thefts of state lands which had 

hitherto been managed more modestly. These estates were given away, sold at ridiculous prices, 

or even annexed to private estates by direct seizure… the bourgeois capitalists favored the 

operation, with the intention, among other things, of converting the land into a merely 

commercial commodity, extending the area of large-scale agricultural production, and increasing 

their supply of free and rightless proletarians driven from their land,” (Marx 885). Land that had 

been in use became restricted and turned into pastureland, and over centuries the practice became 
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a part of the State and was then reinforced by law,  “the law itself now becomes the instrument 

by which the people’s land is stolen,” (Marx 885) through the “Bills for Inclosure of the 

Commons.” The land, which had been the people’s land and shared commonly, became private 

property. Enclosures allowed for what had been held by many to be given to a few, “the 

landholders in most parishes that have been enclosed only fifteen or twenty years, are very few 

in comparison of the numbers who occupied them in their open-field state. It is no un-common 

thing for four or five wealthy graziers to engross a large enclosed lordship which was before in 

the hands of twenty or thirty farmers,” (Marx 887). The impact of forcing people from the land 

reverberated into hierarchical socio-political power relations.  

Gramsci explains the relational power dynamic shift that is in place when property 

becomes privatized and used as a source of income, “That the ownership of medium-sized and 

small property in the rural areas is not in the hands of the peasant cultivators but of a small-town 

bourgeoisie and that the land is given over to primitive share-cropping, that is, rented in 

exchange for natural good and services, or is leased against rent. This means that there exists, in 

proportion to gross landed income, an enormous bulk of petty and middle bourgeoisie living on 

pensions and rents, which has created, in a species of economic literature truly worthy of 

Candide, the monstrous figure of the so-called producers of savings, an economically 

unproductive stratum which not only extracts its own sustenance from the primitive labor of a 

specific number of peasants, but also manages to save,” (Gramsci 283). Enclosures further 

accentuate a hierarchy that creates divisions among people, allowing for those who have access 

to ownership to profit from those who do not, and to profit simply by having some amount of 

wealth. This furthers the economic prospects of a limited number of people, while removing 

potential for the same economic growth from a larger number of people in the population.  
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Marx’s theory of alienation separates the worker from the means of production and the 

product. Marx discussed alienation as a result of the laborer’s relationship with the capitalist. He 

states:  

A division between the product of labor and labor itself, between the objective conditions 

of labor and subjective labor-power, was therefore the real foundation and the starting-

point of the process of capitalist production. But what at first was merely a starting-point 

becomes, by means of nothing but the continuity of the process, by simple reproduction, 

the characteristic result of capitalist production, which is constantly renewed and 

perpetuated. On the one hand, the production process incessantly converts material 

wealth into capital, into the capitalist’s means of enjoyment and his means of 

valorization. On the other hand, the worker always leaves the process in the same state as 

he entered it—a personal source of wealth, but deprived of any means of making that 

wealth a reality for himself. Since, before he has entered the process, his own labor has 

already been alienated from him, appropriated by the capitalist, and incorporated with 

capital, it now, in the course of the process, constantly objectifies itself so that it becomes 

a product alien to him. (Marx 716) 

 

Frequently, traditional reference to alienation is used to consider the alienation of the worker 

from the product, however, the division is deeper than simply considering an assembly line 

where the worker no longer maintains a relationship with what is produced, even while that is a 

deeply relevant aspect. Beginning with the alienation of peasants from the land which was their 

means of subsistence, this division established a separate sphere for the realm of the economy.  

Not only does the worker not have a direct relationship with his means of subsistence, the growth 

of his food, he becomes alienated spatially and displaced from his home. Millions of people 
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began to work in places other than where they lived, mainly factories in cities, needing to 

physically leave their homes simply in order to survive. “The advent of capitalism fundamentally 

changed these circumstances by creating ‘the economy’ as a separate sphere, disconnected from 

other aspects of life” (Grohmann 140). With the access to land cut off, workers became 

dependent on wages for subsistence and lost control over the length of their work-day as well. 

Wages were widely viewed as “instruments of enslavement” (Federici 72). Not only were people 

forced to move to find work, the State showed its enforcement by implementing a new series of 

legal measures and they were prosecuted and inflicted with physical violence, even death, if they 

refused or sought an alternative. For example, those who choose a life of vagrancy rather than 

wage labor could be imprisoned or even killed, thus beginning institutional enforcement of labor 

by the State for the benefit of those in power. Marx labels primitive accumulation as a 

foundation necessary for the development of capitalism, a necessary prerequisite condition.  

It is evident, upon reflection of the need for categorizations inherent within capitalism, 

that there exhibits a relationship between drawing of binary constructions and primitive 

accumulation. Primitive accumulation is dependent upon drawing distinctions between work and 

home, labor or leisure, and worker or owner, disenfranchised or empowered, land owner or 

occupier. These binary distinctions, (categorizations), are critical to capitalist society and 

continue to run through all aspects of our society now as a result of capitalism’s need to maintain 

those hierarchical binaries. The ability to label something, to identify and segment it, allows for 

differentiation, and thereby a statement of value; a power dynamic. Primitive accumulation exists 

as moments or happenings throughout the development of capitalism, as times of clearance to 

make room for economic growth for certain groups of people. Who those certain groups of 

people are become determined by the construction of identifying characteristics that rely on the 
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drawing of binaries. These are times, “when great masses of men are suddenly and forcibly torn 

from their means of subsistence and hurled onto the labor market as free, unprotected, and right-

less proletariats” (Federici 16). Federici views primitive accumulation not as a singular event or 

events, but as a strategy that results in maintaining power, “Primitive, or better, originary, 

accumulation is the strategy the capitalist class always resorts to in times of crises, since 

expropriating workers and expanding the labor available for exploitation are the most effective 

methods to reestablish the proper balance of power and gain the upper hand in the class struggle” 

(87). This power is able to exist because hierarchical constructions exist, land-owner, versus non-

owner, rich or poor, male or female, and the State is an agent that can move to legally enforce 

decisions based upon constructions. For example, making a law that women could no longer own 

land.  

Primitive accumulation wasn’t simply removing the peasants from the commons 

centuries ago, it remains a practice of capitalism today, with the creation of enclosures found not 

just in the privatization of land or forests, but existing as an immeasurable threat to anything 

previously thought of as common. Federici states, “We now live in a world in which everything, 

from the water we drink to our body’s cells and genomes, has a price tag or is patented and no 

effort is spared to ensure that companies have the right to enclose all the remaining open space 

on earth and force us to pay to gain access to it” (88). Where primitive accumulation became 

enforced via the development of local legalities designed to protect private property and the 

interests of the wealthy, now organizations, like the World Bank or United Nations, claim the 

right to manage commonly held resources, for example, the world’s oceans, in the name of 

preserving it. This allows for financial gain and monetization of what would be common 

according to Federici: 
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Under the guise of protecting biodiversity and conserving the global commons, the bank 

has turned rain forests into ecological reserves and expelled the populations that for 

centuries had drawn their sustenance from them, while ensuring access to those who can 

pay, for instance, through ecotourism. For its part, the United Nations has revised the 

international law governing access to oceans in ways that enable governments to 

concentrate the use of seawaters in fewer hands, again in the name of preserving the 

common heritage of mankind. (104)  

Primitive accumulations, while emerging the creation of enclosures that removed peasants from 

their land, is now a widespread practice,  allowing for privatization, delegating and restricting 

resources according to constructed identifying characteristics.  

To examine these developments from an anarchic methodology is to consider the 

underlying power implications, looking at the hierarchical structures that were being developed, 

how they evolved, and are now maintained or practiced in contemporary society as part of our 

systemic, institutional organization. What the enclosures and primitive accumulation 

accomplished was to write an undercurrent for the systemic structure of capitalism. It opened 

new doorways for discrimination based on social constructions that became groundwork for 

many hierarchical conditions and binary constructions that are still widely prevalent today. For 

example, by the 1640’s any solidarity which had previously existed between people of color and 

white people had evaporated, with the construction of whiteness having become normatively 

instated as not only a privileged position, but one carrying an implication of superior morality.  

Contemporary systemic racism is a direct product of capitalism: 

The accumulation of an enslaved proletariat in the Southern American colonies and the 

Caribbean was accompanied by the construction of racial hierarchies, thwarting the 
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possibility of such combinations (black and white servants working together against their 

masters). Laws were passed depriving Africans of previously granted civil rights, such as 

citizenship, the right to bear arms, and the right to make depositions or seek redress in a 

tribunal for injuries suffered. The turning point was when slavery was made a hereditary 

condition, and the slave masters were given the right to beat and kill their slaves. In 

addition marriages between “blacks and whites'' were forbidden. (Federici 107)   

While under feudalism, some of these constructions were not as clearly drawn or defined, but it 

took the economic need for growth of capital and the need for the labor-force to articulate new 

means of inequality for these purposes, which then, became related with morality and 

perpetuated as normative, in Malthusian style.  

Primitive accumulation and its relationship with capitalism also has a direct relationship 

with hierarchical social constructions that influence our biases and perspectives in contemporary 

society, making the history of primitive accumulation relevant in its effects that are still 

perpetuated.  Federici states, “Primitive accumulation…was not simply an accumulation and 

concentration of exploitable workers and capital. It was also an accumulation of differences and 

divisions within the working class, whereby hierarchies built upon gender, as well as ‘race’ and 

age, became constitutive of class rule and the formation of the modern proletariat” (64). Looking 

at primitive accumulation from the perspective of hierarchical constructs urges exploration of the 

underpinnings of the nature of our cultural climate, specifically with consideration of the ways in 

which oppressive ideologies have colonized our cultural landscape. By examining the 

constructed hierarchical dominance that capitalism was built upon, one is then able to see how 

the construction of binaries built upon oppression have then affected areas developed within 

capitalism, specifically to this research, creative practice. Creative practice, existing in the realm 



71 
 

 

of capitalism becomes based on competition and alienation, on brand development and 

recognition, and ultimately, on the generating of capital, with Art being simply another industry 

that fits into the ideological structure.  

The paths of development that birthed Western Capitalism out of feudalism were not 

considered forward moving progress from the perspective of creating a more just or 

economically equitable society than the structures that had previously existed, rather, they 

carried serious consequences for the development of social relations and equality. Built upon the 

cultivation of binary social constructions that perpetuated a state of hierarchy, “capitalism has 

created more brutal and insidious forms of enslavement, as it has planted into the body of the 

proletariat deep divisions that have served to intensify and conceal exploitation… capitalist 

accumulation continues to devastate life in every corner of the planet” (Federici 64). The impact 

of the development of capitalism was and is still felt throughout socio-cultural relationships. 

Grohmann reiterates Federici’s perspective when he states, “[T]raditional Marxism, as well as 

socialist feminism, has mainly focused on the appropriation of surplus value by the capitalists as 

the core problem, while anarchism has emphasized the hierarchical and violent nature of this 

process” (143). Federici is examining the effects of primitive accumulation from a social and 

relational perspective, rather than in terms of development of commodity production, as Marx 

did. 

Federici’s research specifically targets the effects of primitive accumulation on women, 

and the social impact removing the commons had upon them. Leaving women in even more 

vulnerable positions than they previously were, with the institutional stripping of their ability to 

sustain themselves and the degradation of much of the labor associated with women, the 

development of capitalism was at the expense of women. While this history is embedded within 
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the history of Western capitalism, Federici gives it significance in the formation of contemporary 

gender constructions and patriarchal perspective, “to reconstruct the history of women or to look 

at history from a feminist viewpoint means to redefine in fundamental ways the accepted 

historical categories and to make visible hidden structures of domination and exploitation” (13). 

The systems of control that developed throughout this time created a complex hierarchical grid 

of power dynamics, allowing for development of institutions that benefited from reinforcing 

constructed binaries. Foucault discusses the ways in which institutions gained power by 

reinforcing and regulating these constructions, writing, “if these institutions were able to implant 

themselves, if, by profiting from a whole series of tactical alliances, they were able to gain 

acceptance, this was because they presented themselves as agencies of regulation, arbitration, 

and demarcation, as a way of introducing order in the midst of these powers, of establishing a 

principle that would temper them and distribute them according to boundaries and a fixed 

hierarchy” (87). Institutions were able to come into power and maintain it, and therefore ensure 

their existence and prosperity, by categorizing people into societal constructions and 

implementing strict guidelines and structures that people need to adhere to. This ranges from the 

Church maintaining control over the body, specifically, women’s bodies, via confession, as well 

as the control exerted over sex, as discussed by Foucault. Foucault references the impact the 

enclosures had on social relationships when he states, “[B]y placing the advent of the age of 

repression in the seventeenth century, after hundreds of years of open spaces and free expression, 

one adjusts it to coincide with the development of capitalism; it becomes an integral part of the 

bourgeois order” (5). The enclosures benefited those who were already in positions of elitist 

control.  
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The removal of peasants from the commons, the privatization of the land, and the 

enclosures created not only began a cycle of alienation that separated workers from their land, 

creating a division between living, home, and work, but it created alienation between work and 

social relations. Womens’ options for subsistence became more limited with the loss of common 

land, as well as the laws that began to regulate the production (and reproduction) of the labor 

force, “women were also more negatively impacted by the enclosures because as soon as land 

was privatized and monetary relations began to dominate economic life, they found it more 

difficult than men to support themselves, being increasingly confined to reproductive labor at the 

very time when this work was being completely devalued” (Federici 74). This was a form of 

social alienation that drew the lines of gender, and categorized accordingly, determining 

potentiality and placement within the systemic structure based upon gender determinations and 

hierarchy.  

 By examining hierarchical constructions that capitalism was structurally dependent upon 

for its developmental success it becomes possible to see how hierarchies were structured along 

lines of gender and race to uphold and expand existing class structures, “capitalism does not only 

assign men and women different roles within its realm, it also creates the modern notion of 

masculine and feminine. This is done by splitting the circuit of value production and exchange 

from the social relations it is embedded in” (Grohmann 145).  Being a direct result of the 

capitalist trajectories, it is not possible then, to separate hierarchical binary constructions from 

that of class warfare, or to consider them in isolation from capitalism. Relational social 

constructions are therefore an unalienable aspect of class relations, “if femininity has been 

constituted in capitalist society as a work-function masking the production of the work-force 

under the cover of biological destiny, then women’s history is class history, and the question that 
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has to be asked is whether the sexual division of labor that has produced that particular concept 

has been transcended” (Federici 46). These initial developments of capitalism, while centuries 

old and directed toward working class and farming communities, do, in fact, bear relevance in 

contemporary society, and have the potential to be applied to the current situation of creative 

practice, especially when reconsidering creative practice through an anarchic lens, looking at it 

as something stemming from the relational, from the bottom up, and as a nonhierarchical 

engagement. When reconsidering the possibilities for what creative practice could be, looking at 

the impact of  capitalism and the devastation it caused allows insight into the way in which 

contemporary creative practice has become stunted.  When considering what enclosures look like 

now in the context of creative practice, it is evident that binary constructions still play a 

dominant role in art institutions. Not only do cultural institutions maintain the obvious 

hierarchical structure, distinctions in race and gender, although it can be argued that they have 

begun to expand to be more inclusive here, more relevant in this conversation is that cultural 

institutions perpetuate capitalist consciousness, including institutionally upheld success, 

competition, individuality, authorship, and ultimately, ties to capital, through construction of 

produce.  

Like all aspects of contemporary society, the Dominant Art World has moved away from 

a foundation of relational being and is affected by the alienation that results from capital. These 

hierarchical perspectives and institutions perpetuate a hegemonic structure that enforces binary 

constructions by classifying and categorizing through negation or otherness. This type of 

classification becomes prevalent not simply through categories attributed to identity, but, as 

mentioned earlier, by creating separate spheres of life, work and leisure, as well as ways to 

define that which fits within the current structure, for example, art and non-art. To move toward 
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binary constructions, as a way of societal thinking, and away from the relational, carries 

significance and impact throughout our cultural landscape today. To justify binary constructions 

requires normalizing them throughout society which, not only relies upon the perspective that the 

constructions are actually innate, but that any ramifications resulting from their assignment is 

deserved. For example, artists who are at the height of perceived success in the Dominant Art 

World may be seen as deserving of their level of recognition, whereas an artist who has worked 

equally hard or produced work on a similar scale, but has not received recognition may not be 

seen as having accomplished as much. An assertion of the relationship between morality and 

hierarchical positioning has evolved with the development of capitalist perspective that 

penetrates contemporary art as well.  

 

Enclosures of the Creative Realms    

 To consider creative practice and its possibilities, it is necessary to consider those 

aforementioned elements of capitalism that laid the foundation for its development and how 

creative practice was impacted by characteristics intrinsic to capitalist society. The following 

pages examine these foundational features of capitalism in the context of how they operate in the 

contemporary creative landscape and what their impact on what current contemporary art 

practice is. Core among these features is primitive accumulation, enclosures, alienation and the 

constructed hierarchical binaries that enclosures inspire, and the paradoxical need for continual 

growth coupled with the idea that there is not enough for everyone.  Each of these attributes of 

capitalism can be found within creative practice in some capacity and the effects of each has 

shaped the Hegemonic Art World. Today the enclosures can be seen in the institutionalization of 

creative practice and the cultivation of a surplus labor force that feeds the contemporary art 
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industry. Alienation, while multi-faceted and rampant throughout contemporary art, not only 

separates the artist from the artwork, it creates a binary in the term artist itself, delineating 

between those who make art and those who do not. Developing within the confines of the 

capitalist system makes it impossible to separate current contemporary practice from the 

aforementioned elements, which have built the entire fabric of Western society.  

The development of art-as-product and as something to be consumed are arguably the 

most obvious demonstrations of the relationship between contemporary art and capitalism; 

however the implications run deeper, with the integrity of creative practice as it exists for 

individuals and for communities being infiltrated with a paradoxical makeup. The question of 

what the nature of creative practice is and what it could be is pitted against what capitalism has 

shaped and what is now widely accepted as the Art World. Creative practice, situated within the 

Dominant Art World, operates from a place that focuses on individual accomplishments and 

personal achievement in the form of final works, rather than stemming from a collaboration that 

stems from a foundation of consciousness as entering at a point of being with one another, 

already being in relationship. Therefore, contemporary art today is stilted,  “an essential aspect of 

the capitalist project has been the disarticulation of the social body, through the imposition of 

different disciplinary regimes producing an accumulation of differences and hierarchies that 

profoundly affect how capitalist relations are experienced,” (Federici 16).  The Dominant Art 

World that has developed in conjunction with capitalism is contrary to the nature of creative 

practice. The divide exists at its very core or essence.  

Creative practice and its potentiality becomes a battleground for the foundation of 

consciousness, with capitalism muting the grounding of consciousness in the multiplicity and the 

experimental journey of together, in favor of the perpetuation of the glory of the individual and 
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the display of his body of work.  The Dominant Art World structure engulfs creative practice of 

all types. It develops systems and categories that result in the production of art and the 

monetization of the industry that further reinforces its role in capitalist society.  The Dominant 

Art World, situated within capitalism, ignores the driving force of creative practice, which is 

intrinsically interconnected with consciousnesses, the foundation of relationship. Instead, as it 

presents itself today, creative practice exists as individuals competing, engaged in what is put 

forth as conversations with one another, reacting to one another in the aesthetic realm, to 

question what art can be. That series of conversations and the type of participation it invokes is 

referred to by Gregory Sholette as a pyramid structure, a “system that mechanically reproduces 

prolific failure,” (3), due to its exclusion of participants, inaccessibility, and dependency on those 

disadvantaged for the success of those who achieve the highest level of success.  

When applying Federici’s account of primitive accumulation and enclosures to the realm 

of creative practice, it is possible to see parallels, enclosures of the contemporary sense, played 

out in regulation and restriction, as well as in institutionalization of art and those practicing. 

Historic enclosures developed as a means to reinforce the status of the wealthy, and primitive 

accumulation created a labor force that ultimately contributed to the creation of capital, 

increasing property ownership for those who already owned.   Malatesta references the State, as 

an agent that seeks power with the intention of upholding the interests of a few, and it is possible 

to see enforcement of enclosures as a means of State enforced power and wealth perpetuation 

when considering his definition of the State as,  “collection of institutions, political, legislative, 

judicial, military, financial, etc, by means of which the management of their own affairs, the 

guidance of their personal conduct and the care of ensuring their own safety are taken from the 

people and confided to certain individuals. And these, whether by usurpation or delegation, are 
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invested with the right to make laws over and for all” (5).  Enclosures place opportunities for 

capitalist success in the hands of a few, and use the others as instruments to reinforce it.  

According to Derek Wall in his book Economics After Capitalism, capitalism is “based not on 

the intense competition between thousands of companies, but on the creation of markets 

dominated by a handful of enormous firms,” (8), and thus the Dominant Art World maintains 

systems of control and regulation that create operates on a culture that breeds inequality and 

alienation.  The literal effect of enclosures and primitive accumulation at its most basic, 

historically, was the removal of the peasants from their land, the loss of that commonly held 

land, and the subsequent need for the peasants to then move to the cities for work in the factories, 

thereby separating the peasants work from their homes and the laborer from means of production 

within the factory system. The effect of this was an alienation that created hierarchies and then 

growth of capital for the wealthy.  

 

From the Cooperation of the Commons to Competition and Scarcity  

Looking at primitive accumulation and enclosures from a contemporary perspective in 

respect to art sees the removal of the creative commons. This constitutes taking creative practice, 

which should be a shared, commonly held resource, and enclosing it for a much smaller, more 

privileged community. This includes adjusting the viewpoint of what those creative commons 

might be (potentially away from the vast possibilities the creative commons holds), and 

categorizing what their constitution is,  a definition of what art is and how the world makes space 

for art in it, how it is viewed, where it is made, who makes it.  Inequalities run throughout, “if 

structural inequalities exist in society, the application of the law is likely to be unequal… 

existing society with its hierarchy of values only supports the opportunity to develop those 
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talents and abilities which it considers worth developing” (Marshall 48), meaning in this context 

that creative practice becomes regulated according to what institutions in power deem it to be.  

When considering how the idea of the enclosures is applied to the state of contemporary 

art, the institutionalization of art and its regulation of creative practice is the primary indicator of 

regulation of a larger force that the smaller group who holds power. The Dominant Art World, as 

situated,  is structured in such a way that allows for growth of capital within the creative 

industry. Rather than moving peasants from the land, paving the way for movement to cities and 

the factory labor that created the workforce, the institutionalization of art creates a labor force 

with the emphasis on the development of the art career through art education. The implications 

of primitive accumulation and the related enclosures on the ways that creative practice has been 

able to develop into what is now contemporary art practice, refer back to the roles art has played 

throughout history, and the way space was made for creative work within western societies.  

The history of regulating creative practice and using it to promote the current societal 

needs and ideals was established well before the transition of Western Society to capitalism. 

Each society had a different relationship to creative practice and what its role was intended to be, 

however, in each instance, artists were situated and used within the context of their society. 

Gramsci references artists being used as a reflection of the wealthy, in his chapter on the 

“Intellectuals,” a term which he used to indicate specialists in certain fields. Applying this to 

creative practice, when Gramsci states that, “the intellectuals are the dominant group’s 

“deputies” exercising the subaltern functions of social hegemony and political government” (12), 

it is possible to infer that the creative practice industry, as it developed with capitalism, and the 

artists who rose to the top of the field, received the benefits of being engaged with the wealthy 

class.  
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The enclosure of creative practice also results in creative success being interpreted 

through a capitalist lens, which is reflected by the financial success of artists who are considered 

at the top of the field. As discussed by Martha Buskirk, Damien Hirst is one obvious example of 

what is portrayed societally as the height of creative success, which results in inclusion in the 

upper class, “by the most quantitative measures… his success is unquestionable, with his work 

represented by top echelon international galleries, collected by major museums, and bought by 

wealthy collectors, whose ranks he has joined as a multi-millionaire,” (18). So, while artists may 

“put themselves forward as autonomous and independent of the dominant social group” (7), 

Gramsci indicates that there is a relationship of sharing the privileges of the wealthy, which 

would indicate that institutionalization is not simply imposed upon those who engage in the art 

world, but that there is an element that is complicit, and willing to allow the enclosures with the 

possibility of being included in the smaller strata of those who benefit from them. 

 Gramsci furthers this by introducing spontaneous consent, the willingness to allow 

control to exist in the hands of those in power, “given by the great masses of the population to 

the general direction imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental group; this consent is 

historically caused by the prestige (and consequent confidence) which the dominant group enjoys 

because of its position and function in the world of production,” (12), but the understanding is 

there that if spontaneous consent fails, the State will step in and ensure its interests. The 

enforcement of enclosures by the State is demonstrated later in this chapter, with the example of 

REPOhistory, and New York City modifying their city permitting statutes to dictate what was 

allowable as public art.  However, before looking at what is enclosed in the contemporary sense, 

from the management of public art to the institutionally designed development of art careers, 



81 
 

 

considering the role of art historically offers insight into not only the relationship between art 

and the State, but an understanding of how art continues to exist in a state of hegemony.  

 

Regulation and Direction of Creative Practice by the State 

This is a brief segment to lay background on involvement of the State in the evolution of 

creative practice, with the goal of understanding the development of contemporary art and its 

predetermined state now. State regulation of the arts and shaping of creative practice within 

society dates far before the enclosures began paving the way for capital, and the possibility of the 

arts to be shaped by the production and growth of capital. Creative practice and the role of art 

has always been determined, whether to share stories, to elevate religion, to secure or laud 

societal status. The perimeters around art have been set by societal expectations of what art was 

used for and why. Plato’s Republic as a reflection of Greek attitudes indicated a perceived need 

to control creative practice, to the narrow scope of art, and to use art for maintaining control of 

the societal attitudes. For centuries, the conversation around aesthetics has been a conversation 

of the beautiful, identifying the beautiful, what constitutes the beautiful, the impact or relevance 

of the beautiful.  Art’s purpose according to Plato, was to demonstrate the form of the beautiful 

(which is considered to be fixed, unchanging throughout time, a concept then carried on by 

Kant), which could lead a person closer to unity or wholeness. However, this role held distinctly 

less value than what was considered rational or logical. While this attitude expresses lofty 

ambitions, there was a secondary role of art, especially music, for maintaining the social attitudes 

that supported the social hierarchy.  This included only allowing music that promoted courage 

and bravery in battle. 



82 
 

 

The binary divisions that simplify our understanding of humanity, allowing for 

hierarchical construction are exuded when Plato states that there are two principles existing in 

the soul, passion and reason, “the one with which a man reasons, we may call the rational 

principle of the soul, the other, with which he loves and hungers and thirsts and feels the 

fluttering of any other desire, may be termed the irrational or appetitive, the ally of sundry 

pleasures and satisfactions,” (109). Beauty was considered the irrational, that which stirs 

feelings, the unpredictable. For Plato, the first, the rational principle, is related to the mind to 

truth and art, and beauty is related to the body and has less truth or essence. Ideas around art, as 

linked with beauty, developed since Plato, have considered art to also have a relationship with 

the body.  A critical aspect of the hierarchical perspective within the Republic is the ability to 

exert control over the body, thus, also control over art. Containment of art is a historical 

prerogative, and as Foucault stated earlier, to be able to regulate something, to categorize it, is to 

be able to control it, is a form of enclosure. Rather than laying claim or a prerogative for 

institutional control over the land, this element of control or categorization found within creative 

institutions as they develop, becomes a dimension of what could be considered creative 

enclosures, with creative practice becoming something that is regulated.  

This prioritizing of control over the body that is emphasized as critical by Plato, carries 

through centuries, and is prevalent in modern society. It is also examined by Federici when she 

considers the development of capitalism as continuing the emphasis regulation of the body, 

“according to Max Weber, the reform of the body is at the core of the bourgeois ethic because 

capitalism makes acquisition the ultimate purpose of life, instead of treating it as a means for the 

satisfaction of our needs; thus it requires that we forfeit all spontaneous enjoyment of life… 

capitalism also attempts to overcome our natural state by breaking the barriers of nature and by 
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lengthening the working day beyond the limits set by the sun, the seasonal cycles, and the body 

itself, as constituted in pre-industrial society,” (Federici 135). So, while control and regulation of 

the body can’t be simply attributed to capitalism (as with concepts such as construction  of 

binaries, etc.), capitalism uses and maintains elements of systemic control and structure as vital 

to its perpetuation.   

With a critical aspect of creative practice being linked to the experiment, to the unknown, 

and to an element of spontaneity, (as will be discusses in Chapter 5), the bodies of those humans 

practicing become, in essence, something to be monitored. Aesthetics and the body carry a 

relationship to control and capitalism within contemporary art today. Whether considering the 

earlier conceptions of aesthetics as being an exploration of the beautiful and exploring art as it is 

today as the trajectory of that development or stepping into the research of this paper, 

considering creative practice as a moving and lived experience, the development of art has 

always been in a context where it exists with institutional control exerted as a means of 

regulation, both in terms of the practice, as well as the bodies of the people practicing.  

The Greeks started a program of exerting control over expressions of art and beauty.  The 

trend continues to the present day.  Art and beauty are curated by specialists. An example of the 

relationship between regulation of art, with the body, as a means of control is cited by Martha 

Buskirk in the development of museums starting in the 18th and 19th centuries. She states that 

museums were never objective, “the public museum was charged with helping to transform royal 

subjects into citizens through an experience of art that would no longer be synonymous with a 

visit to the king. But the idea of education, linked to the goal of providing alternatives to other 

more debauched forms of recreation, opens onto readings of the museum as an engine of social 

control,” (Buskirk 7).  Enclosures set up a system of control that exists in a relationship with the 
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body, through a construction of societal expectations, that will then be institutionally enforced as 

needed. Capitalism has grudgingly expanded the notion of art beyond that of purely an encounter 

with beauty, but art exists within constraints of historical development that has carefully 

monitored and allowed for the cautious breaking of particular boundaries to  expand the field.   

Plato’s perspective is expanded by Aristotle, as he lays the structural groundwork to 

contain and describe the ways to make successful work through imitation. Offering a regulative 

and directive course for creative practice, Aristotle advocates completeness and order, and tries 

to provide a formulaic structure for that, including beginning, middle, and end.  Plots ought to 

“be concerned with a unified action, whole and complete; possessing a beginning, middle parts, 

and an end, so that (like a living organism) the unified whole can effect its characteristic 

pleasure” (38). The concept of the whole as truth is a shared perspective. To consider wholeness, 

rather than fragmentation as truth, indicates that a completeness is not only possible, it is the 

imperative. In considering enclosures of creative practice, consider the difference in advocating 

for the condition of the whole as desirable, versus the experimentation of anarchic methodology 

which rejects plot points, starts from the middle, and works from a place of multiplicity. 

  Another common component in many of the writers discussed is simplicity in style and 

composition. Aristotle states that “the plot should imitate a single unified action,” (15). Beauty is 

in order, and clarity is considered  the most important quality. Winckelmann concurs, centuries 

later, stating, “let the artist’s pencil, like the pen of Aristotle, be impregnated with reason, that 

after having satiated the eye, he may nourish the mind,” (85). The attempt is to control art 

through accurate imitation, through analysis of success, through reason. Artists have the potential 

to set free ideas, passions, that can disturb ordered society, therefore they must be monitored and 

art must be controlled.  
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The Self Regulation of Neoliberalism  

That control over the body has taken the form of a modern-day enclosure through the 

development of neoliberalism. Enclosures take the form of restrictions that have also become 

internalized for creative practitioners, self-regulated, and require that individuals who seek to 

engage in the creative fields employ self-motivation coupled with willingness to market and 

compete. Neoliberalism within creative practice encourages and cultivates the need to put forth a 

participatory self-driven enthusiasm for the field as it exists, which places a huge emphasis on 

networking, attending and supporting other events and activities within the field, with an 

underlying motivation to gain access to those same events and opportunities for oneself.  When 

considered as an enclosure in relationship to the individual and the body, neoliberalism puts forth 

the perspective that success hinges on marketability of the individual, with an inherent tie to 

financial success, and this also indicates a move away from politically motivated or content 

driven work.  To quote Angela McRobbie via Gregory Sholette’s Dark Matter, “they (artists) can 

be successful, sell their work; they no longer have any reason to be angry social critic,” and 

Sholette continues, “This is the New Labour classless dream, a high-energy band of young 

people driving the cultural economy ahead, but in a totally privatized and non-subsidy-oriented 

direction,” (Sholette 38).   This move away from what could be seen as politically content driven 

work is one facet of neoliberalism. The artist is expected to self-regulate, outputting in particular 

ways deemed socially acceptable for the field. This is a contemporary enclosure of the individual 

that ties each creative practitioner in some capacity to the market, carving out and defining their 

relationship to the Dominant Art World via a market system. The ‘liberal’ unfettered market in 

creative practice projects prosperity through creative practice as career, but with stipulations on 
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how to put oneself in a position to achieve success, “today, workers in creative industries are an 

archetype of the new norm: a lean, self-disciplining, freelance economy where we’re always 

working, and expected to do more with less,” (MacPhee 170). Neoliberalism exists as enclosure 

with control over the individual, self-regulated, with people in creative practice internalizing an 

acceptance of competition, coupled with a capitalist work ethic in relation to their practice, 

“today, everyone is an auto-exploiting laborer in his or her own enterprise. People are now 

master and slave in one” (Han 5).  The regulation of creative practice has evolved throughout 

history but now exists not only institutionally, but as an interior state of being.  

Ultimately, Plato believed that as an inferior imitation, art should be banned, while 

Aristotle argued for its regulation. With the development of capitalism, the regulation of creative 

practice allows for it to contribute to the economy, not only through regulating what is 

considered beautiful, but by expanding to the regulation of discourse.  There is a conversation 

between moving away from political discourse, as mentioned above, to including it, but in a 

regulated way that fits within neoliberal perspective.  Situating creative practice in a way that 

supports the furthering of capitalist intent can be seen in the example of the museum including 

ideological dialog, “in recent years the ability of museums to absorb, even foster, what appeared 

to be critical discourse, has helped align the institution with a larger marketplace for culture often 

described in terms of an experience economy” (Buskirk 7). The regulation of art has the ability 

to change to meet the needs of society, but will continue to support the creation of capital.  

 

Regulation as Institutional Enclosure  

Regulation is a type of enclosure. The historical example given by Federici of the way in 

which the land was seized and given to a few is a parallel to the institutional containment of 



87 
 

 

creative practice as a means to create capital for the existing upper class. Some enclosures occur 

in art institutions in the form of institutional control over which chosen artists are able to practice 

after first learning the language of contemporary art, as well as how those who achieve the 

highest level of success in career development are able to practice in a way that no one else in 

the field has access to. This institutional enclosure allows for those who have reached the top tier 

of acclaim to also obtain elite status as part of the upper economic class. There is a space created 

within capitalism for the art world, and positions for artists to fill within that existing boundary. 

Creative practice is an industry, with “globe trotting curators, dealers, and other gatekeepers of 

the elite art world emulate this search and capture method, scouring group shows and artists’ 

studios in search of fresh, marketable talent” (Sholette 39).   Each individual, in the development 

of their art career within the dominant art culture, is participating within the constraints of an 

industry where their success within that industry depends on their allegiance to it, while 

sometimes simultaneously appearing to oppose aspects of it.  

One voice against the art industry who discussed the institutionalization of art was Guy 

Debord.  Debord claims that institutions are still not interested in creativity, and only accepting 

of it by necessity, “while it respects the abstract principle of intellectual and artistic creation, it 

resists actual creations when they first appear, then eventually exploits them. This is because it 

needs to maintain a certain degree of criticality and experimental research among a minority, but 

must take care to channel this activity into narrowly compartmentalized utilitarian disciplines 

and avert any holistic critique and experimentation” (26). In the enclosure of creative practice, 

restrictions are placed upon the industry and the work becomes easily categorized and used. The 

enclosures found within creative practice have shaped what contemporary art has become.  
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Ultimately, creative practice maintains direct ties to the market. Looking at the regulation 

and institutionalization of creative practice as a type of enclosure situates its development within 

the development of capitalist intention. Instead of considering enclosures as land ownership 

when relating to creative practice, looking at access to the Dominant Art World and sources of 

control over the institution of creative practice offers insight into the enclosures instituted within 

the field. The commons of the land was physical shared space that allowed people to live. The 

commons that is, or should be, held creatively is also a resource, a social cultural practice that 

stems from collaboration that affects the quality of life for everyone. David Bollier, defines the 

commons as: 

a social system for the long-term stewardship of resources that preserves shared values 

and community identity, a self-organized system by which communities manage 

resources… with minimal or no reliance on the Market of State, the wealth that we inherit 

or create together and must pass on, undiminished or enhanced, to our children. Our 

collective wealth includes the gifts of nature, civic infrastructure, cultural works and 

traditions, and knowledge… a sector of the economy (and life!) that generates value in 

ways that are often taken for-granted and often jeopardized by the State. (bollier.org)  

Considering the enclosure of the creative commons looks at the incorporation of art into the 

system of capitalism, where it becomes not only privatized, but constructed in specific ways 

regarding not only what it is, but who has access to it, and who creates it. Looking back at the 

results of moving people from the commons can offer more parallels.  

Enclosures become a source of regulation and a means to elevating a few, while the 

privileged benefit from the larger population affected. Sholette recognizes that the structure 

depends upon many people to support the success of a few, “the oversupply of artistic labor is an 
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inherent and commonplace feature of artistic production,” (6).  Not only in the ever-widening 

development of what art is considered to be, but in the construction of the institutions developed 

around creative practice, as researched by Gregory Sholette in his book, Dark Matter.  Creative 

institutions are not, as may be perceived, designed to cultivate large numbers of people at the 

pinnacle of financial artistic success, but rather, to generate a community of people who never 

reach that level of success but are necessary for the industry to succeed overall,  “there is no 

material difference between an earnest amateur…and a professional artist made invisible by her 

failure within the art market; except perhaps that against all the odds she still hopes to be 

discovered,” (Sholette, 3). Sholette describes dark matter as the unseen elements of the creative 

community, components that exist as creative surplus, or go unnoticed, but are actually the 

backbone of the elite in the dominant art world. Sholette describes the enclosure of creative 

practice as an opportunity to further serve the needs of capital as well as a means to continue to 

regulate the labor force integrating them as part of capitalist society,  “once life outside the 

factory-leisure, reproduction, sex- was organized to serve the needs of capital, enclosing and 

privatizing learning was inevitable, especially given neoliberalism’s thirst for new intellectual 

property. But the knowledge factory, or edu-factory, is also a site for integrating future workers 

into risk society, and its training tool is debt” (39). The dominant art world is an industry, and 

production that leads to economic surplus is the purpose of the industry.  

Enclosures move from the collective commons being in the hands of many to regulation 

in the hands of a few. They are identified as regulating what was once unregulated and with the 

use of State implementation as needed. The question stands to look at who benefits in the event 

of enclosures, and where power is held. In consideration of the effect of enclosures on creative 

practice, enclosures move away from simply being the robbery of land, that which is physically 
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affecting to those who used it, by depriving them of their means of sustenance, to more 

ephemeral restriction in what amounts to robbery of the processes of experimentation and 

discovery that reside in shared collective creative practice. Contemporary enclosures are 

responsible for the restrictions on what creative practice can be and always uphold systems of 

institutional power and financial wealth. Enclosures reinforce individualism, branding, and 

creation of products that can be consumed. Even with the tendency of creative practitioners to 

push the limits, attempting to stretch the enclosure, enclosures find a way to work to promote 

capitalist interest, absorbing those practices or experiments deemed within the bounds of 

capitalist intent into its girth and leaving the remains. Enclosures affect our understanding of 

what art is, they shape the Dominant Art World and the surrounding industries.  

 

REPO History, A Contemporary Enclosure 

An example of contemporary enclosures can be found when examining the work and 

State response to the artist collective REPOhistory. REPOhistory was largely undocumented by 

the Dominant Art World but engaged around a hundred artists, writers, collaborators, (making it 

hard to attribute authorship) and had an eleven year lifespan, from 1989-2000. The collective 

was responsible for several strategically placed public art projects,  “initially formed by 

multicultural readings of lost, forgotten, or suppressed narratives...after which it sought to remap 

this information directly onto the public sphere with the goal of using history to comment on 

contemporary social issues from progressive perspectives,” (Sholette 73). The Lower Manhattan 

Sign Project was one such project. A catalog that the collective produced explains the project 

which was a collaboration of dozens of people, “the artists collective REPOhistory positioned 39 

historical markers throughout the tip of Manhattan. The markers did not celebrate the traditional 
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events associated with that area, but rather the forgotten people, moments, and places-the slave 

market, the first Chinatown, the paupers’ jail-that do not fit easily into conventional versions of 

our history,” (REPOhistory source material). Not only were signs up for display throughout 

Lower Manhattan with Lucy Lippard writing that she hoped it might be a permanent display a 

celebration marked the installation of the pieces going up, with a full scale parade, performances 

at each installation site, and a printed proclamation from the Manhattan Borough President 

declaring June 27, 1992, “REPOhistory Day”. While there were people who found the signs 

disturbing or shocking, the response from people who lived in the neighborhoods that the signs 

were placed, and the public acknowledgment of a day dedicated to the project, as well as not 

only the modest financial support, but the approval of city granted permits indicates that 

REPOhistory had the makings of a community supported project that also carries State approval.  

Gregory Sholette, who was a member of REPOhistory and is a primary source for its 

written documentation, describes REPOhistory as using history itself to write directly, “on the 

skin of a gentrifying New York using detourned versions of the city’s own semaphores, signs, 

and rules of conduct as a medium,” (Sholette 73). REPOhistory’s sites were public spaces, 

largely in New York City, with the intention  of drawing attention to specific places that carried 

local historical relevance that was in some way marginalized, overlooked, or forgotten as well as 

questioning normative historical representation. The works, presented as panels attached to 

signposts, offered a re-narration of history that was constructed from past documents, oral 

histories, and public records.  While the group had originally thought of their pieces as work that 

would be illegally installed, the collective discovered they would be able to receive city permits 

for the pieces, and so the works existed as public artworks, with accompanying publicity 

including press releases, and maps that plotted the location for the works. These pieces were 
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spatially small or non-intrusive in comparison with other public works that were up at the time, 

including Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc, Jeff Koons’ Topiary Puppy, and Rachel Whiteread’s 

House.  

  

 

1992 REPO History sign by Jim Costanzo installed in front of New York Stock Exchange 

 

REPOhistory can be seen as a demonstration of State enforced enclosure when the city 

changed the permit allowances, thereby revoking the city permitted allowance of the work to 

exist in public. While the scale was unobtrusive, in comparison to much of the State sanctioned 

work that was existing in public domain, because of the content, it was perceived as a threat in 

some way when the city changed the permit allowances, thereby, stepping in to determine what 

could be permissibly placed in public spaces, essentially dictating what content of public 

expression is allowable.  REPOhistory was seeking an egalitarian use of public space, with an 

intention to reflect upon local history and rethink it, “histories are written by specific individuals 
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who represent a particular class, ethnic group, or political interest. REPOhistory seeks to 

question how history is constructed, to demystify the official versions, and insert the stories, 

peoples and events which have been omitted. Our intent is not to substitute “our version” for 

“their version” but to provoke critical and multiple readings” (catalog), but ultimately was buried 

when the content of what they put forth challenged a hierarchical structure that was a foundation 

of the community upon which it played out originally.  The project that caused controversy for 

the city department, may seem upfront, to share information about past historical events that 

have been forgotten, but the city ultimately used its position of power to maintain an image that 

it wanted projected.  

When working in collaboration with New York Lawyers for the Public Interest on a 

project entitled,  Civil Disturbances: Battles for Justice in New York City REPOhistory surveyed 

attorneys about the most important legal cases for social justice in New York City and created 20 

graphic street signs commemorating those specific “legal precedents that literally shaped the 

fabric of life in New York City as much as the streets on which we walk and the buildings in 

which we live and work” (Sholette 75). Each sign represented a specific case, including text 

regarding disabled people's accessibility to the Empire State Building, child welfare, children's 

rights, women and the FDNY, rights of the homeless, and welfare benefits. The signs were then 

installed where the information was historic and relevant, where it has impacted the community. 

After rejecting the permit, and then allowing it, many of the signs were subsequently removed by 

business owners and prominent community members, exemplifying the complicit nature of the 

enclosures by those who benefit from them. Other art organizations also demonstrate this as 

there was a feeling of blame placed on the project for causing the permit process to become 

tightened. Rather than viewing the city as responsible for enclosing and regulating public space 
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and free expression, “many of the more established public art institutions in the city were 

displeased with this imposition of rules and irritated with REPOhistory for triggering the 

changes. Nevertheless, it is apparent that the late 1990’s was a moment when democratic access 

to urban space was being curtailed or eliminated in New York in favor of increased privatization 

and police management,” (78). Subsequently, public work became less content driven, 

effectively allowing for the regulation of the public aesthetic.  Creative practitioners, under 

capitalism, face enclosures on institutional scale in terms of the regulation of art, but also have 

their time and their bodies controlled.  

 

Creative Practice and Alienation  

The application of Marxist alienation to creative practice goes beyond Marx’s initial 

analysis of the separation of the worker from the product, and not only in a Situationist extension 

of the theory, where alienation permeates beyond, into the worker’s daily life and the worker 

becomes alienated from life itself, although that still plays a role. The capitalist alienation of 

today has not only stripped away or caused division, it has then stepped back in to reconstruct the 

constitution of our lives, including our perspectives and personalities. The construction of our 

current being is now rooted in the alienation of capitalism, building up from it by using the tools 

capitalism needs to survive as a basis for consciousness.  Our subjectivity has become 

predetermined according to the laws of capital and commodity economy, “capitalism colonizes 

us internally and makes us dream of shopping,” (Wall 121).   Bollier reiterates this perspective 

when he states that,  “too much of the world’s economic and political life revolves around 

voracious markets and the ecological damage and warped human relationships they engender,” 

(Bollier 4). Alienation no longer simply separates worker from product, and the implications run 
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deeper than material need, with all facets of life supporting capitalist intent, “society has become 

the social factory; housework helps support capitalism; students by developing the power of 

intellectual labor are also part of the working class, and so on” (Wall 94). The whole of society 

has now become the factory and capitalist subjectivities are what is being produced.   

The following pages will address alienation as it relates to creative practice, keeping what 

has become contemporary art always in reference to financial surplus as the prioritized feature.  

Within capitalist society, financial surplus becomes the currency, everything is assigned value, 

and that value carries a priority, “the self-valorization of capital-the creation of surplus-value-is 

therefore the determining, dominating and overriding purpose of the capitalist; it is the absolute 

motive and content of his energy,” (Marx 990). Alienation that results from the way in which 

society is set up to produce capital stems from a hierarchical structure that needs to isolate and 

compartmentalize. This contemporary alienation that runs throughout creative practice is an 

alienation that affects the fundamental nature of consciousness, alienating our consciousness not 

only from itself and its lived experience, but from others. It is alienation from the foundation of 

relational being, the development of the individual which results in a separation from the 

primacy of our being.  It is alienation that is now inseparable from a reconstituting of 

subjectivity. It is an alienation that identifies itself through binaries, by defining through 

negation. These pages will examine how alienation uses binaries to construct capitalist subjects 

and will argue that when considering creative practice, capitalism has also constructed the artist, 

who exists as a particular capitalist subject.  

 

Art becoming Product  
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Alienation from the body essentially creates a division between the person and what the 

person produces. For creative practice, one way this presents is as an alienation from making, 

and a division between the artwork and the artist, with the artwork being considered a final 

product, somehow differentiated from the artist. “As enclosures proceeded in the seventeenth 

through nineteenth centuries, production and profit became the central organizing principles for 

society. Instead of focusing on household use within a stable social context, production became 

reoriented toward private gain and accumulation,” (Bollier 44) this caused things to become 

commodified; the laborer is detached from the product, as well as from the labor. The labor, as 

well as the outcome of the labor, belonging to whoever paid for it. Looking at Marxist alienation 

from its traditional interpretation, the laborer’s body becomes the tool used to produce the work 

that supports them. Labor becomes something separate from the body, something that is of value 

in itself. However, this also creates one of the many paradoxical situations capitalism finds itself 

in. While being separated, body from labor with labor becoming something that carries its own 

value, Marx posed that alienation also distilled people to their labor, what they produced, so 

while their labor is separate from them, their totality also becomes that labor, “the capitalist 

functions only as personified capital, capital as a person, just as the worker is no more than labor 

personified. That labor is for him just effort and torment, whereas it belongs to the capitalist as a 

substance that creates and increases wealth,” (Marx 990). The capitalist, who in this initial 

scenario is the person in the position of power above the laborer, (whereas now was also 

alienated, becoming personified capital).  Noam Chomsky also writes on this, when he discusses 

the authority and control wielded over people by the capitalist structure and those in positions of 

power. He states, “if capital is privately controlled, then people are going to have to rent 

themselves in order to survive. Now, you can say, “they rent themselves freely, its a free 
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contract”- but that’s a joke. If your choice is, “do what i tell you or starve,” thats not a choice-its 

in fact what was commonly referred to as wage slavery,” (Chomsky 30).  With workers 

considering their labor-power as the commodity that they have available in exchange for 

sustenance, creating a separation from the body, their body becomes the means to produce 

capital. States Debord as he considers commodification of elements of daily life, “in the 

spectacle’s basic practice of incorporating into itself all the fluid aspects of human activity so as 

to possess them in a congealed form, and of inverting living values into purely abstract values, 

we recognize our old enemy the commodity” (Debord 17).  Separation of the body from what it 

does, allows for value to be assigned, not to the body, but to its productions, making it possible 

to increase commodification.  

The alienation of the person from their body through the transformation of the body to 

the source of wealth production, or the work-machine relates strongly to issues of enclosure, not 

only from the initial enclosures that privatized the common land and removed peasants from it, 

but from the enclosures of today, that find ways to regulate and control, drawing from other 

common resources and appropriating them as sources of gain for those who already have. The 

body becomes one of these resources that is mined for value. Federici writes, “once its devices 

were deconstructed and it was itself reduced to a tool, the body could be opened to an infinite 

manipulation of its powers and possibilities,” (Federici 139). She continues, in a comparison to 

the enclosure of the body, “Like the land, the body had to be cultivated and first of all broken 

up,” (Federici 141).     

The body becomes a source of enclosure in innumerable ways, and herein, looking at 

creative practice, this alienation differentiates the artist from the art, thereby paving the way for 

the art to exist in a state of being product. Considering alienation from the body in light of 



98 
 

 

creative practice allows for a more traditional reading of Marxist alienation, where at the height 

of success in the Dominant Art World, contemporary artists actually enact  Marx’s description of 

the factory laborers and their relationship to what is produced. Gregory Sholette mentions the 

ways in which capitalism is dependent upon those who are disadvantaged to support the structure 

of those who maintain privilege, “capitalism has always secretly depended upon certain forms of 

production other than the obvious, male-identified physical labor of the factory or farm. This 

other productivity includes women’s non-waged chores or housework, as well as their sexual 

procreation that literally reproduces the workforce. But it also includes the semi-waged labor of 

students and children and the hidden dependency capital has with forms of slave labor, once an 

essential stage of what Marx described as primitive wealth accumulation,” (Sholette, Dark 

Matter 19). The factories epitomize the separation of worker from product, where art school 

graduates and skilled workers create the work for those who are more established in the 

contemporary art world, “some redundant cultural workers are employed by the mega-studios of 

successful artists. Inside these art factories they might sand and polish resin-cast sculptures or 

even paint entire canvases, often doing so for little more than the minimum wage,” (Sholette 

119).   

The creation of a body of work at the height of capitalist success, exists as a brand that 

while carrying the name of an artist, may not carry a relationship to their life, was quite possibly 

not ever even in contact with the artist’s physical body, let alone made by them, but is still 

marketable for large amounts of money.  The work, while marketed as belonging to an individual 

is part of a much larger network, “what the general art-world emphasis on solo artistic authorship 

masks (but definitely does not hide) is the fact that much art presented by top-tier galleries could 

easily be accompanied by a credit roll similar to the one at the end of any Hollywood movie,” 
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(Buskirk, 323). It becomes about vast production of the saleable, (although what constitutes 

saleable becomes a conversation in itself), an example being found in Damien Hirst’s assistants, 

“despite the hundreds of dot paintings that Hirst has created (or had made for him, since the 

paintings are produced by assistants), examples that have come up to auction have commanded 

upwards of $1 million each on a fairly frequent basis,” (Buskirk 257).  Creative practice becomes 

product via alienation, and art becomes something created to be consumed, with artists creating 

for the purpose of consumption, a passive characteristic.  

At the top tier of the art world is a situation where hired, and sometimes even volunteer, 

creative labor actually creates products in factories for the artist who takes the position of the 

capitalist, who then sells those products via the art industry. Writes Buskirk, “Artists can no 

longer be construed as artisanal holdouts against industrial divisions of labor. But artists who 

send work out to be fabricated or preside over studios of specialized assistants are operating on 

the other side of the process, not victims of such labor efficiencies, but rather controlling the 

assembly line and taking sole credit for work done in their name,” (Buskirk 324).  At the height 

of success, the artist participates in commodity culture and has taken the position of the capitalist 

as described by Marx. Within the neo-liberal facing world, where billionaires like John Mackey, 

owner of Whole Foods seek, “ to liberate the extraordinary power of business and capitalism to 

create a world in which all people live lives full of prosperity, love, and creativity- a world of 

compassion, freedom, and prosperity,” (Aschoff 42), there is a status element in having hired art 

assistants, and no shame in having your work produced for you, be it a painting or a bronze 

sculpture. Buskirk comments on the artist’s frequent use of the term, “we” to indicate, “the fact 

that they are speaking as heads of large operations, where much of the problem solving as well as 

execution is accomplished by operatives with specialized forms of expertise” (324). But while 
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the artist who receives credit for the work or maintains authorship may refer to a collective “we,” 

the collective production takes a backseat to the product, which is credited to the one who 

purchased the labor, who presides as owner of the produced, “in the workshops of major artists 

production is more or less collectivized, as many artist assistants work to realize the designs of 

one. The collective nature of artistic production is routinely overlooked, since the branded 

artistic production and the individual producer alone is valued,” (Moore 4). At the height of 

capitalist success in the dominant art world, the most literal, traditional, and blatant situation of 

Marxist alienation is the situation that plays itself out, realizing alienation in its most basic 

examination with creative practice at its capitalist pinnacle.  

 The workers who participate uphold the hierarchical structure as well, “the growing 

army of surplus art producers apparently prefer to survive by helping to reproduce the familiar 

hierarchies of the art world, the same symbolic and fiscal economic system that guarantees most 

of them will fail,”  (Sholette 119). In this situation, both the specialized laborers creating the 

work, and the artist in whose name the work is created, are alienated from the creative process. 

The work produced, “has more to do with market success than with the impact of critical 

judgment. The larger picture also involves a whole series of relationships that connect galleries, 

museums, biennials, fairs, auctions, and academic programs, through the interwoven activities of 

artists, dealers, curators, critics, and collectors,” (Buskirk 325).  

This separation between the body and creative practice carries a relationship with the 

construction of what art has become, a distillation into commodified product via a brand. The 

ultimate goal is the creation of marketable commodities, and the contemporary art industries uses 

alienated bodies to achieve this, “All needs in a capitalist society are transformed into the need 

for commodities. To be a good parent, one should work long hours to afford more things for their 
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children. To be fulfilled sexually requires a huge and diverse industry. The body, created by 

unhealthy food and a sedentary car-based lifestyle, has become a new focus of capitalist growth 

with billions, (Wall 54).  What is being sold is not only the object, it is the brand of artist as well, 

which is investigated further in relationship to how capitalism creates the artist. A culture is 

created around the hierarchical structure that both reinforces and depends on that hierarchy, as  

well as the labor force of those who are not in positions of power but have the skill sets to 

produce the work of those at the top, “artistic plays with authorship depend on a secure system of 

attribution and valuation that is deeply meshed in a larger, celebrity-driven designer culture,” 

(Buskirk 259).  However, with the money and demand for the construction of the creative 

industry, it still limits the number of artists at the top, and the visibility of work that is available, 

which Gregory Sholette discusses, “despite a proliferation of international biennials, national 

museums, gatekeeper galleries, not-for-profit spaces, and commercial art fairs the same 

acknowledged art luminaries and their proven goods tend to be circulated at all levels of the 

system,” (Sholette 121). The creative economy at its height, which draws a separate sphere for 

the body and its labor, exists within a realm much like that of enclosure, where those who 

already own property or wealth, simply by owning, have the opportunity to amass further. Those 

at the height of fame and success, are further validated by the culture that drives their work 

forward.  

 

Creative Practice as a Material Economy Separated from Life 

The creative economy, with this sphere of economy also being separated from life, 

already existing  in its alienated form, relies on commodity fetishism, which, “in this context 

means the belief that material objects in some way carry certain amounts of energy that 
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constitute their value…this way, all products of human labor can be related to each other as 

quantities of value, while their producers at the same time are separated from each other and do 

not organize production according to any kind of conscious agreement, but instead according to 

the invisible laws of the market,” (Grohmann 143).  Essentially, the development of labor-power 

in creative practice, with the cultivation of a labor force, allows for a separation of the body from 

labor and the creation of art as a marketable product. It allows for the hierarchical dynamic of the 

individual who exists at the top, directing those below, while claiming credit for the work, in an 

alienation of the body even at the utmost height of success.  And it allows for expansion in what 

presents as product, allowing for an increase in potential for revenue, and an increase in the 

ability to claim ownership over new explorations. Incorporating and exploring creative practice 

as a means of financial value, allows for new revenue streams to be examined, “zombie culture 

just chugs on, leading an increasing number of neoliberal theorists to speculate that creative 

work, including artists and art institutions, embody a previously overlooked source of value. Is it 

possible that the protagonist of twenty-first century capitalism is the previous century’s fantasy 

of the alienated artist,” (Sholette 36).  Art becomes a source of wealth and income potential via 

the production of commodities. 

 

Alienation as a Force Shifting Creative Practice Away from the Relational  

David Graeber, when writing about anarchy, states that it is, “primarily concerned with 

forms of practice; it insists, before anything else, that one’s means must be constant with one’s 

ends; one cannot create freedom through authoritarian means; in fact, as much as possible, one 

must oneself, in one’s relations with one’s friends and allies, embody the society one wishes to 

create,” (7).  When applying this perspective to creative practice, full weight is thrown behind 



103 
 

 

the relational in creative practice, with emphasis on the practice throughout, rather than creating 

a hierarchy for an end result or product. However, in contemporary creative art practice, 

relationships become seriously perverted with an emphasis on use value, and these social 

relationships then become something consumed. Silvia Federici maintains that with the 

enclosures a systemic shift from foundational consciousness took place in the transition to 

capitalism, and that this shift is enforced by the State, “knowledge can only become power if it 

can enforce its prescriptions. This means that the mechanical body, the body-machine, could not 

have become a model of social behavior without the destruction by the state of a vast range of 

pre-capitalist beliefs, practices, and social subjects,” (Federici 141).  The institutionalization of 

creative practice is a form of enclosure that enforces alienation with the perpetuation of the 

construction of the individual as primal. In moving away from the relational as foundation, a 

shifting of focus to the artist as an individual becomes the standard and the product (regardless of 

whether that product is a brand of author or a singular object), becomes the object of relevance. 

In this way, contemporary creative practice becomes alienated from a foundation of 

relationships. This could be considered an economy where commodities take precedence, and 

relationships, rather than being a basis for the primal, become commodities as well.  

As stated previously, alienation plays out by separating and creating divisions, thus 

allowing for categorizing functions. This also becomes apparent when considering alienation not 

simply as an action, (grounded in the history of separating peasants from the land and forcing 

them to become workers, moving to work in the factory). Modern enclosures, regulation and 

institutionalization are forms of control that transform the community into individuals who are 

able to consume, “enclosures are not just appropriations of resources. They are also attacks on 
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communities and their practices of commoning. Their primary goal may be the seizure of 

resources, but they also seek to impose a regime change on people.  

Enclosures convert a system of collective management and social mutuality into a market 

order that privileges private ownership, prices, market relationships and consumerism. The goal 

is to treat people as individuals and consumers, not as communities with shared, long-term, 

nonmarket interests,” (Bollier 40).  Alienation becomes grounded not simply in financial 

considerations of the labor force, but in the denial of the inherent relational being of 

consciousness, and in the construction of binaries that function to uphold the hierarchical 

structure that capitalism requires.  Voltairine De Cleyre was one of the leading woman anarchists 

in the United States, a poet, a writer, and a lecturer who was born in 1866 in Michigan. She was 

a witness to the transition from agricultural community to industrial community, with the 

development of capital rooted in industry. When De Cleyre describes alienation, she views it 

from this relational perspective, as a separation that creates hierarchy among people who would 

otherwise be working alongside each other, “with the application of steam-power and the 

development of machinery, came these large groupings of workers, this subdivision of work, 

which has made of the employer a man apart, having interests hostile to those of his employees, 

living in another circle altogether, knowing nothing of them but as so many units of power, to be 

reckoned with as he does his machines,” (Berkman 100).  

Creative practice is inherently relational, its foundation is built upon community, upon 

working with one another, learning from one another, and working together to create. Alan 

Moore recognizes the inherent collaborative and collective nature that resides within creative 

practice when he states, “collective work is an a priori, a reality of creative life. At nearly every 

moment artists are working together in one way or another and under many different 
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arrangements. Without the others, no one can succeed. This basic fact, well known among artists 

of all eras, was put aside in the buildup of the modern artist hero. This neo-romantic position 

served to build the market for modernist art during the period of struggle with the beaux arts 

academies,” (Moore 1). Alienation runs through the contemporary art world by separating 

creative practice from life, by separating radical ideas and striating them as fodder for products 

that can be distributed and consumed, by separating one person creating from another, and 

placing them in a hierarchical structure, where each person vies for recognition.  

However, alienation is relationally affecting all creative practitioners who are engaging 

with the dominant art world, “the near-total privatization, objectification, and marketing of life 

seeks to incorporate even those forms of production that historically claim to stand outside of, or 

against the reach of, capitalism,” (Sholette 35). The Situationists viewed “existing dominant 

society as producing miserable pseudo-games of non-participation” (Cosmonauts 47). The 

spectacle the Situationists referenced creates a world around us, one that can never be directly 

grasped, and relationships that become of use, rather than simply inherent. In Society of the 

Spectacle, Guy Debord wrote that, “society has become what ideology already was… systematic 

organization of the failure of the faculty of encounter and its replacement by a hallucinatory 

social fact, the false consciousness of encounter, the illusion of encounter. In a society where no 

one can any longer be recognized by others, every individual becomes unable to recognize their 

own reality. Alienation exists in the form of separation of the worker from relationships with 

others, the worker is alienated from their life.  

 Alienation from community impacts creative practitioners by putting the focus on the 

development of their individual body of work as prioritized above all else. Relationships become 

used for networking, with the goal of self-promotion,  “as the entrepreneur of its own self, the 
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neoliberal subject has no capacity for relationships with others that might be free of purpose. Nor 

do entrepreneurs know what purpose-free friendship would even look like. Originally, being free 

meant being among friends. Freedom and friendship have the same root in Indo-European 

languages. Fundamentally, freedom signifies a relationship,” (Han 3). The relationship without 

purpose becomes lost in the Dominant Art World where social circles and connections pave the 

way for the potential of new exhibitions or other opportunities.  Some of this relational alienation 

also becomes evident by the way in which artists now self-regulate their creative practice and 

careers.  

  

The Artist as Capitalist subject, Rebuilding of Subjectivity 

Antonio Gramsci wrote that “there is no human activity from which every form of 

intellectual participation can be excluded: homo faber cannot be separated from homo sapiens. 

Each man, outside his professional activity, carries some form of intellectual activity, that is, he 

is a philosopher, an artist, a man of taste, he participates in a particular conception of the world,” 

(Gramsci 9). Gramsci sees no division in who gets to think, who is privileged to create, whose 

life includes work, and not category assigned as a result of those actions. However, while Marx 

writes about the laborer, being alienated from his product, alienation is now the dominant 

language of Western creative culture, and we are alienated from far more than simply the product 

of our work. Alienation indicates a division and separation, whether it functions to separate a 

person’s living space from their work place, the worker from product, the person from person. 

Contributing to the cultivation of individualism and competition, “capitalism created a social 

order that depends on all of us acting in our so-called self-interest by climbing on the backs of 

others and pushing our way to the top. But there is no top: there’s no light at the end of the tunnel 
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or salvation in this exploitative social order,” (Ghazarian 18).  Our relationship with both 

ourselves and others becomes alienated.  

The Situationists discuss how we have become alienated from our whole lives. Writes 

Carol Ehrilich in a conversation between feminism and Situationism,  “people are not only 

producers and consumers in the narrow economic sense, but the very structure of their daily lives 

is based on commodity relations...this has inevitably alienated people from their lives, not just 

their labor...the stage is set, the action unfolds, we applaud when we think we are happy, we 

yawn when we think we are bored, but we cannot leave the show, because there is no world 

outside the theater for us to go to,” (Ehrlich 62). Capitalism doesn’t simply alienate, it fully 

subsumes. Capitalism now creates capitalist subjects. Within capitalist society, creative practice 

has developed in relationship with the alienation that results from the evolution of enclosures and 

primitive accumulation and that relational alienation results in the cultivation of personalities and 

subjectivities that exist in the spirit of capitalism. The artist is one of these capitalist 

subjectivities.  

What are the implications of taking away the land through the enclosures? This practice 

of privatization that benefits the wealthy, centuries old, gives an insight into the capitalist 

practice of re-making the subject as a capitalist subject. The alienation existing within capitalism 

isn’t simply a separation or division, it exists as a way of constructing new categories, built upon 

those divisions. Workers are a class of people, a category, built from separation of land from 

person, so that separation remains buried within the created category. By categorizing 

individuals and applying labels that begin to define the person, it separates them from their lived 

experience, “the state classifies the diversity of its citizens and humanity is received only 

secondhand, by representation,” (Schiller 41). With the initial enclosures, removal of the 
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peasants from the land, to find a means of subsistence, they were forced to relocate to cities, to 

work in the factories. What occurs is not simply a question of material need and the need to 

survive, to move from living on the land to working in a factory, it is an othering of subjectivity. 

With the construction of the role of a worker, a classification stemming from alienation, is now 

re-built as a category for the way in which individuals fit into the system. It is possible to 

construct subjectivity by categories that constitute the individual unit. The person becomes a 

worker. Capitalism redesigns a person, newly formed around the creation of financial surplus. 

Each category created exists in a relationship with that financial surplus and acts as an indicator 

of value.  

While considering  the construction of the artist as a capitalist subjectivity,  the case rests 

on the category for identification as being perpetuated by capitalist intentions and defined by 

capitalist indications. It is no large leap to then apply this to creative practice, and the identifying 

categorization of artist. Gramsci stated, “all men are intellectuals, one could therefore say: but 

not all men have in society the function of intellectuals” (9). To create and use the categorization 

of artist, is a differentiating factor that places value; its use is to imply that others are not artists.  

To categorize as an artist, allows for a codification that can enable commodification 

through branding. Foucault discusses this via authorship. The artist presents as a transition, a 

place at which discourse, as defined by Foucault as action, becomes codified by cultural systems 

as being ascribed to one person or another, thereby losing the fluidity of the dialogic. Foucault 

states, “the author’s name is not simply an element in a discourse… it performs a certain role 

with regard to narrative discourse, assuring a classificatory function” (949). Foucault, when 

discussing the movement of power discourse, discusses the way that the hierarchical structure is 

played out upon the individual, the subject being produced as the place where structural 
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domination is played out. Authorship becomes fixed when someone becomes the producer of a 

discourse, and that which is produced becomes identifiable as such.  It then allows for the 

cultivation of the hierarchical structure that can grant privilege for those at the top, for a standard 

in who is an artist receiving the utmost status and who is not. Foucault looks at the relevance that 

authors carry as signifiers of cultural privilege, those who are able to speak and be listened to, as 

“markers inserted in discourses that were supposed to be received as statements of demonstrated 

truth,” (951). Indeed, Derek Wall states that culture in the form of a brand is more important than 

the physical properties of a good, (47), which gives an indication of why the Dominant Art 

World is able to commodify even that which seems unmarketable. “What is striking in these 

examples is not only the play with the everyday, but the way such gestures have been absorbed 

into an art market that has somehow become that much stronger, having realigned itself on 

principles that don’t depend on traditional evidence of skill or rarity. But one element that 

certainly has not gone away is the emphasis on the artist’s name as a means of affirming the 

importance of a range of objects and situations,” (Buskirk 251).   

Capitalism relies on the brand of the artist to develop financial benefit from the activity 

and productivity of the artist.  The artist as a brand and the weight that the name of the individual 

carries is also discussed by Critical Art Ensemble, “the individual's signature is still the prime 

collectible, and access to the body associated with the signature is a commodity that is desired 

more than ever- so much so, that the obsession with the artist’s body has made its way into 

progressive and alternate art networks. Even community art has its stars, its signatures, and its 

bodies,” (Sholette 169).  

The need for the market to assign an author is demonstrated through the inclusion of art 

collectives in institutional collections or showcases and how that translates into marketability for 
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contemporary galleries and dealers. The emphasis on the individuals within the collective 

indicate the relevance of  authorship and its relationship to the enclosures of the Dominant Art 

System and the market. In the example of the Paper Rad Collective, authorship in relationship to 

consumerism becomes evident. Paper Rad was discussed by Gregory Sholette, as a three person 

art collective that worked across media and received attention for their collaboratively produced 

works. Taken from their website, their biography states that they, “ synthesize popular material 

from television, video games, and advertising, reprogramming these references with an 

exuberantly neo-primitivist digital aesthetic,” (Paper Rad). Their website, at face value, denies 

authorship, with no prominent individual names. However, as their collective gained more 

attention and became included in commercial galleries in an effort to sell their collaborative 

work, the dealer who worked with them decided that it was necessary to fully distinguish each 

collective member from one another. He organized three separate shows, one for each member, 

“reassuring anxious collectors that behind the group’s communal persona lie three distinct 

talents,” (Sholette 28).  

In his exploration of discourse in The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel De Certeau 

considers how people become signs,  he analyzes why an individual would choose to limit 

through categorization of their work. He believes it ties in to a desire for recognition, to leave a 

trace,  “to find in a discourse the means of transforming themselves into a unit of meaning, into 

an identity…It does not matter who the person is that is moved by this passion, eager to finally 

have or be a name, to be called, to be transformed into a saying, even at the price of his life,” (De 

Certeau 149). In addition to material need and artists following a path of marketability out of 

financial need, does there exist, in the contemporary art realm, a desire for recognition that 
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shapes the way creative practitioners choose the trajectory of their work and are complicit in 

developing themselves as a brand?  

Martha Buskirk recognizes that marketing has become interrelated with the relational, so 

part of brand development, building an art career, includes, “going to art openings, noshing with 

collectors, chatting with curators, hanging out with artists- all of these are important parts of the 

art professional’s current job description” (281). In creative practice, if people are becoming 

signs or brands, and the practice becoming consumable products, why does there also exist a 

pretense of doing the opposite among collaborative groups?  

Using Paper Rad as an example, Sholette discusses the commercial branding of their 

collective, regardless of their initial position of resisting authorship and the presentation of their 

work as created with an aura that implies an existence outside of the mainstream. Their website 

represents as refusing identity and now displays the following: 

 paper rad is a company non profit formed by contributing gang members 

of paper radio, paper rodeo, and radical nation. 

we are making books and plan to make 

more things. like movies rock concerts 

and plays and audio stories. 

An attitude that feels nonchalant, hip, open to collaboration is being projected in the introduction 

of who they are. However, Sholette writes about the release of a zine, “BJ & the Dogs 2,” that 

represented itself as being produced by Paper Rad, but was not in fact created by the collective. 

He states, “soon after it appeared online, Paper Rad’s attorney responded with a Cease and 

Desist letter posted on the groups blog. It called the imposters identity thieves who had stolen the 

authentic trio’s copyrighted images, likeness, and names” (28). The group also assured those 
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visiting their website of their authenticity by saying that they were the “real” Paper Rad. There is 

an element of recognition and status in authorship, that correlates with marketability and 

consumption and defining one’s territory, laying claim to one’s brand, becomes a necessary 

function in the pursuit of a recognized place within the current contemporary landscape. These 

traits of capitalism are contrary to creative practice itself, “the prevailing dogmas of market 

individualism, private property rights, and neoliberal economics cannot, and will not, deliver the 

kind of change we need,” (Bollier 7). 

 The identification with the term artist reduces artistic practice to individual ownership, 

rather than treating individuality and community as mutually interrelated, with the existence of 

art as a fluid moving act. Art cannot be contained in a singular unit or assigned a moment of 

definition and culmination. To title oneself an artist is a limiting feature, “a functional principle 

by which, in our culture, one limits, excludes, and chooses, one impedes free circulation, the free 

manipulation, the free composition, decomposition, and re-composition of fiction,” (Foucault 

953) and it functions to allow for commodification not only of the individual, but of the 

produced. If the implication is that one is an artist and another is not, the label has begun to carry 

fixed meanings, to offer a grounding point for identification and knowing of a person, as well as 

a potential indicator of some status, however that may be interpreted. To call one an artist, a 

singular producer of art, directs the possibilities for art and for where it resides, or who produces 

it. There are several considerations in the formation of the artist, in the treatment of both the 

person and the thing produced. But clearly, the problem of authorship has not been resolved in a 

contemporary art culture.  De Certeau looks at claims to authorship as creating an individual 

fiction, “in forgetting the collective inquiry in which he is inscribed, in isolating the object of his 

discourse from its historical genesis, an “author” in effect denies his real situation. He creates the 
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fiction of a place of his own…every particular study is a many-faceted mirror… reflecting the 

exchanges, readings, and confrontations that form the conditions of its possibility,” (De Certeau 

44). Oli Mould writes the perspective of the artist as such as being created as a result of wealth, 

“the wealthy began to commission great works of art, and the more impressive they were, the 

more status they granted the commissioner. In combination with a phase of romanticized 

individualism, we saw the privatization of creativity. The artist producing the work became 

increasingly important, a development that, over time, wrenched artistic production out of the 

collective social arena, individualized the creative process, and gave birth to the modern 

conception of the creative genius” (7). Mould sees a direct correlation between the artist, as an 

individual, and commodification and wealth.   

A part of the spectularization of culture, for Debord, is the perpetuation of the role of the 

star, individuals designated to fill a particular position that reinforces capitalism systemically, by 

demonstrating a seemingly attainable goal of being in a top hierarchical position culturally, as 

well as by claiming a singular or primary organizing point that relies on the fallacy of an 

individual. To call oneself an artist, is to promote oneself as an individual unit that embodies art, 

something that can be categorized and organized. Gramsci stated, “non-intellectuals do not exist” 

(9), meaning that all people have claim to this distinction, therefore making the term mute. The 

term artist could be similarly considered.  
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     CHAPTER THREE  

Perpetuating Continual Growth and Scarcity 

In current contemporary art practice, a Malthusian perspective of not enough for 

everyone is applied to artistic career success and coupled with the need for continual growth for 

the success of the art market. This paradoxical relationship–not enough while simultaneously 

cultivating exponential growth–creates competition that is damaging to our cultural landscape  

and prioritizes a value system that replaces unique creative exploration with measurable 

capitalist success in the evaluation of what constitutes creative accomplishment. This 

competition between artists, rather than the growing of a collaborative community, becomes a 

core feature of contemporary art culture, and its effects are discussed herein. This chapter 

explores the growth of the Dominant Art World as it moves beyond simply expanding the 

definition of art to include mediums such as performance, durational,  or conceptual artwork, and 

continues its search for new financial  arenas, expanding the industry to now capitalize upon 

creative relationships and the building of community itself.  Using research from Gregory 

Sholette and his explanation of Dark Matter, this chapter examines the projection of scarcity and 

elitism as being indicators of success in the arts. This has the effect of reinforcing the industry 

with creative practitioners attempting to work harder and engage with one another as a means to  

raise their own personal careers in the hierarchical structure. Oli Mould, in Against Creativity, 

discusses the infiltration of marketability and economic considerations into all aspects of daily 

life. Mould states, “every decision we take then becomes an act of weighing up the costs and 

benefits of choosing one option over another. If I hug my child now, will it help her become a 

more confident and employable adult? If I go for a run now, will it mean I’m more productive 
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later? Swipe left or right for love” (11). Later in this chapter, considering a contemporary 

example from the Dominant Art World in Netvrrk, a business project of arts writer Paddy 

Johnson, this research examines the drive for creative practitioners to measure their success by 

getting more shows, seeking more visibility, selling more, and becoming more of a branded 

commodity.  

This research examines the foundation of the cultural projection of scarcity in the writing 

of Thomas Malthus, in his 1798 publication, “An Essay on the Principle of Population.” This 

exploration argues that Malthusian perspective, founded on the idea that “the power of 

population is indefinitely greater than the power in the earth to produce subsistence for man,”  

(Malthus ch. 1), pervades  western culture and lays groundwork for a hierarchical constructions 

of who and why certain demographics simply should carry privilege. Within the Malthusian 

perspective of economic poverty, human rights exist as rights only for the privileged and those 

who are able to afford their sustenance. Extending that core capitalist concept to creative 

practice, this chapter recognizes the challenges faced by creative people, with a perpetuated 

attitude of not enough for everyone, as individuals are forced to compete in the realm of creative 

practice, enveloped by institutional structures that overproduce the labor force and perpetuate a 

hierarchical structure where few are able to attain institutional mainstream success. Those who 

do not attain success are held responsible for their ineptitude, or the implication is present, that if 

they simply worked harder, had a better attitude, and did something further, that they too could 

achieve similar success. Oprah Winfrey, as an example of someone who has risen to the heights 

of success within capitalist culture, shares that, “the boundaries and limitations that prevent us 

from living our Utopia are those we have created in our own mind and have made a part of our 

reality,” (Aschoff 78), placing the responsibility for financial success or failure upon the 
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individual, while those who rise to the heights of success in their careers are simultaneously 

considered to have earned this success beyond others. The implication with this perspective is 

that this heightened level of success is available to everyone, and that if someone was to simply 

do things differently, (that is, better and more), that they too could achieve in a similar way or on 

a similar scale. Guy Debord discusses this in the Society of the Spectacle, when he argues that 

the celebrity embodies a seemingly possible role, “celebrities exist to act out various styles of 

living and viewing society- unfettered, free to express themselves globally. They embody the 

inaccessible result of social labor by dramatizing its byproducts magically projected above it as 

its goal: power and vacations, decision and consumption” (60). In actuality, the hierarchical 

structure with people attaining the utmost level of success is a pyramid, and is also dependent on 

having limited access to positions of power, fame, and success. Within a hierarchical structure 

there is not access for all to the top.  Derek Wall, in Economics After Capitalism writes that, 

“economic growth does not even remove poverty; the richest generally see the greatest gains, 

and the poorest are usually separated from the resources to which they previously had access” 

(54).  Therefore, to an extent, Malthusian perspective is correct, there is not enough for everyone. 

Everyone cannot achieve to the level of those who are at the top. However, to counter 

Malthusian theory, using Proudhon’s argument that there truly is enough for everyone, by 

extending this position beyond material need to the realm of creative commons and the ability to 

practice and be fulfilled within creative practice, a framework is laid for a shift away from 

hierarchically structured creative practice toward a cultural commons of creativity that exists 

outside of monetized intentions or use value.  
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A Brief Introduction of Characteristics of Neoliberalism in Contemporary Art  

This chapter’s topics delve into a conversation around neoliberal ideology and the 

neoliberal impact upon creative practice. A brief explanation is provided here as an entry point to 

the following conversation and places neoliberal perspective in a position of deregulation and 

privatization, that celebrates individualism and promotes the possibility of individual 

accomplishment under a guise of collaboration. Freedom becomes cultivated as a freedom to 

build your own person, as long as that person is working. Neoliberalism can also be seen as a 

justification of the property rights of the wealthy, paralleling Malthus, who is written about 

below, with the idea of individual rights and private property as the cornerstone of economic 

thought and policy.  For concise definition of neoliberal ideals David Harvey offers this 

explanation, “neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic practices that 

proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial 

freedoms and skills within an institutional framework  characterized by strong private property 

rights, free markets, and free trade”.(2)  Neoliberal ideology actually cultivates a type of 

creativity and encourages individuals to be this kind of creative, with an understanding that it 

parallels verifiable financial outcome. Oli Mould also sees a tight relationship between 

neoliberalism and being creative. Mould presents neoliberalism as being “about the 

marketization of everything, the imprinting of economic rationalities into the deepest recesses of 

everyday life”. (11) Understanding the relationship between neoliberalism and individual 

creativity as economic booster is essential because to be able to explore what a creative 

commons could be one must be able to differentiate between the creativity of neoliberalism and 

the commodification of all aspects of daily life, and a creative practice that can be held 

commonly, which is one that exists as an alternate to neoliberal prospects. Mould offers a simple 
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definition that can be used when looking at creative commons as an alternate, versus cultivation 

of the creativity found in the Dominant Art Worlds:  

Being creative today means seeing the world around you as a resource to fuel your inner 

entrepreneur. Creativity is a distinctly neoliberal trait because it feeds the notion that the 

world and everything in it can be monetized. The language of creativity has been 

subsumed by capitalism. (12)  

To further identify neoliberal characteristics allows for differentiation between them and the 

topic of creative commons that will be discussed in greater length later in the research. One way 

of looking at the extent of neoliberal ideology is to consider those at the forefront of its 

perpetuation, those who have achieved the goals and promises of neoliberal thinking or practice.   

When Nicole Aschoff references who she terms have become the New Prophets of 

Capitalism in her recent book, she is referring to members of the super elite with their voices 

stemming from an ability to accumulate wealth. This success in wealth accumulation has placed 

them in a position of power with perceived authority on the merits of capitalism, and suggests 

the potential for everyone to achieve similar outcomes. The prophets who include John Mackey, 

the CEO of Whole Foods, and Bill and Melinda Gates, are examples of neo-liberal capitalism as 

they share about how capitalism can be different from its roots and can be shaped to benefit 

everyone. The prophets demonstrate doing things differently, “businesses incorporated the 

demands of workers and students for flexibility and autonomy by replacing the archetypal 

Company Man with self-organized, networked, creative individuals with little job security and 

lots of stress” (Aschoff 7).  However, replacing that “company man” creates a work force based 

upon precariousness and calling for a willingness to be continually agile, willing to work simply 

for the experience of working, a line on a resume, or the opportunity to build relationships and 
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make connections. Gregory Sholette provides extensive insight into the relationship between 

neoliberalism and the art world and identifies neoliberal characteristics and how they affect the 

individual: 

a new socio-economic regime emerged whose salient features, as we have seen, include 

the amplification of global surplus populations, labor redundancies, and individual risk, 

the implementation of novel workplace disciplines based on flexibility, “creativity,” and 

individual entrepreneurship, and the enclosure of public spaces, histories, and even 

affects by private, corporate interests. (62) 

This shift toward flexibility and individuality within neoliberalism also causes those within the 

contemporary art world to become more focused on the economic goals of their creative practice, 

how to make money and support themselves with their art. Creative practice becomes an industry 

of wealth generation, not only for those purchasing and selling art, but for those producing it as 

well.  

 Sholette discusses contemporary art as an industry, one that replicates the business 

world,  “the shift toward privatization also affects the content of art, and the exaggerated 

differences between a few successful artists and all others… appears to reflect the ultra-

competitive rules of business” (117). What is considered art in the current dominant art world 

also pursues and presents a pseudo sense of freedom, with an acceptance and encouragement of 

creativity that also encourages competition. Byung-Chul Han in his book, Psycho-Politics 

describes neoliberal effects, “individual freedom amounts to servitude inasmuch as Capital lays 

hold of it and uses it for its own propagation. That is, Capital exploits individual freedom in 

order to breed, it is not the individuals who are set free by free competition: it is rather, capital 

which is set free” (4). Freedom has become interpreted as competition. “The freedom of Capital 
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achieves self-realization by way of individual freedom” (Han 4). In this way, there is no longer 

responsibility placed upon an employer, each person in the art world becomes responsible for the 

production of their careers, not only the making of the work, but the arena surrounding it as well. 

The success of an individual becomes the individual’s responsibility, but it is implied that failure 

rests upon a lack in the larger arena of what should be done to articulate a successful career.  

In the following pages, consider this brief analysis of neoliberalism and how it 

perpetuates the field of art. There is always more to be done; you could work harder, or actually, 

“work smarter,” according to countless neoliberal business advice websites, and even with the 

idea of working smarter, the ultimate outcome is increased productivity. The decision to compete 

is yours and the implication is that the responsibility for interpreted career failures that may 

ensure, whether its not achieving recognition, getting enough art shows, or exhibiting at 

prestigious venues rests with you because of a logical deficit that could be analyzed or 

articulated, potentially then rectified if you simply worked smarter.  

 

Malthusian Perspective and Not Enough For Everyone  

In addition to building upon alienation and the perpetuation of exploitation of 

disenfranchised demographics of people, capitalism is in a paradoxical situation being built on 

the need for continual growth and accumulation while simultaneously perpetuating that there is 

not enough for everyone. This leads naturally to determinations of growth for whom and need for 

whom. Guy Debord writes about the poverty of everyday life, as intentional poverty created to 

uphold class systems. He writes about scarcity as related to time and quality of daily life, “the 

use of everyday life is governed by the reign of scarcity, scarcity of free time and scarcity of 

possible uses of this free time (92). Before looking at the ways growth and consumption coupled 
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with scarcity translates into the expansion of the field of contemporary art, examining the 

systemic history of the need to grow as coupled with portrayals of supply shortage demonstrates 

that this contradiction has been perpetuated throughout the development of western capitalism, 

and is used as a means of social control that ultimately influences economic power. When 

Thomas Malthus, an 18th century British economist, developed his theory of population, he not 

only conveyed the inherent lack of ability for all to have their basic needs met, “the power of 

population is indefinitely greater than the power in the earth to produce subsistence for man” (ch. 

1), meaning that there was not enough food to satisfy the population, but he also linked physical 

need to morality, believing that those who were fortunate deserved to be in their situation and 

that those in need were responsible for the situation that they were in. He articulated the belief 

that poverty and reliance on aid was a moral disgrace. He justified a vilification of poverty by 

blaming the poor for perpetuating the cycle of poverty by having children.  

This perspective, one that places individuals as culpable for their material need, is 

reflected by Gilman-Opalsky as being carried throughout in contemporary and neoliberal thought 

and also related to valuing and perpetuating individual independence and resourcefulness versus 

collective action, “capitalist thinking interprets reality as if each individual is personally 

responsible for who she is and for her lived reality, as if each person is her own private property. 

The mythology of spectacular capitalism casts all forms of interdependence as evidence of weak-

willed parasitic or lazy dependency, and all forms of cooperation as insufficiently ambitious or 

competitive”. (45)  Those reliant on State aid were the populations displaced from the commons 

and discarded by the transition to capitalism itself, or people provided with limited options for 

survival, primarily options that would serve to produce wealth for those in a greater and already 

established financial position. Malthus advocated strongly for ideas that are still evident in 
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contemporary culture, found in perpetuations of American values of self-reliance, for example 

the commonly identified cultural values of being a self-made man, or  pulling oneself up by one’s 

bootstraps. The idea is simply that hard work and independence translate into wealth and 

financial security and that poor people are responsible for their poverty, rather than a recognition 

that our society and who benefits in it is a socio-economic system that has been set up to hold in 

place class constructions. Malthus demonstrates his complete adherence to the ideology of 

capitalism, when he argues against welfare for those most in need from a perspective that uses 

capital as the constant, and those in poverty as the component that could have a result on the 

overall market-surplus. He is considering those populations as labor-surplus, in the context of 

how they can contribute to the economy.  

Malthus’s argument demonstrates the normalization of the new (relatively speaking, for 

the time of his analysis), economic system over that of lives of the poor when he explains the 

harmful impact that raising wages with a governmental subsidy would have: 

Suppose that by a subscription of the rich, the eighteen pence a day which men earn now 

as made up of five shillings, it might be imagined, perhaps, that they would then be able 

to live comfortably and have a piece of meat every day for their dinners. But this would 

be a very false conclusion. The transfer of three shillings and sixpence a day to every 

labourer would not increase the quantity of meat in the country. There is not at present 

enough for all to have a decent share. What would then be the consequence? The 

competition among the buyers in the market of meat would rapidly raise the price from 

sixpence or sevenpence, to two or three shillings in the pound, and the commodity would 

not be divided among many more than it is at present. (ch. 5) 
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Malthus is not concerned here with the availability of meat for everyone. Federici also studied 

the changing eating habits of the lower class at the time, as a shift from being able to subsist 

when relying on the commons, to the above disappearance of meat from tables. (77) Rather than 

suggesting a way to ensure everyone have access to meat (which was noted by Federici, that 

most peasants did, in fact, eat regularly during Feudal times before the enclosures and 

privatization of the land which furthered their disparity), Malthus considers capitalism as 

unshakeable, a bottom line where the normative value, that is, supply and demand, would simply 

raise the cost of meat, holding it as a commodity for the wealthy. He continues, “[W]hen an 

article is scarce, and cannot be distributed to all, he that can shew the most valid patent, that is, 

he that offers the most money, becomes the possessor… it is of little consequence whether the 

lowest members of society possess eighteen pence or five shillings. They must at all events be 

reduced to live upon the hardest fare and in the smallest quantity”. (ch. 5) In these statements, 

Malthus sought to justify poverty and material need, and created a situation where people are 

responsible for the economic situation they find themselves in. This lays groundwork for a 

hierarchical structure where one may fight to achieve individual success by any means, may 

justify another’s misfortune or be held responsible for  their own misfortune. The perspective of 

being responsible for your economic situation and being able to change your situation if you just 

work hard enough, is one widely held in contemporary culture today. In the Dominant Art World 

this translates to being responsible for the successes of your art career, and able to control the 

levels of success you may encounter, as you compete for limited resources (in the form of artistic 

recognition and exhibitions, etc.)  

Economic poverty becomes treated as a result of overpopulation rather than a result of 

exploitation by the wealthy and a State designed to protect their economic interests. Coinciding 
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with any legal actions or enforcement is a perpetuation of value or belief systems that change 

over time to support the institutions in power. An example of this would be the shifting role of 

women from the public or private spheres based on the workforce and labor needs of the time. 

What results from a perspective that places the accountability for poverty on overpopulation and 

lack of material supply is a structure that places the blame with those who are in the position of 

poverty. In a similar way, when Malthus began to link morality to material possessions and 

wealth, the perspective that became institutionally perpetuated was that those in positions of 

power were unquestionably deserving of their positions and seen as having, somehow, earned 

them, when the structures that upheld these positions originated in actuality as a way to allow 

people who owned property to simply increase their property ownership by using that ownership 

as an advantage over others less fortunate. This works to also normalize property ownership, as 

well as the status of the wealthy, as naturally above those less fortunate. There is also a 

justification for keeping the poor in their positions, not only with the indication that they deserve 

it, but that nothing could be done to remedy it, “If the poor in the workhouses were to live better 

than they do now, this new distribution of the money of the society would tend more 

conspicuously to depress the condition of those out of the workshouses by occasioning a rise in 

the price of provisions”. (ch. 5) The wealthy are seen within the culture as morally deserving of 

their status and the privilege that accompanies it and, likewise, for those in poverty. The 

responsibility for their impoverishment lies with those it afflicts, creating the implication that 

they should be able to remedy the situation. Due to the perspective that the poor are responsible 

for their plight, in his writings Malthus also denied basic rights to those in poverty, believing that 

the poor did not even merit love or family, that the only redemption for an individual in poverty 
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was to live in isolation, not contributing to population growth and, thereby, not further 

perpetuating the ill regarded state.  

Proudhon believed that the root of political struggle lay in economic struggle, grounding 

systemic ideological shifts in a system which was adapting its legal structure to uphold the 

privilege of the wealthy. He writes in opposition to Malthusian theory, noting the way in which 

the link between morality and financial security has impacted all facets of society: 

Everything is Malthusian. It is in the name of God and his holy providence, in the name 

of morality, in the name of the sacred interests of the family, that they maintain that there 

is not room in the country for all the children of the country, and that they warn our 

women to be less prolific. In France, in spite of the desire of the people, in spirit of the 

national belief, eating and drinking are regarded as privileges, labor a privilege, family a 

privilege, country a privilege. (Proudhon 19)  

The centuries-long transition from a place where the poor were stripped of the commons they 

relied upon to a place where privilege is not only private property, but privilege, also, amounts to 

survival and having human needs met, is a foundation for capitalism that is reflected throughout 

its facets. Voltairine De Cleyre echoes this sentiment, when she states, “ everyone has the right 

to life! What mockery! When the control of the necessities of life is given to the few by the 

State… verily you do take my life when you take that whereby I live”. (399) De Cleyre 

recognizes the relationship between the State as making laws that upheld property and quality of 

life for those who were already in position of power and further disenfranchised the poor. 

Proudhon, who strongly opposed property owners who appropriated the labor of others, distills 

the Malthusian system down to luck, in essence whether or not an individual was born lucky 

enough to own property:  
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In order to better grasp the thought of Malthus, let us translate it into philosophical 

propositions by stripping it of its rhetorical gloss: individual liberty and property, which 

is its expression, are economical data; equality and solidarity are not. Under this system, 

each one by himself, each one for himself...whoever has neither income nor wages has no 

right to demand anything of others; his misfortune falls on his own head: in the game of 

fortune, luck has been against him. (67)  

 

In this way, capitalism faults the poor for their plight, but how does this relate to creative 

practice?  

The concept of not enough for everyone, and that those who are lacking are responsible 

for their poverty (whether financial, intellectual, etc.), finds its way into many contemporary 

conversations, including those in creative practice and the contemporary art realms. Competition 

and Malthusian theory carry on an interdependent conversation in which certain people maintain 

an elevated position over others and are assumed to deserve it as their rightful place, perhaps be 

“better than” others, when in actuality, competition within the arts is contributing to a 

hierarchical perspective that reinforcing a few carrying privilege while others go without. 

Gregory Sholette examines the relationship to overproduction of labor force with a projection of 

scarcity in success when he states:  

The art industry must ghettoize the majority of its qualified participants in order to 

generate artistic value. But this dark surplus creativity does not function to lower artistic 

labor costs or the price of artistic goods, as in Marx’s classic formula. Rather, the army of 

under and semi-employed cultural workers performs a price-enhancing role, though only 

with regard to a limited number of artworks by a select group of artists whose labor is in 

turn lavishly rewarded. (120)  
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In the most explicitly capitalist scenario, the art world becomes a hierarchical pyramid structure.   

Intrinsic to the nature of capitalism is the downplaying of the relationships and the 

significance of relational consciousness. The denial of interpersonal relationships as a foundation 

of consciousness, but the simultaneous regulation and control over those relationships is evident 

in the Malthusian theory that still pervades capitalist perspective today. Malthus believed that the 

enslavement of one group of humanity was necessary for the success of another. Proudhon 

recognized the State as reinforcing Malthusian perspective with legislation that kept the 

disenfranchised in their positions, stating the institutions believe that, “pauperism is a permanent 

element of civilization; that the enslavement of one portion of humanity is necessary to the glory 

of another; that those who maintain contrary are dangerous dreamers who deserve to be shot; that 

is the basis of the State”. (22) To enforce that hierarchy, society began to regulate the lower 

classes by regulating their social relations, including love and family, “a laborer who marries 

without being able to support a family may…be considered as an enemy to all his fellow 

laborers”. (ch. 5) This further demonstrates a topic frequently discussed herein, that is, the reach 

of capitalism into all aspects of life, not only certain aspects of time (work or leisure), but 

relationships as well.  

 

The Capture and Commodification of the Dematerialized; An Expectation that Creative 

Practice Contributes to the Economy  

The need for continual growth is inherent in capitalism and it also drives contemporary 

creative practice, “to survive capitalism must grow forever. New economic niches must be 

exploited by constructing new needs” (Wall 121). This differentiates itself from the attribute of 

experimentation which pervades the spirit of creative practice. Experiment also explores the new, 
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however its growth isn’t necessarily measurable. This pursuit of an experiment is a search for the 

unknown and leads to unending passageways and unlimited possibilities, (the following chapter 

herein elaborates on the relevance of the experiment for creative practice), that allows for 

expansion or growth but without necessitated success or result. Growth within capitalism is 

contained and can be measured economically. Within the Dominant Art World continual growth 

has translated into financial growth for the industry, presenting in the way that any other industry 

might grow, with the introduction of new products, the development and marketing of brands, 

and by finding ways to capitalize on that which originally seemed to evade commodification.  

Claire Bishop comments on the economic drive behind creativity, when she writes about 

policies in the 2000’s in the UK and later in the Netherlands  to cultivate creativity. She looks for 

the relationship between the economy and such words as participation, creativity, and 

community when she states, “these terms no longer occupy a subversive, anti-authoritarian force, 

but have become a cornerstone of post-industrial economic policy”. (14) The expansion of the art 

industry includes finding ways to market language and practices that may have seemed to 

subvert or reject that industry previously.  Bishop explores the intricate relationship between art 

and the economy in her research with Relational Aesthetics, relevant for its difficulty in 

commodifying the movement as singular saleable objects.  

Relational Aesthetics as a movement, and many of its projects with their nod to creating 

convivial situations and a friendship culture, (Bourriaud 32) offer examples as neoliberalism 

applied to contemporary art as it becomes apolitical but markets experience. Nicholas Bourriaud, 

offering examples of the micro-utopias no longer critical of society but instead cultivating 

relationships, describes several works from the 1990’s involving eating in restaurants or being 

served food. Cafes serving coffee as art piece, handing out text to diners who were eating on 
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their own, relaxation areas set up in galleries, these are the moments of sociability that the 

Relational Aesthetics movement presented. These moments of relation were presented in the 

context of artwork, existing within the perimeters to designate it as such, and were also argued to 

exist as resisting commodification. However, Sholette’s describes the move away from object 

based work as still fitting in to neoliberal aesthetics, “the aesthetic formalisms long associated 

with dominant post-war critics such as Clement Greenberg and Michael Fried were 

unconditionally replaced not only by so-called neo-expressionist painting, but also in general by 

an interpretative artistic vocabulary based on social history, cultural identity, even value to a 

specific community”. (62) This particular conversation around branding, marketability, and a 

sense of relationship where relationship becomes that builds the brand can be found not only in 

the need for artists to promote by building relationships within the art world, via networking, but 

within the development of relationship as marketable artworks as well, especially through the 

development of Relational Aesthetics as an institutionally recognized creative practice.   

Relational Aesthetics simply produces events or experiences, rather than concrete 

products,  “resulting in an emphasis on social function hardly at odds with the general dynamics 

of the art world” (Buskirk 281), and despite seeming to claim non-individualized perspective, 

“particular works stand out as distinctly authored,”. (Bishop 209) Claire Bishop discuses Rikrit 

Tiravanija as a well established (if not the most successful), Relational Aesthetics artist, and his 

development of practice that creates, “intensifying convivial relations for a small group of 

people…” and that it, “produces greater exclusivity vis-a-vis the general public,”(Bishop 209). 

Branding and marketing maintains a hold over creative practice even for collectives, 

collaboratives, and creative practices that seem to take a stand against commodification or 

authorship. Commodification even carries a contemporary relationship with the term artist itself.  
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Relational Aesthetics is discussed in further detail in her introduction chapter, with a 

section entitled, Creativity and Cultural Policy. Bishop studies the New Labour practices in the 

UK, where the “production and reception of the arts was therefore reshaped within a political 

logic in which audience figures and marketing statistics became essential to securing public 

funding” (13), directly linking creative practice to the financial economy. Neoliberalism 

encourages a creativity that carries a relationship with the market, and places responsibility for 

failure or success upon the individual.  An artist should always be producing, always cultivating, 

“from the very onset it is necessary to make more, and for that, time is lacking” (Ranciere). The 

idea is that an artist is always producing, is internally driven by an unending need to make more 

and fulfilled only by pushing their creative productivity to the very limits of what is physically 

possible.  

This work, in the creative field, should now be all encompassing, artists are producing 

themselves in alignment with capitalist branding, and a set of ideals that ultimately creates more 

opportunities for greater economic gain. This is supported throughout institutions and the state 

and is discussed in writing regarding the financial interests developed within the art industry.  

Claire Bishop, in her research concerning participatory art, looks at how the concept of 

interacting on a creative level was adapted by the government in Europe, “In 2006, the Dutch 

government inaugurated a €15 million ‘Culture and Economy’ program, capitalizing upon 

creativity as a specifically Dutch export,” and rebranding Amsterdam as a ‘Creative City’ 

(Bishop 15). The intention, in state support of creativity, is creating self-regulating individuals, 

which Bishop states, “is therefore less about repairing the social bond than a mission to enable 

all members of society to be self-administering, fully functioning consumers who do not rely on 

the welfare state and who can cope with a deregulated, privatized world. As such, the neoliberal 
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idea of community doesn’t seek to build social relations, but rather to erode them”. (14)   Oli 

Mould also studies the effects of a city wide London cultural competition that declared London 

as the cultural capital of the world, with the mayor offering “£1 million of arts funding to any 

London borough that could put together a programme of events that celebrates its creativity” 

(149).  Mould highlights how these types of state wide cultural promotions signal how 

“creativity has become a byword for the economization of culture”. (151) One a larger scale, it 

fosters economic potential, while simultaneously teaching creativity and cultivating it asking the 

population assume individual responsibility, “to be entrepreneurial, embrace risk, look after their 

own self-interest, perform their own brands, and be willing to self-exploit” (Bishop 16). There is 

a specific conversation in creative practice and the Dominant Art World structure that surrounds 

creativity, and developing certain characteristics that are seen to economically benefit the State.  

 

Dissenting Voices Captured into the Expanse of Capital  

Outside of developing entire cities to embrace creativity, one of the additional ways in 

which the art world grows is also through an absorption or capture of those creative practices 

which strive to exist outside of the mainstream art realm. The Dominant Art World must then 

commodify the practice, thereby bringing it into the institutional conversation of art, expanding 

the values, topics, demographics reflected in the structure. The expansion of the field  is not 

simply a  conversation surrounding inclusion or exclusion of artwork or artists in the widely 

ranging institutions within the industry, but it is a conversation around widening or expanding 

the entire art industry, which facilitates the growth and reach of capital. Acknowledging more 

practices institutionally is profitable. Gregory Sholette discusses an element that he calls 

institutional capture, which is what this paper also refers to with the term absorption, when 
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discussing the absorption or capture of creative practice into traditional capitalist structure. 

Capture refers to inclusion in the canon, or institutionally normalizing a creative practice that 

would not have previously been included (for example, the exhibition at MOMA of political 

posters discussed above). Martha Buskirk discusses the “gradual transformation of institutional 

critique into invited collaboration,” (8), referencing the relationship between the museum and 

artist, and the museum as expanding inclusion  and institutional recognition to invite in those 

working on the fringes. Examples of this include art works that are seemingly radical or anti-

capitalist in content, perhaps dematerialized or duration or performance based, but are still able 

to become included in the mainstream art culture and have a place in the institutionalized art 

canon. Kaprow, even as he exists as a voice of critique and criticizes the museum as something 

obsolete, a  “house of art,” (56), is then also canonized within the museum. Sholette claims that 

this inclusivity, this practice that is ever widening, is institutional capture of creative practice and 

that it is a capitalist development of the contemporary art structure. It signifies a shift from the 

way in which art traditionally upheld the aristocratic ideals and promoted traditional upper-class 

values and narratives. The Dominant Art World uses art as an institutional structure upholding 

the ideals of neoliberalism, which ultimately prioritize financial ends,  the creation of more 

capital.  

 While capital, as a system, was built upon the disadvantaged position of the 

disenfranchised, and so exists in a state of sublation of the ideology of oppression, with Federici 

claiming that the, “continuous expulsion of farmers from the land, war and plunder on a world 

scale, and the degradation of women are necessary conditions for the existence of capitalism in 

all times (13),  it also behooves the structure to expand with calculation beyond its original bias. 

Therefore, the Dominant Art World presents itself to be holding possibilities for inclusion of 
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underrepresented demographics, while being built upon a state which subjugates them. Sholette 

refers to this when he states, “The transfer of power from an older patrician class to that of 

enterprise culture has undeniably improved entry into the art world for a more diverse population 

of participants and audiences… and yet, for many, including women and people of color, the art 

world, especially at its highest levels of institutional governance, remains still a privileged 

territory for wealthy, male, white gentry” (Sholette 66). The Dominant Art World carries 

possibility for the inclusion of some disenfranchised demographics, in Neoliberal considerations, 

a push for inclusivity has made it possible for the disenfranchised to have a voice, for those who 

were previously not considered to receive a place at the table. As Errico Malatesta points out, “a 

government cannot wish for the destruction of the community, for then it and the dominant class 

could not claim their exploitation-gained wealth,” (Malatesta 11). However, because of the ever 

widening nature of capitalist structure, expanded inclusivity in the status quo does not offer relief 

from the failures of the contemporary art institution.   

The contemporary art structures and creative consciousness as they are presented via 

capitalism are not something that is able to be worked with or improved upon. The structures are 

inherently flawed, bearing constraints and prejudices that do not have the possibility of 

broaching a nonhierarchical structure or a liberated perspective. Sholette recognizes capitalism’s 

development of the art world through neoliberal entrepreneurialism, with the foundation of art 

being centered no longer upon tradition and upholding stability or certifying classist positioning, 

but upon culture as a new investment category. It's no question that culture is now cultivated as 

an ever-growing industry. Art and the contemporary art industry have become colonized by the 

capitalist economy and this problem is not solved by widening the existing structure, nor by 

arguing for further diversity or inclusivity. 
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For example, the number of women artists in the Whitney Biennale is a conversation 

which validates the structure that produces and promotes the Whitney Biennale. These 

arguments for inclusivity and visibility, which have historically been presented to institutions by 

artists themselves who are seeking representation, have led to that sought after increase in 

visibility for certain populations or practices, yet do not address the core issue, which is systemic 

failure and oppression. Indeed, to consider that the Whitney Biennale in 2012 included Occupy 

Wall Street Artists in its exhibition, reinforces the idea of cultural capture as a way to present 

dissent as simply ideas, rather than impactful change. To argue for an increase in the number of 

women artists included in an institution is to acknowledge the legitimacy of the institution and to 

fight for inclusion in a corrupt system, rather than to disregard the current available option in 

search of something new.  

Many of the practices that become included in the Dominant Art World over time may 

even be originally contrary to capitalist intent, “capitalism must draw upon ideas outside circuits 

of profit-making, some of which supports the norms and structures of capitalism and some of 

which are critical of capitalism”. (Aschoff 3)   In creative practice looking at a group like the 

Situationists, whose practice was, at its core, anti-capitalist in intention, and then seeing them 

represented in exhibitions at major institutions, is another example of capture into the 

mainstream. This is not simply the argument surrounding work that may seem apolitical, 

(perhaps abstract work as an example), but implicitly work that is anti-capitalist in nature, or 

created in opposition to commodification and an analysis that even that work becomes absorbed 

into the mainstream, as the mainstream grows.  

  In October of 1968, Jacques Derrida gave a lecture entitled, The Ends of Man, in New 

York at an international colloquium.  He begins his lecture by acknowledging and deconstructing 
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the context of the lecture, by examining the relevance of the colloquium. Derrida states, “I was 

thinking, first of all, of all those places- cultural, linguistic, political, etc.- where the organization 

of a philosophical colloquium simply would have no meaning, where it would be no more 

meaningful to instigate it than to prohibit it”. (113)  Derrida mentions his awareness of his 

inclusion in a colloquium as an admission of not being considered a threat to the normative 

institutional values, but rather, being contained within the ranks of it, “that a declaration of 

opposition to some official policy is authorized, and authorized by the authorities, also means, 

precisely to that extent, that the declaration does not upset the given order, is not bothersome”. 

(114) There is a widening of the institutional framework to include voices that critique it.  

Lucy Lippard watched the ever widening reach of commodification from an initial 

perspective of skepticism of its interest, at the advent of the conceptual art movement. She 

believed works that resisted commodification to have achieved a subversion of the art market,  

“In NY, the present gallery-money-power structure is so strong that it’s going to be very difficult 

to find a viable alternative to it. The artists who are trying to do non-object art are introducing a 

drastic solution to the problem of artists being bought and sold so easily, along with their art”. 

(919)  She didn’t anticipate the system of capture and expansion beyond tangible products, “The 

art establishment depends so greatly on objects which can be bought and sold that I don’t expect 

it to do much about an art that is opposed to the prevailing systems”. (919) Ten years later, 

Lippard reflected on her initial miscalculations, as she noted that conceptual art had actually 

become part of the establishment that it originally sought to subvert. Lippard at that point in 

analysis, sees the systemic relationship of the Dominant Art World to capitalism, “the narrow 

and incestuous art world itself, with its resentful reliance on a very small group of dealers, 

curators, critics, editors, and collectors who are all too frequently and often unknowingly bound 
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by invisible apron strings to the real world’s power structure” (919). Guy Debord recognized this 

as a problem of the expansion of the art world, and how it affected individuals in their inclusion 

of it as well. He states: 

the people within these tendencies who become well known are generally accepted as 

exceptional individuals, on the condition that they accept various renunciations: the 

essential point is always the renunciation of a comprehensive opposition and the 

acceptance of fragmentary works susceptible to diverse interpretations. This is what gives 

the very term “avant-garde, which in the final analysis is always defined and manipulated 

by the bourgeoise. (Debord 27)  

 

But from a systemic perspective, why does capitalism choose to expand that which is critical of 

it? Is there a market within the structure, for dissent, and a profitability to be had from dissenting 

voices?  

Voices that speak out against capitalism, or that protest the Dominant Art World, when 

not posing too much a threat, are used to actually cultivate expanse and act as reinforcements,  

“at some systemic level critical voices are productive and fruitful for capitalism, forcing 

capitalism to evolve and temporarily resolve some of its contradictions and thus preserving it as 

a system for the long haul” (3), states Aschoff. With regard to art the inclusion of these critical 

voices includes both expanding the inclusive nature of what art is, with a widening circle of 

possibilities for commodification, as well as expanding who is able to practice art, making it 

possible to include those formerly disenfranchised, but on  terms enacted by the institution, as a 

means of maintaining control while also expanding.  It is financially beneficial for institutions to 

consider cultural inclusivity, causing confusion between symbolic and actual political action, 

“public money in the United States explicitly call for outreach to underserved communities” 
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(Sholette, 40). If the possibilities within institutions are tied to their financial budgets and, 

“power and status in the museum come down to how much of the budget you receive… and how 

much programming space you are permitted to command” (40), then as a result this means every, 

“possible move an artist or curator makes inside the museum is always already a political one” 

(40). Inclusion of disenfranchised voices or dissenting voices becomes a way to further expand 

capitalist structure.  

When Foucault discusses institutions of power developing in the Middle Ages, he 

discusses the sort of expansion the capitalist agenda is reliant upon to develop.  He described the 

ability to categorize as an ability to maintain control. In understanding author-function, as he 

defines it, “discourses came to be accepted only when endowed with the author-function. We 

now ask of each poetic or fictional text: where does it come from, who wrote it, when, under 

what circumstances, or beginning with what design? The meaning ascribed to it and the status or 

value accorded it, depend upon the manner in which we answer these questions” (953). The 

exhibition Committed to Print, (the poster exhibition exhibited by MOMA as discussed in the 

introduction of this research and written about by Gregory Sholette), offers an example of this, 

with the political posters being institutionally curated and included, making sure to include 

several works by artists whose names were already known. Like Derrida’s recognition of his lack 

of threat, while included in the colloquium, the collection of the PAD/D archive (an egalitarian 

compilation project of posters, documentation, and political art from hundreds of people between 

1970-80) by MOMA demonstrated to Sholette the institutional capture of the political. Sholette 

views this acquisition as comparable to a bruise, damage that demonstrates underlying injury, 

seeing the indication simply of further excluded cultural production. Sholette views the inclusion 

as a widening of institutional control, explaining that the institution is creating space for the 
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political, or that which seems to be originally against the institution,  “what role does such a 

rebel archive play within an institution such as the MOMA, especially given the fact that 

PAD/D’s repository of social and political art was premised on animosity toward institutional 

authority itself? For if on the one hand the museum’s loving interment testifies to the generosity 

of the institution, it also reveals on the other hand a capacity to exert power, “all the way down,” 

into the finest of details and historical shadows”. (69) By collecting the work, the museum then 

could claim the authority to speak on behalf of the work.  

When institutions are able to categorize people or topics, they can then attribute value 

and work to include them. Proudhon also recognizes the expansion of capital, with the engulfing 

of the smaller, “large industrial establishments ruin small ones; that is the law of capital, that is 

Malthus. Wholesale trade gradually swallows the retail; again Malthus. Large estates encroach 

upon and consolidate the smallest possessions: still Malthus,”. (Proudhon 23) This need for 

growth, the categorization and control is evident in the integration of the Deleuzian lines of flight 

into the mainstream, the documentation and inclusion of these variations, in an ever widening 

expansion of the normative values and perspective. Lines of flight allow for deviation and are at 

first transgressions, “every rhizome contains lines of segmentarity according to which it is 

stratified, territorialized, organized, signified, attributed, etc., as well as lines of 

deterritorialization down which it constantly flees. There is a rupture in the rhizome whenever 

segmentary lines explode into a line of flight, but the line of flight is part of the rhizome. The 

lines always tie back to one another,” (Deleuze and Guattari 9).  In this context, creative practice 

that strives to exist outside of the mainstream, is pulled back. Using Deleuze and Guattari in this 

sense, may seem disheartening, with the inability to break away from the dominant, however, it 

articulates the intense challenge faced in exploring new possibilities for the realm of creative 
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practice and the pull of the mainstream, pulling that which is outside of the institution back to a 

place that is more easily contained, categorized, or acknowledged as art. Sholette recognizes the 

expansion of the institution as well, “any viable counter-practice is compelled to constantly re-

establish itself at the ever-greater perimeter of the institution's expanding hegemonic zone”. (44)   

This simply indicates that growth has the capacity to expand the mainstream culture, to include 

that which may have initially questioned it or seemed to transgress it.  

 By recognizing, categorizing, and then including, art practice, it is incorporated into a 

widening system that is institutional in nature, categorizing and classifying art and creating the 

industry around it. Allan Kaprow recognized art in the mainstream as following a trajectory, “the 

avant-garde functions as Art-art; its genealogy is spelled out in columns of cultural events: so-

and-so begat so-and-so who begat…it is developmental rather than experimental”. (Kaprow 68) 

Acceptance of this trajectory reinforces the way art has played itself out (Kaprow, of course, 

pushed for artistic movement into the experimental but still within the confines of the art world, 

therefore, his work exists within the institutionalized realm that captures those lines of flight 

seeking an exit. This is explored more in depth in the following chapter). Debord has struggled 

with this capture as well, looking at art that critiques the institution, critiques systems of power 

and wealth, but them become that which it is critical of, “at each of these stages (art movements), 

however, one discovers the same desire for total change; and the same rapid disintegration when 

the inability to change the real world profoundly enough leads to a defensive withdrawal to the 

very doctrinal positions whose inadequacy had just been revealed”. (27) Debord is commenting 

on this expansion and inclusion of outlying ideas into the mainstream, while it happens to him 

and his practice. Sholette expresses a frustration with the inability of seemingly transformative 



140 
 

 

works or practices to create concrete systemic change. When he reflects upon the acquisition of 

the PAD/D archive and the poster exhibition at MOMA, he seems to face an amount of futility,  

“Neither PAD/D nor its archive of political art, any more than the exhibition Committed to Print, 

had done anything to slow down the rise of an increasingly global citadel culture, that, true to its 

paradoxical nature, even created a modest opening for a representational handful of political 

artists, within its new, entrepreneurial Bohemianism”. (69) However, what is evident here is a 

system of regulation and redundancy that grows to envelop critical voices on the fringes. 

 

The Relationship as Commodity   

The Dominant Art World, with the need to create new revenue streams in the creative 

industry, reaches far beyond the commercial art market, and far beyond even the 

commodification of dematerialized art work. Gregory Sholette writes about the art world as a far 

reaching industry that seeks the full extent of economic potential, stating that, “the overall 

tendency of capitalism in the post-war era involves an extremely nimble process of transforming 

everyday life experience and human fantasy into new forms of extractable production and value” 

(38). After exploring the potential for institutional capture and the cultivation of capital from 

unlikely sources, including work that resists commodification or contain anti-capitalist content, 

the question of relevance is what sources within creative practice are further available for mining 

for additional revenue streams. Where can the creative industries expand financially and what 

profitability remains to be found?  

In the quest for economic expansion for the industry, the Dominant Art World has now 

begun to cultivate interpersonal relationships as a source of capital. Paddy Johnson is a New 

York City arts writer marketing herself as a brand that sells access to creative community. 
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Johnson’s first paragraph of her website ties into one of the larger conversations about art that 

this research explores as she claims an intersection between art and life, “I do more than write 

about art- I live it”. Johnson then shares her examples of how to live art; that is, she lists the 

institutions she has worked with. As was seen with the Committed to Print exhibition mentioned 

in the Introduction, where MOMA made sure to include well-known names alongside those 

works from unknown sources, this reflects a common professional practice within the arts that 

demonstrates a need to align with larger institutions or well-known artists in an effort to reflect 

validity or status, “I write about art for publications like CNN, The New York Times, and New 

York Magazine,” (paddyjohnson.com). Johnson demonstrates the neoliberal translation of 

collaboration into networks, and translation of a relationship into an opportunity for use for one’s 

personal gain, where creative people themselves represent use-value. The result is 

commodification of community, evolving relationships into commodities that carry economic 

value. Netvvrk, Johnson’s online monthly subscription service, is, “a supportive community of 

ambitious artists working to realize their goals. We teach artists how to gain exposure, 

recognition and payment for the valuable work they do through group coaching, studio critiques, 

and resource sharing,” (Johnson). Neoliberalism encourages individuals to be ambitious and to 

act in self interest, to be constantly productive, always acting to better one’s position. Oli Mould 

discusses a characteristic of neoliberalism that presents as working with one another, with a 

motivation of furthering one’s individual success or achievement, “individualism-masked-as-

collectivism (fueled by neoliberal ideology of the importance of the enterprising self” (29).  The 

landing page of Netvvrk promotes collaboration and projects an attitude of defiance toward the 

Dominant Art World that resonates with institutional inclusion of critical voices,  “the art 

industry is fucked up. Let’s beat the system together. Get more shows, connect with ambitious 
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artists, curators and gallerists like yourself, and build a life that allows you to spend more time 

doing what you love in the studio” (Johnson).  Johnson’s use of language perpetuates scarcity 

and relies on exclusivity, while simultaneously posing as being accepting and inclusive. This 

short excerpt from the website couples the concern about the structure of the art world, admitting 

that it is, “fucked up,” with the solution ultimately being participation in it by getting more 

shows and connecting with ambitious people who identify as such. The language used relies 

heavily on the pretense of undermining the dominant art world while in actuality its structure is 

centered entirely around supporting it, attempting to be successful within it, and thinking about 

art according to its standards. Sholette states that now within creative practice, “artists adopt 

concepts such as niche marketing and networking from business”. (38)   Netvvrk places its 

marketing strategy on presenting itself as an alternative or something other and on showing itself 

to be skeptical of the market. Like the prophets of capital, Netvvrk creates a pretense of doing 

something different and better than the existing option, “choosing collaboration over 

competition”, where in reality Netvvrk simply reinforces it.  The way that Netvvrk poses 

difference would lie only in that it presents as collaboration, however that is now a tactic, and 

encouraged in the realm of neoliberalism, becoming an example of self-serving collaboration 

that Mould references, “the collaborative nature of creative work that the policy documents and 

business managers are so keen to encourage does little to engender any true sociality or 

communal work beyond a surface-level veneer of collective individualization”. (27) Netvvrk 

wants to encourage collaboration and sharing, under the pretense that everyone could be 

successful together, simultaneously achieving great career heights as a result of working together 

when in actuality that simply isn’t the case.  
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The invitational email offers a free class, “a live masterclass on how to get more shows,” 

and the class is accordingly titled, “Get More Shows,” and offers “a chance to take a deep dive 

into the world of networking and getting your work out there. It's for anyone who is looking to 

build a fulfilling career that rewards them for their efforts through shows and other 

engagements” (Johnson, Paddy. “Re: Free Vrrkshop: How to Get More Shows.” Received by 

Margaret Coleman, 11. May. 2021). This email is a reinforcement of what many artists view as 

the problem with moving their career forward, that they want more shows. But what does 

everyone getting more shows accomplish? Is it realistic that everyone will “get more shows,”? 

How is getting more shows a solution to a systemic problem? Getting more shows doesn’t 

change a system that is inherently flawed, it enforces it, acting to widen the structure to include 

them too.  What Johnson provides is a way to manipulate their entry into the existing system. In 

reality, the people taking the course have the motivation to connect with others with a motivation 

to “get more shows”, hoping that someone could be used to connect them with someone else, 

who might offer “more shows”. In this instance, when Johnson states that “classes are 

collaborative and built on sharing,” and that this is an opportunity to develop connections with 

people, it is blatant that relationships have become a commodified aspect of the Dominant Art 

Structure. You are invited to share, and expected to contribute something to receive from 

someone else, but must also pay for the privilege of doing so.  

Oli Mould echoes the coupling of scarcity with portrayals of community when he states 

that today’s capitalist structure operates, “while pretending to be looking for moments of 

connection, neoliberal versions of creativity champion individuality, and shun attempts to change 

the contexts in which individuals operate” (61). Netvvrk is not attempting to change the structure 

by deconstructing the need for more shows, it is encouraging people to help one another with the 
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goal of attaining admission to an elite circle that exhibits regularly. However, that collaboration 

with others is ultimately self-serving, with the intention of establishing or enhancing your 

individual art career. Gregory Sholette also sees the economic growth in the area of social 

relationships, “the secret of artistic production is also revealed to be social production, a 

disclosure that has occurred as the pursuit of surplus value comes to dominate all forms of 

human activity”. (23) Netvvrk is a business practice, cultivated capital in the form of creative 

relationships. This community is ultimately a collaboration based upon use-value and 

comparison,  “there is always some comparative measurement of the different workers. Even if 

workers wear a mask of comradery and collegiality, someone-if not the workers themselves- is 

counting, measuring, and comparing their relative worth, assessing their exchange value, 

(Gilman-Opalsky, 49). Netvvrk has an understanding of neoliberal concerns, promising to 

engage with attendees around topics to help brand yourself but simultaneously denying it, 

discussing, “actions that will make your work more appealing to galleries without transforming 

your art and personality into a commercial product,” (Johnson). When asking “artists like you,” 

the question via a marketing email, “What do you want?” the message then warns against being 

too self-promotional, and promises the development of “connections with people who respond to 

your work and connect with it,” as the group seeks artists “who are generous with their 

knowledge.” The motivation for career advancement must be socially finessed to not bluntly 

reflect what it is.  Oli Mould looks at this type of collaboration from the perspective that, 

“collaboration is important for sure, but not at the expense of foregoing self-interest as the main 

purpose for that collaboration. Working together is only worth it if it benefits those involved 

more than if they were to perform on their own,”. (Mould 61) The people who carry the most 
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value in this network would have the most to share that others could then pay to use. A 

relationship has now become a transactional relationship carrying economic value.  

 

Perpetuating Scarcity and Cultivating Competition 

Creative practice welcomes the experiment and carries a commitment to exploring 

unknown territory. In a movement of expansion that can be easily mistaken for such 

experimentation, the dominant art world in capitalist culture simultaneously pushes for continual 

growth in the novelty of the new. This creates two different types of growth, one being 

possibilities for passageways found through exploration and experimentation without need for 

success (as is discussed in the following chapter), but the other existing with the purpose of 

consumption, perpetuating a cycle of growth with intent to create products and be relevant within 

capitalist society. This exploration within the Dominant Art World structures results in 

cultivating an industry based on the success of only a few and is dependent upon the 

participation of individuals who are trying to gain footing within the structure.  States Johnson in 

her July 11, 2022 newsletter,  “we all know tons of talented artists who don't get the 

opportunities they deserve. Anyone who tells you they can fix this probably isn't telling you the 

whole truth,” and she continues,  “but is it possible to find ways to thrive regardless? To get a 

better show or opportunity when you need it? Yes. And I'm going to help you do it,” and finishes 

with her punchline, “I’ve created a free masterclass designed to help you get more shows”. 

(Johnson) This newsletter perpetuates further the projection of creative competition coupled with 

scarcity, with the goal being how to become one of the artists who has more visibility, more 

recognition, the opportunities “they deserve”. What is projected here is a message with distinctly 

Malthusian roots, that there is not enough for everyone, but that some individuals, by trying 
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harder and doing things differently, can become responsible for their professional trajectories, 

with the implication that they will have then earned that, above another individual. Gregory 

Sholette discusses the idea of talent and determination in the arts, and the way in which the 

hierarchical structure holds those on the bottom (and those on the top) responsible for their 

placement within the system, “The majority of art world participants are in fact being groomed 

for failure through a managed system of political underdevelopment. Only those who believe that 

talent, (like noble birth), inevitably determines ones individual fortune would describe this as 

natural. And yet, that is typically how the art market is described, as a natural economy in which 

truly gifted artists are rewarded”. (120) While Johnson believes that coaching and engaging in 

certain practices will help to ensure success, in addition to having a marketable and culturally 

engaging body of work that fits into traditional structures,  the perpetuation of scarcity is still 

there, with the idea that shows are both limited in nature and a representation of success.  

Thinking of the art canon and inclusion in shows or inclusion in the mainstream creative 

conversations as a dominant framework that has been articulated via institutions allows for 

institutions and the individuals who work within them to retain a voice of authority and be the 

ones to measure creative practice. Edward Burke, when considering the situation of individuals 

existing within established State authority, felt confident to say that people were not empowered, 

but were used to uphold hierarchical and institutional power, “call these free states, or popular 

governments, or what you please; when we consider the majority of their inhabitants, and regard 

the natural rights of mankind, they must appear, in reality and truth, no better than pitiful and 

oppressive oligarchies”.(25) The art canon, acting as institutional authority in the realm of 

mainstream art practice limits the number of voices in the field, “Despite a proliferation of 

international biennials, national museums, gatekeeper galleries, not-for-profit spaces, and 
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commercial art fairs the same acknowledged art luminaries and their proven goods tend to be 

circulated at all levels of the system,”. (Sholette 121) Malthusian perspective, when applied to 

the current mainstream art world structures, continues to project scarcity. 

 This projection of scarcity also breeds competition while perpetuating that there is a 

limited number of entryways into successful creative practice and a career, that success as an 

artist is not widely available. Simultaneously with creating an atmosphere of scarcity and 

competition for a limited number of spaces, there exists a need for expansion of the industry, 

inviting the absorption of developing creative practices into the Dominant Art Systems as it 

pushes for the ability to grow. A 2005 study by Rand Corporation shared by Sholette states that, 

“although the number of artists has greatly increased in recent decades, the hierarchy among 

artists, always evident, appears to have become increasingly stratified, as has their earning 

prospects”. (Sholette 116)  Netvvrk demonstrates this, with participation in capitalist hierarchy 

now presented as community and cooperation. The options for interaction and communication 

among creative practitioners is becoming limited and determined and something to pay for, as 

showing and sales opportunities are sought after. Those who are considered in positions of power 

are given a determining voice, (those who align with institutional credentials as a means for 

validation) over those who are not considered significant institutionally.  

However, this need for growth does not necessarily mean the field is growing in the way 

one might think, the push for new art, discovery of new artists, and growth of the contemporary 

art industry does not translate into enabling more accessibility for creative work among larger 

demographics, or alleviating need-based concerns of those pursuing creative endeavors,  

“economic growth does not even remove poverty, the richest generally see the greatest gains, and 

the poorest are usually separated from resources to which they previously had access,”. (Wall 54)  



148 
 

 

In the conversation regarding Netvvrk exhibitions become an area of growth and scarcity, with 

access to more exposure and more visibility being considered an indicator of success. Those who 

are the most well-known artists do not suffer from exhibition opportunities, while those trying to 

rise in the ranks, may be competing for spaces that are perceived as limited.  

Malthusian perspective, which carries a direct relationship to the enclosures of the 

commons, putting forth the perspective that there is not enough for everyone, becomes applied to 

creative practice when considering the commodification of art as product, with art having limited 

ability to financially sustain a few who practice, rather than recognize and cultivate the many. 

Gregory Sholette continues the above conversation and addresses the abundance of artists, while 

reiterating the possibilities of limited success in the field, “Although the number of artists has 

greatly increased in recent decades, the hierarchy among artists, always evident, appears to have 

become increasingly stratified, as has their earning prospects… although a few superstars at the 

top of this pyramid sell their work for hundreds of thousands and occasionally millions of 

dollars, the vast majority of visual artists often struggle to make a living from the sale of their 

work and typically earn a substantial portion of their income from non-arts employment”. (116) 

This reflects the values of Malthus, that art superstars are responsible, that those who are not, are 

in some way lacking. While art has the possibility of being highly financially lucrative, for many 

who practice, they will not be able to achieve financial success or large-scale visibility within the 

field.  

  In regard to enclosures and what the enclosure of creative practice means for the 

individual, enclosures limit the ways one can participate and place the individual who wishes to 

participate in the conversation of art in a position of competition for a position of power, a 

competition for slots allotted to a few. Gramsci also writes on this, considering the regulating 
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power of enclosures are mass formation that produces a standardized mass which then leads to 

competition, “mass formation has standardized individuals both psychologically, and in terms of 

individual qualification, and has produced the same phenomena as with other standardized 

massed: competition which makes necessary organizations for the defense of professions, 

unemployment, overproduction in the schools, immigration, etc.,”. (Gramsci 14) Sholette 

believes that the art industry is actually dependent on the support and participation of the many 

to ensure the success and hierarchical position of the few who are at the height of success, “the 

art industry must ghettoize the majority of qualified participants in order to generate artistic 

value...these many invisibles help reproduce the art world through their purchase of art supplies, 

journal subscriptions, museum memberships, teaching assignments, but also their informal 

conversation and gossip, which reasserts the status of leading art brands at openings, on blog 

sites, at parties, and so forth,”. (Sholette 120) The Dominant Art World structures must be able to 

grow indefinitely, and for individuals operating within that world, there is always more to be 

had, more success, more shows, more work. Even Edmund Burke, recognized this need for 

growth, “the great error of our nature is, not to know where to stop, not to be satisfied with any 

reasonable acquirement; not to compound with our condition; but to lose all we have gained by 

an insatiable pursuit after more,”. (Burke, Vindication of Natural Society 6) Paddy Johnson 

states, when she advocates for paying a monthly fee to join Netvvrk; essentially, paying for the 

opportunity to engage with one another,  “What could you do with the right tools and 

connections? Show more. Sell more. Share more.”  Capitalism is always growing, more is never 

enough. In this way, the individual and individual interest is still the top priority in the Dominant 

Art World structure, individual success simply becomes tied to a willingness to display sociality, 

while maintaining individual ego and authorship, while seeking more.  
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An art “career” is the trajectory many artists view as a success indicator, and it is not 

possible to have one without the competitive nature that capitalism constructs. Johnson seeks 

artists who do not consider art making a recreational activity for her program, the call here is for 

artists to professionalize their practice. This professionalization indicates a relationship with 

economics as well as a willingness to participate in the competition with the Dominant Art 

World, to try to become one of the artists who receives recognition. Sholette discusses 

contemporary art as an industry, one that replicates the business world,  “the shift toward 

privatization also affects the content of art, and the exaggerated differences between a few 

successful artists and all others… appears to reflect the ultra-competitive rules of business,”. 

(Sholette 117). Creative practitioners exist within a system in which they carry no ability to act 

on their own behalf to significantly better their lives, unless they find a way to profit from their 

creative work, or pursue it as a pastime with the risk of not being taken as relevant or legitimate. 

Their option, in the field of creative practice, becomes a hierarchical struggle to survive from the 

production of their work, as the Situationists would say,   trying to “make wealth a reality.” It's a 

choice to participate in engaging within the realm of creative practice, however, those who 

choose to engage at an institutional level fall into a pattern where they must compete with other 

creative practitioners to receive recognition and sell their work, or find a way to market 

themselves and their skill sets in order to survive.  

When Nicole Aschoff references who she terms the Prophets of Capitalism in her recent 

book, she refers to members of the super elite with their voices stemming from an ability to 

accumulate wealth. The prophets are examples of neo-liberal capitalism as they share about how 

capitalism can be different and can benefit everyone. “Businesses incorporated the demands of 

workers and students for flexibility and autonomy by replacing the archetypal Company Man 
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with self organized, networked, creative individuals with little job security and lots of stress,”. 

(Aschoff 7) This work, in the creative field, should now be all encompassing, artists are 

producing themselves in alignment with capitalist branding, and a set of ideals that ultimately 

creates more opportunities for greater economic gain.   

 

The Complicit Nature of Our Participation  

Why do artists continue to participate? Why fight for an opportunity to compete in a 

system that is not only systemically rigged, but also designed to keep a structure that relies on 

scarcity and competition? Malatesta addresses this when he looks at people as not seeing that 

another way is possible. He states, “suppose a doctor brings forward a complete theory…to 

persuade that man with the bound limb…that, if his limb were freed, he could not walk, could 

not even live. The man would defend his bands furiously, and consider any one his enemy who 

tried to tear them off,”. (Malatesta 4) People look to the institutions created by the Dominant Art 

World structures as holding authority, and are willing to throw their hat into the ring, so to write, 

in the hopes that they may land in an upward rung of the ladder. In that willingness, artists 

become complicit in the hierarchical power structure. It’s a complicated question, however.   

Upon the entrance of art into the realm of the modern, it began a relationship with the  idea of 

freedom, with creative practice being intrinsically connected as demonstrated when Friedrich 

Schiller equates art with freedom, “art must soar with becoming boldness above necessity for art 

is the daughter of freedom… but today, necessity is master and bends a degraded humanity 

beneath its tyrannous yoke,” (Schiller 26). But necessity as master is still one way to explain the 

bottom line drive of the individual to survive. Tracing back to when participation in the labor 

force and an acceptance of the legitimacy of private property meant literal survival and material 
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need met, grants an understanding of the position behind the willingness to compete in the art 

world, attempting to get more shows, compare against other artists, and meet more people, try to 

sell more work. The Dominant Art World simply exists in a state of capitalism.  

The disenfranchised had already lost access to the commons over centuries, thereby 

losing what was their means of subsistence, and their position in societal structure.  Ultimately, 

they were then told, via legal enforcement,  that unless they existed in the roles created for them, 

primarily as workers providing a labor force and followed the class defined guidelines, that there 

was not enough room for them to even have a place in society. However, even in filling the role 

in the labor force, the worker is still held in the economic position of material need, which, 

therefore, places the privilege of family in question. Proudhon articulates this cruel structure 

when he paraphrases Malthus, “A man who is born into a world already occupied, his family 

unable to support him, and society not requiring his labor, such a man, I say, has not the least 

legal right to claim any nourishment whatever; he is really one too many on the earth. At the 

great banquet of Nature there is no plate laid for him. Nature commands him to take himself 

away, and she will not be slow to put her order into execution” (18). At this point, over centuries 

the privatization of the commons  into private property has become an indicator of the right to 

exist, and by looking at the binaries constructed to perpetuate the accumulation of private 

property, connections can be drawn between race and gender and their role in survival within 

capitalism. The wealthy are seen as benefiting from those less fortunate than they, with an 

attitude that there is no other way possible, “you have the privilege of labor, the privilege of 

credit, the privilege of property… and it is because you do not wish to be deprived of these 

privileges, that you shed the blood of the poor like water” (Proudhon 21). In the Dominant Art 

World being at the very top of that competition means being a star or carrying a celebrity status, 
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having agency and financial means to create works that others might not be able to, being able to 

exhibit work on a scale inaccessible to others, being in a position of the wealthy elite. Ultimately, 

their work becomes predetermined, as commodity, “although those who are privileged in a 

stratified society clearly gain many benefits and seek to preserve those benefits... they too are 

unable to develop their potential” (Haworth 18). While material need is met, Mould would 

identify the capture of art into capitalism as becoming striated, “It (capitalism) offers stability to 

dissenting voices via financial incentives, recognition, or even the promise of a rest from the 

emotional and physical exhaustion of constant resistive practices. But in doing so, those anti-

capitalisms cease their destabilizing practices: they become fertile grounds that can be harvested 

for more profit” (15).  Artists who are in the highest positions in the Dominant Art World enjoy 

the privilege of the upper class, as well as a sought after recognition of their artwork, The 

wealthy are willing to allow the suffering of others to maintain their position. And not only the 

wealthy, people from all backgrounds begin to uphold the hierarchical structures, becoming 

advocates for the opportunity to compete, with the hope that they may be able to achieve a place 

of greater prominence.   

A willingness to uphold the status quo at all costs, keeping a social structure where the 

wealthy maintain and grow wealth, where people less fortunate are willing to fight for that 

opportunity to compete, holding dear to the possibility of ascending in societal ranks, places the 

willingness to let the poor suffer, on all of us. Guy Debord mentioned the way that the structure 

becomes upheld by those who are not in the position of power as well, and if applied, this 

indicates complicity for all those participating in the Dominant Art World competition as 

upholding and reinforcing its ideals. He states, “[W]e know with what blind fury so many 

unprivileged people are ready to defend their mediocre advantages. Such pathetic illusions of 
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privilege are linked to a general idea of happiness prevalent among the bourgeoisie and 

maintained by a system of publicity that includes Malraux’s aesthetics as well as Coca-Cola ads- 

an idea of happiness whose crisis must be provoked on every occasion by every means” (Debord, 

9). Likewise, in the realm of contemporary art there is a willingness to defend a system. 

Proudhon states that, from the Malthusian perspective, poverty has become an offense worthy of 

death, when he writes from the voice of society, “you who possess neither reserve nor property, 

who hold no public offices and whose labor is useless to us, take yourselves away! You have 

really no business on the earth; beneath the sunshine of the Republic there is not room for all”. 

(23) 

 Looking at the inequality in opportunity in the Dominant Art World is not simply a 

lamentation of the limited potential for the individual and their art career, “the anarchist critique 

of social inequality goes beyond simply decrying the resource deprivation endured by some and 

the opulence accrued to others under capitalism...hierarchy brutalizes and warps both those who 

rule and those who are ruled in a stratified system; the former in being corrupted by their relative 

power, and the latter by developing servile attitudes and deference to authority. (Kropotkin 83) 

That is, creative practice in its entirety is affected by the hierarchical nature of the Dominant Art 

World.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Experiment as Lived Experience 

The purpose of this section is to explore the relevance of entry into the unknown as a 

determining characteristic of creative practice that situates itself within lived experience. By 

examining the relationship between the experiment and anarchic methodology in its 

nonhierarchical and horizontally structured approach, it is possible to begin to lay groundwork 

for looking at the potential for expanding conceptions of creative practice. Both anarchic 

perspective and art history relate and interact directly to the concept of an active practice 

engaging the experiment but they view the compository makeup of the experiment through 

different lenses. Anarchic practice uses the experiment as approaching the new idea, something 

equivalent to an open passageway in the foreground, which Emma Goldman heralds as the 

coming of a brighter dawn, the entrance to the new, the reconstruction of the world. Within art 

history, we see practitioners like Allen Kaprow, who is recognized for developing Happenings,  

advocating for the experiment as a tool to begin to dissolve the boundaries between art and life, 

starting with those boundaries intact. There are shared approaches to the experiment, as it is 

recognized as carrying a great significance to both of these arenas. For example, both anarchic 

perspective and art history view the experiment as active, with an unknown outcome. However, 

the nuances between the two perspectives on the experiment carry deeply different meanings that 

touch upon critical distinctions in the consideration of this research and the implications for 

possibility in the future of creative practice.  

This writing considers the impact of the experiment on the progression of modern art 

history and its fixation on a distinction between what is art versus what is life, and the problem 

of how the two can rectify. This chapter will first examine the experiment through the lens of art 
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history, looking briefly at Cezanne’s practice as described by Maurice Denis and then Harold 

Rosenberg writing on the action painters, primarily Jackson Pollock. By looking at the relevance 

of what is considered beautiful in art through Kant and Schiller, and their differentiation between 

faculties of logic and intuition and form impulse and sense impulse, groundwork is laid for an 

interpretation of art history that draws distinctions between art and life, and places art in a realm 

of autonomy. Johann Huizinga’s position on play as something outside of the normal way of 

being, “an interlude in our daily lives,” (9), will be examined as further acceptance of the 

differentiation between ordinary life, and that which is considered alienated from it, in this 

instance play (which is an element also discussed by both Kant and Schiller in relation to art). 

Play becomes something that is separated and othered but also a unifying feature, something that 

works to rectify the division between logic and intuition, something trivialized that carries great 

weight.  The position of the genius is then explored, as a constructed and designated societal 

position that is granted the authority to explore the boundaries of these created arenas that exist 

as components outside of daily life. States Kant, “genius is a talent for producing that for which 

no definite rule can be given,”. (Kant 113) The artist, when considered as genius, is granted 

permission to experiment but is a final and successful result a necessary outcome? Can the 

contemporary art world work with no outcome? Does lack of outcome impair the construction of 

the role of the perceived genius?  

With these questions in mind, this research seeks to examine a creative practice within 

the Dominant Art World Structure that actively considers the idea of the final product in its 

perspective on experimentation. To challenge the groundwork of the limitations in separating art 

from life,  Allen Kaprow is used, with the development of the Happenings. This research 

considers Kaprow as an artist who was seeking to explore the boundaries, but from within the 
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boundaries, therefore becoming limited, even as he approached the idea of the experiment at the 

forefront of his work and examined the question of what makes a work of art. This research 

seeks to shift to an anarchic perspective on the experiment, with a foundation grounded in the 

exploration of lived experience.  The Situationists and their practices of Situations, Derive, and 

Detournment will be used as examples that can be compared with Happenings but were vastly 

different. The perspective held herein argues that the experiment in creative practice has the 

potential to carry more weight than simply dissolving the boundaries between art and life from 

the art historical perspective. It carries creative practice into the realm of lived experience, and 

sets up for an exploration of creative practice as a commons, which will then be explored at 

greater length in the subsequent chapter.  

The Separation of Art and Life 

Understanding why art has existed in occupied territory that has developed in a seeming 

trajectory of conversations around its meaning and definition can be used to begin to articulate a 

needed shift in conversation.  The conversation about where art situates itself versus where life 

situates and the lines of distinction between the two is a conversation attributed to the rise of 

capitalism; the alienation cultivated between work and life as discussed in the previous chapter, 

and emphasis on an end product. To begin from a place of the assumed separation between art 

and life, and to then consider the blurring of the two, is to begin from a foundational perspective 

dating back to Plato and a division between logic and poesis. Plato states that there are two 

principles existing in the soul, those being passion and reason, “ the one with which a man 

reasons, we may call the rational principle of the soul, the other, with which he loves and 

hungers and thirsts and feels the fluttering of any other desire, may be termed the irrational or 

appetitive, the ally of sundry pleasures and satisfactions” (Plato 109). For Plato a vital part of the 
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building of the Republic is the ability of man to exert control over the second set of principles. 

That which is good and constant is grounded in pursuit of relationship with reason and math, and 

this relates to the idea of that which is unchanging, “the knowledge at which geometry aims is 

knowledge of the eternal” (189) and again he argues that truth is akin to proportion (152). For 

Plato, underlying truth is logic, reason, proportion. When he discusses the realm of art, via 

imitation, he discusses a man being pulled in what he claims are two opposite directions, with the 

man’s “higher principle… ready to follow this suggestion of reason,” but that the other principle 

is considered irrational and that it, “awakens and nourishes and strengthens the feelings and 

impairs the reason” ( 263).  The relationship is such, where reason is the constant, normative, and 

desired value, and imitation, or art, then perverts it.  

This division, while hundreds of years old, allows for differentiating values and 

distinctions to what is art and what is not art. In consideration of recent art history, if the maker 

is an artist, then the desired end result, which is affirming of the  maker’s identifying title, is art. 

Separating art and life, or art from not art, is comparable to other binary thinking constructs that 

draw distinctions and assign categorizations thereby allowing for hierarchies to be developed that 

now, with the rise of capitalism, ultimately based themselves on economic value. States Mould, 

in observation of all arenas being pulled into that of production of capital, “centuries of capitalist 

appropriation have leached the use-value of all forms of labour, (be that domestic, social, 

emotional, and so on) into concentrated means of wealth generation” (19).  To distinguish 

between art and not art makes it possible for an entire expansive creative industry within a 

capitalistic context to exist and grow.  To start from the place of distinction and then reconcile 

the two, lays the groundwork for a reactionary trajectory of art history, that cultivates negation 

through becoming other than what came before,  a defining feature of modern artistic practice. 
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The division between art and life allows for a trajectory in which blurring of art and life 

has shown itself to be a creative topic of practice for artists throughout modern art history, 

creating art with an end result of something that is defined or widely recognized in the field, as 

art.  This naturally engages a practice of questioning if it is possible for that which is produced to 

be art, and making the argument that it is indeed possible, as the making of art is the end result 

and determines the success of the engagement. There is a conversation around the new, that is, 

the idea of taking a concept to another level or finding a newly unique way to approach a subject, 

moving it forward, but it always exists within the boundaries of being art, that is, the production 

of art is the final goal, and the conversation is the same. There is a specific end result being 

sought that fits into a specific conversation. Tracing back to Cezanne, as an example of this and 

the conversation around dissolving the lines between subjectivity and objectivity, and throughout 

modernism, experimentation can be seen as a conduit, pushing the boundaries between the two 

differentiated areas.   

To begin to consider the separation and subsequent blurring of art and life in terms of 

binary constructions, the evolution in modern art grounds itself with the philosophical arguments 

surrounding internal and exterior states and the role of art. For example, Maurice Denis writes 

about Cezanne to discuss the creative breakthrough in the correspondence between external and 

subjective states. He writes, “instead of evoking our moods by means of the subject represented, 

it was the work of art itself which was to transmit the initial sensation and perpetuate its 

emotions”. (43) Consciousness is seen as separated but working with one another. 

Cezanne painted from life, studying nature, and considered himself to be painting for the 

purpose of education, which he points out as a foundational aspect of his practice in a letter to his 

friend Emile Bernard, “I must always come back to this: painters must devote themselves 
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entirely to the study of nature and try to produce pictures which will be an education” (34). But 

the education he is referring to is grounded in perception rather than logic, an education in 

looking and feeling. When Cezanne claims that “A painter gives concrete form to his sensations 

and perceptions” (34), he is working to visually articulate intuition, and by further stating that 

“we must render what we see, forgetting everything that existed before us”  (35) he is 

participating in the conversation between art and life, making an argument that art is something 

separate from logic.  It is an experience that cannot be explained mechanically but is felt. Rainer 

Maria Rilke’s impression of Cezanne was that there seemed to be, “a conflict, a mutual struggle 

between the two procedures, first of looking and confidently receiving, and then of appropriating 

and making personal use of what has been received” (37). With his unusual use of color and 

grounding in, Cezanne was seen as a challenger to the binaries drawn in art history that have 

their roots in early Greek philosophy.  This can be clearly seen by looking at some of the 

formalist thinkers in art theory who demonstrate the evolution of the subject. Cezanne’s painting 

begins to blur some of these lines between art and life.  

Immanuel Kant contributed to some of the framework for the perpetuation of the 

separation between art and life as well through his differentiation between what he identifies as 

the faculties. Kant’s faculties separate logic from intuition, with the faculty of Understanding as 

cogitated, composed of concepts. The faculty of Understanding is logic, while the faculties of 

Sense and Intuition are separate, and are unable to be accessed by logic. Aesthetics and what 

Kant terms aesthetic judgment does not find a home in logic, it is separate. To be able to unite 

understanding and intuition Kant introduces the free play of the imagination; 

The cognitive powers, which are involved by this representation, are here in free play, 

because no definite concept limits them to a particular rule of cognition. Hence, the state 
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of mind in this representation must be a feeling of the free play of the representative 

powers in a given representation with reference to a cognition in general. Now a 

representation by which an object is given, that is to become a cognition in general, 

requires Imagination, for the gathering together the manifold of intuition, and 

Understanding, for the unity of the concept uniting the representations. This state of free 

play of the cognitive faculties in a representation by which an object is given, must be 

universally communicable; because cognition, as the determination of the Object with 

which given representations (in whatever subject) are to agree, is the only kind of 

representation which is valid for everyone. (Kant 38)  

 This is a moment of critical importance for creative practice, because it was a foundation that 

was largely accepted in one way or another for how we think about art. Separating consciousness 

into two camps, logic and intuition, lays a framework for hierarchical thinking, not only with 

Kantian Understanding posited as normative, and free play needed to reconcile Intuition, but it 

presents the case for universality, thus identifying an object as what is cogitated, and placing that 

object in a state of striation or immobility.  When Kant states the “possibility of an aesthetical 

judgment that can, at the same time, be regarded as valid for everyone” (37), this creates the 

possibility for a realm of access, with the free play of the imagination holding a shared universal 

experience in addition to an individually impacting experience, this claim to universal validity is 

based on a personal intuitive level, however it rests on the need for hierarchical division. This 

separation, drawing of boundaries as a basis for thinking, also created a system of negation that 

constructs our understanding of creativity, of how we think about art, with creative practice 

being a deviant from the normative.   
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These binary distinctions that lay a foundation for presupposing the separation between 

art and life are found in Friedrich Schiller as well, when he draws the determinations between 

sense impulse and form impulse. The sense impulse is that which is felt and the form impulse is 

thought, logic, a definition similar to Kantian theory. In parallel to Kant, he states that the sense 

impulse, “may be called life in the widest sense of the word; a concept which expresses all 

material being and all that is immediately present in the senses. The object of the form 

impulse…may be called shape, both in figurative and in the literal sense; a concept which 

includes all formal qualities of things and all their relations to the intellectual faculties” (76). 

Schiller however laments the divide, viewing it as contrary to the nature of a whole, “man can be 

at odds with himself in a double fashion: either as savage, if feelings rule his principles, or as 

barbarian if his principles destroy his feelings,” (34). Schiller believes that man is fragmented, 

divided between the two impulses, and that play has the ability to unite the two impulses, and is 

termed, by Schiller, the play impulse.   Play is considered what creates the whole, becoming an 

important element an intermediary that units. The mention of play has come into both Kant and 

Schiller, and then becomes relevant in its relationship to creative practice and art. Play could be 

considered an element of experimentation, it is related to consciousness and how we think about 

creativity, according to both.  

Play and the Artist as Genius 

To contribute further groundwork for our current conundrum with the separating of art 

and creative practice from life, Johann Huizinga, dedicates his research to the idea of play, but 

articulates his perspective on play as an element that exists in a sphere separated from daily life, 

“play is a voluntary activity or occupation executed within certain fixed limits of time and place, 

according to rules freely accepted but absolutely binding, having its aim in itself and 
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accompanied by a feeling of tension, joy, and the consciousness that is different from ordinary 

life” (28). Play is now defined as different from ordinary life. The term play is being used 

slightly differently here by each thinker. However, in each of these uses, play implies a 

movement, be it a movement of an internal state or not, and it maintains a relationship with 

creativity. Play, the movement, is differentiated from art, the static, as an intermediary. The main 

takeaways here are as follows: Modern art was built on an acceptance of the separation of 

consciousness into a realm of logic and a realm of feelings.  Categorizing and identifying 

binaries allows for a system of hierarchy to be established. This system of thinking sets up for 

art, and its role, to be defined by a number of limiting factors, including as an object to inspire 

internal subjective unification, as something that is or is not (art), and, importantly, for this 

discussion of the experiment as the blurring of art and life, as something that exists out of the 

sphere of real life. Now is a good time to turn back to modern art and the development of the 

experiment. 

 When Rosenberg wrote on the American Action Painters in 1952, he discussed them as 

blurring the lines between art and life, “the act-painting is of the same metaphysical substance as 

the artist’s existence. The new painting has broken down every distinction between art and life” 

(590). However, Rosenberg simultaneously believes that somehow, the creation of the paintings 

carries transcendent qualities, becoming something separate, “the work, the act, translates the 

psychologically given into the intentional, into a world- and thus transcends it” (590). And 

Rosenberg believed in an element of presence that undercut trajectory, that placed the artist in 

the present, “the lone artist did not want the world to be different, he wanted his canvas to be a 

world…It was a movement to leave behind the self that wished to choose his future and to 

nullify its promissory notes to the past” (591). Here, Rosenberg pulls our attention to the 
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romanticization of the artist as situated in the midst of an experiment where anything could 

happen.  

We cannot help but notice, Rosenberg’s focus is on the solitary artist, so absorbed in his 

creative practice, moving in his independence, on the brink of discovery, albeit, not a discovery 

that will change anything concrete. Both Denis on Cezanne and Rosenberg on Pollock come 

from a perspective upholding not only the individual, but these individuals as isolated geniuses, a 

modern art history concept that while largely discredited is somehow still perpetuated in 

mainstream contemporary art practice. The artist as genius, is presented here as the individual 

granted the authority to experiment or to play. The genius Schiller says that “vigorous genius 

does not make the boundaries of its concern the boundaries of its activity” (41). The genius-as-

artist is invited to work to stretch the boundaries of art and is invited to play. Even traditional 

anarchist thinkers will validate the conception of select individuals as carrying the privilege of 

genius. States Bakunin, “the greatest scientific genius, from the moment he becomes an 

academician, an officially licensed savant, inevitably lapses into sluggishness. He loses his 

spontaneity, his revolutionary hardihood, and that troublesome and savage energy characteristic 

of the grandest geniuses, ever called to destroy old tottering worlds and lay the foundations of 

the new” (31). From this perspective, the genius is responsible for moving culture or science or 

their area of focus forward, exploring the new, and the term genius is a title accredited to a single 

contained individual, (for Bakunin with the understanding that in this instance the genius has the 

ability to lose his status. The he pronoun is applied intentionally in this discussion as the genius 

is inevitably male, referred to as such by Bakunin). Within the trajectory of modern art, the 

experiment is a development based on the conception of the individual, an individual who is in 

some capacity considered to be special, to be unusual, and is celebrated as such, with an 
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understanding that he will experiment with a visible outcome that works to expand the traditional 

field, or stretch its limits.  To be considered a genius, however, must one have measurable 

results? Is blurring the lines between art and life a radical idea if it has been perpetuated for over 

a century?  Is following the trajectory of modern into contemporary art an experiment that 

creates pathways or does it limit?  

Allen Kaprow and the Experiment  

In relating the nature of the experiment to contemporary art, the inquisitiveness and 

investigatory nature of the experiment would be an indicator of creative practice. However, as 

Kaprow points out, while contemporary art places focus on the product, an experiment doesn’t 

necessarily lead to anything that can be commodified or recognizable as product.  People who 

identify as artists can concretely say that they are making art, but “imagine something never 

before done, by a method never before used, whose outcome is unforeseen. Modern art is not 

like this, it is always Art” (Kaprow 69).  What the artistic genius makes has a static end result, 

art. Does the experiment result in art? Can art be classified as a result or does it exist in a state of 

movement? 

Kaprow converses around this as he begins to recognize that art exists in motion, as the 

experiment, rather than a result or a product. He then starts to separate creative practice from 

artists who have produced art in mainstream society by drawing a division between the two and 

terming many modern artists as developmental artists. He states, “developmental artists know 

what art is. At least they have faith in it as a discipline whose horizons can be reached. 

Experimentalists have no such faith. What they know of the arts and the variety of esthetic 

theories confirms their suspicions that art is a free-for-all meaning nothing and everything. The 

one thing that keeps them from becoming barbers or ranchers is their persistent curiosity about 
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what art might be in addition to what everybody else has made it” (69). This perspective from 

Kaprow is important, because while he gives a starting place for the relevance of 

experimentation and what it means for creativity, he is also differentiating between 

experimentalists and barbers or ranchers, rather than providing a space for the practice of barber 

or rancher to exist within the durational experimentation of creative practice. I argue that when 

seeking the alternative for creative practice, it would be possible for a person to approach either 

of those activities as art. A collectively run barbershop developed over time in a community, in 

which people cut each other’s hair in exchange for bartered services would be an overly 

simplified example. A lifelong project of learning to live with animals creatively holds endless 

artistic possibilities. 

How is one assured that what one produces is art and how does an artist know that they 

are a professional in the field? The categorization is the assurance of the result of an easily 

categorized artwork that exists, not only in modern art, but in contemporary art as well, and is 

reinforced by institutions that encourage the following of a trajectory, creating a recipe for 

attainment of the label of artists and the production of art. The experiment here, from the 

perspective of Kaprow, in the context of mainstream creative practice is a questioning of what art 

could be. There is an implication that a person is striving to accomplish the making of art, that 

experimentation must become generative in some capacity, where a person must run the risk of 

making what is not art to get to the other side where success sits in the form of what has become 

art. The experiment results in art. Rather than being in the river, there is a culmination. Kaprow’s 

experiment intersects with lived experience, but does it still exist in the trajectory of art history? 

Does it have an author ascribed, is it simply a moment looking over the edge before one steps 

down, while breathing a sigh of relief and comforted that one is secure with one’s work, and can 
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continue to make the same painting, for years, receiving increasing recognition for it? Is the 

experiment simply a line of flight, consumed back into a system that wants to see the result and 

capitalize on the product?  

For Kaprow, the experiment hinges around artists questioning the nature of art, and then 

trying to un-do it. One could say he is arguing against the privilege of art, or removing the level 

of elevation from it, removing the contribution that the genius makes, bringing art into the realm 

of the everyday. The work does become more than simply a product, the product is expanded to 

include engagements with the process of everyday life. Kaprow’s work has its foundation in a 

conversation that builds around what came before, through a series of questions that are 

sometimes set up as a dialectic. There is an element of responding to what came before in order 

to move forward to the next iteration. While movement is present, it limits itself by determining 

itself based off of what it is not, and in a certain sense, it also validates that which came before it. 

A timeline or a delineated map begins to limit and contain movement, as is referenced by Michel 

De Certeau, “Trajectory suggests a movement, but it also gives a plan, a projection, a flattening 

out” (xvii). Trajectory allows for plot points, a way of easily identifying, creates a road map that 

selects and excludes. Kaprow criticizes the methods for identifying art, for example, questioning 

the idea that containing something within a gallery context indicates that the item or activity 

contained is indeed artwork, “to pose these questions in the form of acts that are neither art like 

nor lifelike while locating them in the framed context of the conventional showplace is to 

suggest that there really are no uncertainties at all: the name on the gallery or stage door assures 

us that whatever is contained within is art, and everything else is life” (Kaprow 82). One of 

Kaprow’s rules, (this choice of word, rules, is intentional, as that was how Kaprow discussed the 

guidelines for making Happenings), explicitly defines through negation,  by creating art while 
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avoiding anything suggesting the arts. When he writes the criteria, he states that, “themes, 

materials, actions, and the associations they evoke are to be gotten from anywhere except from 

the arts, their derivatives, and their milieu. Eliminate the arts, and anything that even remotely 

suggests them” (62). Kaprow’s approach is to take a commonly held concept, that art is in a 

gallery, that art can be learned by an artist following a set of rules, and then, as his practice, find 

a way to undo that commonly held concept while making art, to disprove it. 

While Kaprow argues against developmental art, that is, art that builds on itself, with the 

security of knowing that it is art, Kaprow’s work still exists by basing itself off of experiments 

within the art history trajectory only pushing the boundaries of it and expanding it.  While he 

began to question the boundaries between art and life, his work was dependent on the realm of 

art as it currently existed. He poses a question of what art could be starting from a place of what 

it already is in an attempt to see if one can force an action or object or experience into the 

definition of art. By doing this he reaches the fluidity between art and life, “contemporary artists 

are not out to supplant recent modern art with a better kind; they wonder what art might be. Art 

and life and not simply commingled; the identity of each is uncertain” (Kaprow 15).  

Kaprow seeks to explore the boundaries of art by moving the location outside the walls of 

a gallery, by exploring actions or activities out of the traditional art contexts to experiment with 

the result. Before moving beyond the gallery, Kaprow moved within, in what he called 

Environments. These were exhibition and art spaces filled with moveable objects, often found 

from the street, to explore the idea that art could be anything. The medium was still objects, just 

objects selected in some way or arranged in another, or at the very least, contained by exhibition 

space that then determined the definition of what was within it. The Happenings followed, and 

are the art form that Kaprow is known for. Kaprow is seeking to differentiate between traditional 
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forms such as painting, or even performance work, such as plays or dance. He originally defines 

Happenings as, “a collage of rather abstract events for moveable audiences,” (Kaprow xxvvii), 

but then, becoming concerned that Happenings were simply an exploration into experimental 

theater, Kaprow identified audiences as the factor to explore. Audiences became participants, 

One could say that the Happenings have expanded art to include experience as an artistic 

medium. Is the result measurable?  

The Happenings expanded what could be art beyond the easily measurable or graspable. 

Happenings are “designed for a brief life, they can never be overexposed; they are dead, quite 

literally, every time they happen” (Kaprow 59). The idea is that this experience is fresh, it moves 

throughout multiple locations, and it offers something that can never be repeated. Examining the 

reflection upon a Happening, allows for insight into the way in which a Happening fits into the 

relationship the Dominant Art World has with the experiment. The example he gives of a 

Happening is as follows:      

in an automat lunches are being eaten. Usual business. Suddenly the eaters smash their 

dishes to the floor and leave at once. Meanwhile, in a rush-hour subway, a bunch of 

passengers start to shout as loud as they can and bang on pots and pans for a few seconds. 

At the next stop they get off and confront the cops. An empty 3 a.m. in the Whitehall 

street subway station. A bewildering maze of ramps, stairways, and passages connecting 

several train lines. Sweepers descend from the stair, sweeping dust and bodies while from 

below, tarpaper is unrolled toward them. As the two groups meet, the bodies are covered 

with the paper. The sweepers and the rollers go home. (Kaprow 78) 
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 In this description of a Happening, boundaries are pushed in terms of location of where art can 

happen, duration, and importantly, the form that art can take. It allows for small actions spread 

out over space and time to exist as artwork. It allows for spontaneity and the element of chance. 

It allows for a questioning of everyday life. It even offers the suggestion of a confrontation with 

authority or the adrenaline rush of demonstration against the Police State, albeit unelaborated 

upon. It bears the weight of one of the challenges of durational work, with the audience or 

witness not having access to the entirety.  That it is also identified as, referred to as it 

demonstrates that it, a now consolidated item, exists in memory as a work, or a piece, of defined 

or described art. It can be contained.  While several components are being employed here that are 

frequently the indicators or characteristics of the kind of work this research is seeking, the work 

falls short of consideration for the scope of exploration and possibility sought after when 

considering creative practice in this paper. Trying to determine why, what is lacking, or how the 

perspective differs from that of what is sought after leads to a comparison between that of a 

Happening and of a Situationist situation.  

Firstly, I would argue that the described Happening above, existing in written detail 

carries an entirely different weight than the experience of this particular Happening, making a 

case for the lived experience component of this work.   The reflection of this work becomes 

strongly tied to language, and the description that Kaprow has just offered, using that description 

as a representation or documentation of the work, bears resemblance to the way an abstract 

painting would be presented for viewing in a graduate level art class. The elements expanded 

upon here are the material of the canvas itself, the size of the canvas, as it now spans time and 

space, but the perimeters of the piece are set according to the rules of play that Johann Huizinga 

lays out, placing it in a separate domain contained within a beginning and end.  The piece, as 
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presented via text description could now be considered to be contained within the Aristotelian 

logic of a script structure.   

         In addition, in recognizing the importance of written word as the documentation of this 

piece, several questions are brought up regarding the work. The language describes the activity 

but is not neutral or only factual, the language used becomes the documentation, which would be 

altered if described differently, if for example, the color of the subway walls behind the 

participants was described or what was said during the confrontation was dictated. The language 

directs the viewer to what the work is, and certain elements become. When reading the 

description of the work, one wonders who cleaned up the dishes smashed to the floor at the 

laundromat.  In rush hour subway, as a group of people yell and bang on pots and pans, how 

much does that differ so much for our usual subway experience? Is it simply a matter that those 

yelling are privileged enough to be yelling without being arrested (rather than someone who is 

mentally ill yelling, or a group of sports fans yelling). “The sweepers and the rollers go home,” 

the journey home is included in the duration of the work, with the assumption that the work ends 

upon arrival home.  

When Kaprow describes experimenting as “erasing their (artists) profession as a value 

and accepting only what is phenomenally doubtless: life” (75), he believes he has begun to blur 

the boundaries between art and life. He has contributed recognition of a key inconsistency 

between the mainstream art world and creative practice; the attribution of value to the label of 

artist and the way mainstream art worlds consider art as product. Blurring these boundaries 

seems to be a key concept in experimentation, and would be a key characteristic in anarchic 

methodology, however, different creative practitioners interpret the meaning of what it means to 

blur the boundaries between art and life in entirely different ways, not always recognizing the 
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first part of Kaprow’s statement as something that must be separated from creative practice. 

Indeed, Kaprow’s inclusion in the canon is evident when reading a lecture given by Roy 

Lichtenstein to the College Art Association in 1964 (which was later printed in American Artists 

on Art from 1940-80). Lichtenstein is lecturing on the influences of Pop Art, and points to 

Kaprow, categorizing him with the likes of Jasper Johns, Rauschenberg, and Oldenberg. He 

credits the Happenings and environments of Kaprow in particular with the evolution of anti-

sensibility in Pop Art (750).  This demonstrates Kaprow’s conversation as still situating within 

the institutionalized capture of the Dominant Art World, as well as the continued differentiation 

in thinking about art as separated from life and as ultimating presenting as final product. To blur 

the boundaries between art and life, and rethink what that could mean, the question of value and 

creative  economy and success must be reinterpreted.  

 A Question of Access, Who Gets to Practice 

To move backward, and then blur the boundaries, is to assume boundaries in the first 

place, a sublation of distinction between the two arenas, indeed, two arenas at all. When 

grounding consciousness from a perspective that starts in the middle or stems from a, there 

would be no line between art and life to begin with, so it is not an experiment to blur the 

boundaries, rather, creative practice starts from a foundation of art and life as intertwined. A key 

argument of this dissertation is the reconsideration of creative practice at the root, from a 

foundation of shared consciousness.  

Creative practice can be seen as a commons that is held without differentiation between 

those able to practice and those who are not qualified. Noam Chomsky weighs in here when he 

states, “people want to explore, we want to press our capabilities, we want to appreciate what we 
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can. But the joy of creation is something very few people get the opportunity to have in our 

society: artists get to have it, craftspeople have it, scientists. And if you’ve been lucky enough to 

have had that opportunity, you know it's quite an experience-and it doesn’t have to be 

discovering Einstein’s theory of relativity: anybody can have that pleasure” (34). The experiment 

therefore, from an anarchic perspective becomes an exploration of creative practice and life as 

already held, as accessible to everyone, and the ways in which creative practice is shared 

commonly. Creative practice becomes a celebration of exploration of unknown territory without 

hierarchy of medium, and without weight placed upon result. Rather than a celebration of 

mastery, or a demonstration of individual brilliance, the experiment is not something 

compartmentalized or constructed as a unit. It has the potential to move beyond measured 

outcome or containment, because the nature of experiment would exist in a field of fluidity. 

Anarchic perspective sees the entry to the experiment as having limitless possibilities,  “If, as a 

worker, you think no further than how to free yourself from the horrible bondage of capitalism, 

then that is the measure of anarchism for you. But you yourself put the limit there, if there it is 

put. Immeasurably deeper, immeasurably higher, dips and soars the soul which has come out of 

its casement of custom and cowardice, and dared to claim its Self,” (Berkman 113). There exists 

a possibility to move beyond that which is predetermined. Something else could happen.  

The experiment, being lived, rather than static, also has a direct relationship to lived 

experience. The experiment is practice and practice is a state of movement, “reality is mobility. 

Not things made, but things in the making, not self-maintaining states, but only changing states, 

exist. Rest is never more than apparent, or rather, relative,” (Bergson 50). The experiment itself 

is moving. By examining the nature of the experiment, through the lens of movement, it becomes 

possible to catch a glimpse of some of the fabric that weaves together the nature of both anarchic 
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methodology and creative practice, and to begin to anticipate the potential found by examining 

the elements that intersect here. Rather than designating creative exploration  for the privileged 

few, could exploration be something that is a shared instinct? Is the desire to move into the realm 

of the unknown something innate? Noam Chomsky looks at it not from the perspective of it 

being held in the hands of those granted access, but from the perspective of a desire to explore 

and be creative that everyone has access to. Chomsky compares this to a toddler choosing to 

walk instead of crawl: 

look at kids: they’re creative, they explore, they want to try new things. I mean, why does 

a kid start to walk? You take a one-year-old kid, he’s crawling fine, he can get anywhere 

across the room he likes really fast, so fast his parents have to run after him to keep him 

from knocking everything down- all of a sudden he gets up and starts walking. He’s 

terrible at walking, he walks one step and falls on his face, and if he wants to get 

somewhere he’s going to crawl. So, why do kids start walking? Well, they just want to do 

new things, that’s the way people are built...and I don't think that ever stops. (34) 

The analogy of deciding to attempt to walk, when crawling is already accomplishing the task, 

would suggest that there is a drive within us for exploration. Allen Kaprow says that the 

experiment is a prelude. The Situationists describe it as a passageway and in keeping with that 

way of thinking, pre-Situationist artist collective, COBRA (of which several members later 

became active Situationists), believed that, “for those of us whose artistic, sexual, social, and 

other desires are farsighted, experiment is the necessary tool for the knowledge of our ambitions- 

their sources, goals, possibilities, and limitations” (Niewenheuys 660).  While the experiment 

may have a relationship with what will follow it, it is not dependent upon or dictated by what 
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will happen, giving it the potential to actually reinterpret Western conceptions around the idea of 

success. The experiment is a state of movement that paves the way to possibilities. 

The experiment is movement in which the outcome is unknown. The experiment has no 

guaranteed success, there is no equation that ensures its future. When the Situationist collective 

CO-RITUS (the Scandinavian faction of the Situationists), discussed what they termed 

experiments, they described three years of activity with over eight thousand musicians and artists 

putting together concertos throughout Scandinavia, and then discussing their practices with each 

other at conferences. CO-RITUS member Jens Jorgen Thorsen stated that, “After three years of 

eager experimentation… I must confess that the results are still rather unclear. The possibilities 

seem endless. We are now just at the starting point” (Thorsen 261). The experiment, especially 

when intersecting art and life, frequently doesn’t have concrete measurable results. While it may 

be describable, it isn’t containable. These elements of anarchic methodology, building from the 

ground up, starting from the middle, have a place in the idea of the experiment, with the 

experiment positioning itself as a sort of passageway, a thing of movement, where failure is 

possible, where there is no concrete vision to the other side, but where one is present with what is 

happening. Emma Goldman recognizes the constantly moving nature of anarchism stating that it 

is a “living force in the affairs of our life, constantly creating new conditions. The methods of 

Anarchism therefore do not comprise an iron-clad program to be carried out under all 

circumstances,” (Goldman, 26). There is an element of variability, of the unknown, within 

anarchic methodology that exists simultaneously within creative practice. 
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The Situationists  

The Situationists can be used as an example of people pursuing creative practice who 

sought to create outside of mainstream art practice, and while now recognized institutionally 

within the canon, were adamantly opposed to their inclusion. Situationist theory supports 

noncontinuous conception of life, that would ground itself in ideas of revolution, and be 

continually changing, never settled into something static, celebrating that which could disrupt or 

change the normative routine, “life can never be too disorienting” (Debord 205). The 

Situationists employed several creative practices that are relevant to  the conversation 

surrounding the experiment and blurring the boundaries between art and life. However, rather 

than claiming the experiment as the work that blurs the boundaries, the Situationists simply 

claimed that there was no separation from the onset. They started from a different foundational 

perspective. When thinking of creativity existing within normative structure, Debord states that 

“something that is only a personal expression within a framework created by others cannot be 

termed a creation. Creation is not the arrangement of objects and forms, it is the invention of new 

laws on the arrangement” (37).  For the Situationists, there was no separation between art and 

life, it was a matter of realizing art and practicing art in daily life. Situationists were an evolution 

from Marxist theory, developing upon the idea of alienation, expanding it from the laborer as 

alienated from the product: 

A division between the product of labor and labor itself, between the objective conditions 

of labor and subjective labor-power, was therefore the real foundation and the starting-

point of the process of capitalist production. But what at first was merely a starting-point 

becomes… constantly renewed and perpetuated. (Marx 716) 
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A hundred years after Marx wrote Das Capital, the Situationists asserted that people were now 

alienated from not only their work, but from their lives. The separation they sought, was not to 

blur lines or boundaries, but to abolish the compartmentalization of everyday life, and the ways 

in which capitalism separated out the individual artist, the product, and art, as separate from daily 

life. The Situationists posed a series of situations as experiments beyond the clutch of capitalism. 

This constitutes a different approach in consideration of consciousness and is directly related 

also to the organization of society. 

         In Situationist vocabulary, capitalism has created a spectacularization, a society where 

humans have become passive consumers, people exist as workers and their lives are 

compartmentalized and then commodified, receiving designated leisure time, with this 

determined leisure time also regulated by the Spectacle. Rather than practicing creativity, people 

engage in leisure time and all of their time is organized by the State. Guy Debord sees that 

society has organized itself around profitability, “in the spectacle’s basic practice of 

incorporating into itself all the fluid aspects of human activity so as to possess them in a 

congealed form, and of inverting living values into purely abstract values, we recognize our old 

enemy the commodity” (17). He continues to explain that the alienation that capitalism 

perpetuates has caused a divide between our actual lives and our experience of our lives, “the 

fetishism of the commodity-the domination of society by intangible as well as tangible things- 

attains its ultimate fulfillment in the spectacle, where the real world is replaced by a selection of 

images which are projected above it, yet at the same time succeed in making themselves 

regarded as the epitome of reality” (17).   Urban environments are boring strip malls organized 

around consumption and spending money with people moving routinely throughout them, going 

from plot point to plot point without thinking. “A mental disease has swept the planet: 
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banalization. Everyone is hypnotized by production and conveniences-sewage system, elevator, 

bathroom, washing machine… Presented with the alternative of love or a garbage disposal unit, 

young people of all countries have chosen the garbage disposal unit…Darkness and obscurity are 

banished by artificial lighting, and the seasons by air conditioning, night and summer are losing 

their charm and dawn is disappearing,” (60).  The Situationists are calling for a change that 

would force genuine living through everyday life. Their approach is not to have a goal or 

outcome of making art, it is more of a reclamation of life, and a life that is not predetermined by 

capitalism. Debord writes that the separation between art and life would just become something 

of an irrelevant point, because,  “art can cease being a report about sensations and become a 

direct organization of more advanced sensations. The point is to produce ourselves rather than 

things that enslave us” (53). While Kaprow is seeing the Happening described above as an 

intervention, it’s an intervention in a conversation that has its roots in capitalist society and the 

way that capitalist society uses art to communicate. What the Situationists are describing is 

different in its outlook.   

         To consider and compare Kaprow’s Happenings and the Situationists Derive reveals key 

points surrounding the approach of the experiment through a lens of anarchic method, versus 

exploring the boundaries of art and life situated from within a traditional contemporary art 

trajectory. It also becomes an exploration of what lived experience means. Claire Bishop 

comments on the difference between the two, “if Happenings artists sought to bring the everyday 

into the work of art (“we were presenting a piece of daily reality that is itself a spectacle’) then 

Debord and the SI, by contrast, found it necessary to question the very category of art altogether, 

sublating art into a more intensely lived everyday life,” (101).  I would argue that Kaprow and 

the Happenings were still attempting to make art as the final outcome from the experiment, while 
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the Situationists were not as greatly concerned with situating their creative practice as 

contemporary artwork. Situations were created to place people in relationship with presence and 

with a reevaluation of their daily lives, to inspire connection and recognition of being. Situations 

used creative practice to pull attention toward daily life in society, “the constructed situation… 

was conceived solely as part of a cumulative revolutionary chain. In this it was a direct outcome 

of COBRA, Imaginist Bauhaus, and Lettrist International theory: an investigation of art as a 

medium for lived experience and social organization” (Sadler 107). Some of the used material 

between Kaprow and the Situationists was the same, the ordinary, daily life, for example a 

staircase, or a train, something that already exists, an ordinary place. The question is in the 

separation at the root, and the Situationists didn’t separate, “everyday life is the measure of all 

things: of the (non)fulfillment of human relations; of the use of lived time; of artistic 

experimentation; and of revolutionary politics,” (Debord 92). So while Kaprow wondered if 

something ordinary could be used as art, if and how walking down a stairway could be art, as 

aforementioned in the Happening example, the Situationists were not concerned with fitting the 

hypothetical staircase into contemporary art history. They were interested in becoming aware of 

the implications of the staircase and its social meanings. What is seen and explored is this 

hypothetical staircase, as intuited. Psychogeography was a Situationist practice of mapping from 

this intuitive perspective.  

A person moves through the city in a routine, following a schedule, from home to the 

coffee shop, from the coffee shop to the job, and the store, then home again. The person is dulled 

to their environment, and by extensions, dulled to their life.  They don’t see their surroundings, 

their movement is predictable and charted, is not being thought about. Debord believed we had 

become separated from our lives, “everyday life is always elsewhere”, that we compartmentalize 
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our lives into fragmented constructed domains. The concern for reclamation of everyday life is 

related to hierarchical struggle, “because everyday life is organized within the limit of a 

scandalous poverty, and above all because there is nothing accidental about this poverty of 

everyday life: it is a poverty that is constantly imposed by the coercion and violence of a society 

divided into classes, a poverty historically organized in line with the evolving requirements of 

exploitation” (Sadler 92). It’s a similar concern of other thinkers, especially those critical of the 

State. 

 Schiller, whose perspectives on separation of creativity and logic are used in this chapter 

as indicative of deeper binary divisions that result in hierarchical approach, worried that people 

were complacent in their lives, “content if they themselves escape the hard labor of thought, men 

gladly resign to others the guardianship of their ideas, and if it happens that higher needs are 

stirred in them, they embrace the formulas which state and priesthood hold in readiness for such 

an occasion” (49). And Schiller is among many who hold concern for the value of life, believing 

that man becomes, “merely the imprint of his occupation” (40).  The concern regarding the value 

of daily life and the need for individuals within society to have agency in their daily lives, while 

being a concern articulated by Marxist or anarchist  Situationists, is responding to what they term 

poverty found in everyday life. This has become a revolutionary conversation, whereas Kaprow 

doesn’t converse with those ideological threads at the forefront.  Constant Niuwenheuys, a 

Scandinavian Situationist who spent his practice designing an imaginary nomadic city, saw this 

poverty as a direct result from denial of the experiment in the arts;  “humanity, once it has 

become creative, will have no choice but to discard aesthetic and ethical conceptions whose only 

goal has been the restraint of creation-those conceptions responsible for man’s present lack of 

understanding for experiment,” (Niuwenheuys 660). To speak around creativity in relationship to 
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the experiment and to life, is to begin a conversation that is a reclamation of root concepts for 

sociality and creative practice. 

Psychogeography is one strategy within Situationist practice that sought to freshly inspire 

the individual to connect with their surroundings. Psychogeography formed around a critique of, 

“a heightened awareness of the real social structuring of the city, of the complex way in which 

cities are divided into distinct quarters, based on class occupation or function, self-contained, yet 

reliant upon other components in the urban machine” (Sadler 20), with a recognition that the way 

the city was divided was driven by the movement of people that took place within the city, which 

in turn was driven by the need to ultimately create capital.  The new creative goal would be to 

“place everyday life at the center of everything,” (Debord 92).  In the practice of 

psychogeography, a place is felt and experienced, rather than consumed. It doesn’t exist for a 

purpose, rather it is felt as an emotional journey. An example of this can be found in the 

Situationist suggestion for traffic. Watching city planners look for the most efficient way to 

direct traffic routes, the Situationists recognized that city planners were simply interpreting time 

spent in an automobile within the context of use, getting from one point to another, serving a 

purpose of maintaining an ordinary life that supported the production and upholding of capital, 

“the mistake made by all urbanists is to consider the private automobile…essentially as a means 

of transportation…we must replace travel as an adjunct to work with travel as pleasure” (Debord 

25).  The proposition of use of automobiles and time spent in automobiles as designated time 

used simply to get from one point to another, as simply functional, and a function that moved 

forward the spectacle in which Situationists believe society is engaged, became an opportunity to 

explore the categorization and alienation of daily life.  
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Debord and Jorn began cutting up street maps to rethink traffic, to think beyond 

organizing traffic as, “zoning that takes account of the key functions, housing, work, recreation, 

will bring order to the urban territory. Traffic, the fourth function, must have only one aim: to 

bring the other three usefully into communication” (Sadler 24). They developed a language 

around this interruption, terming it, “Unitary Urbanism,” and saying that, “unitary urbanism 

acknowledges no boundaries; it aims to form a unitary milieu in which separations such as 

work/leisure or public/private will finally be dissolved,” (25). In Amsterdam, a group (of which 

Nieuwenhuys was a member) proposed that cars be exchanged for 20,000 shared bicycles, all 

painted white, so people could know that anyone could use them. This plan was rejected, and the 

Situationists maintained that city planners were refusing to seek alternate solutions, rather, going 

to great lengths to solve the problems of capitalism through the lens of capitalist structure, rather 

than replace it, “those who believe that the particulars of the problem are permanent want in fact 

to believe in the permanence of the present society,” (Sadler 27).  

Derive became an example of a Situationist creative practice of psychogeographical 

perspective, one that was intended to recreate the way the city layout was interpreted. Derive was 

a creative practice constituted by moving through the city. A derive was a wander, without 

destination, based on intuition. It was a way to engage with new eyes, to create a new experience 

of the city, “a derive is a good replacement for a mass; it is more effective in making people 

enter into communication with the ensemble of energies, seducing them for the benefit of 

collectivity” (Chtcheglov 7). Derive held the characteristics of a journey, but one designed to 

provide new eyes, new adventures, in places a person encountered every day. There is nothing 

permanent or traceable about derive, it is purely an experience. “Our entire program…is 

essentially transitory. Our situations will be ephemeral, without a future. Passageways. Our only 
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concern is real life, we care nothing about the permanence of art or of anything else. Eternity is 

the grossest idea a person can conceive of in connection with his acts” (Debord 41). Derive was 

not documented or performed. The Situationists were claiming these creative interjections in 

ordinary life as a way to see life from new perspectives. 

The derive carries several questions around it, when in conversation with the Happenings 

of Kaprow. The Happenings claim to have audience members become a part of the experience.  

While able and even encouraged to happen in a group, derive doesn’t set out with a chartered 

course, and doesn’t have the exteriority of onlookers, albeit be they participants.  The 

Happenings had the capacity to be documented, if even only by the description as provided by 

Kaprow, a derive, less so. Derive exists with no road map, and is intended to have no 

preconceived motivation. However, the Situationists, when considering the Happenings, still 

differentiated between audience, saying that, “an audience at a Happening is still sitting gazing 

as if it were in a theater or in front of a painting looking for the true basic conception. The 

conclusion: is open art any different from basic conception? Is it still art?” (258 Cosmonauts). In 

answer, the Situationists were not concerned with making art, but used the term to examine the 

lens through which they interacted with society, engaging in a conversation that encouraged the 

transformation of life and the city. They enthused, “let us make the city into a radiant workshop 

for the new art,” (Cosmonauts 261). Nothing was taken as given, everything was an invitation for 

exploration.  

The Situationists began a practice of Detournement, of using something that already 

existed, but recreating its meaning.  Detournement was intended to be accessible, and to provide 

creative choice to the public,  “the situationists wanted to reassert choice, chance, and humanist 

power: put switches on the street lamps, so lighting will be under public control…Detournement 
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would provide a stockpile of aesthetic elements from which anyone wishing to contribute to the 

revolutionary city could freely borrow,” (Sadler 110).  Debord presents the concept of 

detournement, of taking elements that exist and using them in new combinations, (an example 

would be to assign different meanings to gestures or words). He views detournement both as a 

creative practice and as a practice of progress, “ideas improve. The meaning of words participate 

in the improvement. Plagiarism is necessary. Progress implies it. It embraces the author’s phrase, 

makes use of his expressions, erases a false idea and replaces it,” (207). This willingness to 

plagiarize is also accompanied by a willingness to give up authorship or ownership over ideas.  

There is an acknowledgment in lack of origin in detournement, an understanding that ideas don’t 

belong to one person, and an encouragement to reuse and repurpose them. On this reusing of that 

which already exists the Situationists express, “Detournement can be translated most simply as 

diversion. The nuances encoded in the original French referenced “rerouting, hijacking, 

embezzlement, misappropriation, corruption“ (17).  This practice allowed for even static works 

to transform, with final products no longer being considered final or finished, but holding the 

possibility of becoming something else. When considering the creation of the new from the old, 

the Situationists wrote that, “detournement is the simplest and most widespread form of tactical 

experimentation with the dislocation of perspective-that is, when individual creative ability, 

contrary to any order of things, is proposed and opposed to all considerations of state” 

(Cosmonauts 268). Detournement offered a place to begin, a place that already existed, as a point 

to jump from. Detournement allows for change in simple things, everyday occurrences. To 

consider something that exists, hijack it, and create something else allows for the possibility of 

subversion to exist, anything could be used as an exploration in creative practice.    
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 Cultivation of the experiment can be thought of exploration of lived experience, a desire 

for discovery. This desire, to walk through new doorways for creative practice, offers unlimited 

possibilities. Asger Jorn writes about this as an aggression or a conquest, a reaching out, when 

he shares that this practice holds, “the capacity for wonderment, the longing for the new, for 

possibilities, for following one’s impulses, whims, external causes and preambles, the 

invitations, temptations, and provocations of others, the predilection for openings, introductions, 

beginnings, and sketches, ones capacity for impulsive, immediate and unpremeditated action” 

(Jorn 42). Where what is known may be static or determined, what is unknown carries the 

potential to reshape life again and yet again.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Exploring the Creative Commons 

To envisage creative practice as a commons, as an economy of reciprocity and 

generosity, is to explore what it could mean to hold in common, as a shared resource, our 

creative experience. The foundation for this perspective and the exploration of the commons 

nests in anarchic methodology as is constructed by this paper, in a process of always seeking to 

dismantle hierarchical oppression, with subjectivity stemming from the relational, and in 

building from the ground up. What would a creative commons look like in this context? How 

could our relationship with art change? What are the possibilities for creative practice beyond 

capitalism and what potentials could be realized?  

Creative practice, when articulated through the avenues of the Dominant Art World 

Structures, is stagnant, its evolution predetermined. The privatization and institutionalization of 

the art world act in opposition to the commons of creative practice, by impoverishing the essence 

of creative practice. Profitability, the market, and the product are harmful threats to the 

potentiality of the creative commons and allow for the categorization and limitations faced in the 

field.  In working to identify the commons of creative practice, this research seeks an alternative 

for creative practice, outside of individual authorship, outside of consumption, outside of the 

modern day enclosures of the Dominant Art World situated within. Allen Kaprow recognized 

that the categorizations of the Dominant Art World were becoming obsolete when he states,  “the 

history of art and esthetics is all on book shelves. To its pluralism of values, add the current 

blurring of boundaries dividing the arts, and dividing art from life, and it is clear that the old 
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questions of definition and standards of  excellence are not only futile but naïve. Even 

yesterday’s distinctions between art, anti-art, and nonart are pseudo-distinctions that simply 

waste our time” (Kaprow 81). Practitioners in the field, who were working still within the field, 

were still able to think beyond, to recognize the constraints of contemporary art practice. By 

working to identify characteristics of the creative commons, it becomes possible to begin to 

imagine new potentiality for art, art that thrives outside of capitalist structure.  

There are multiple directions for this analysis, with some of them resting in opposition or 

negation of those practices and systems that need un-doing. When considering anarchic 

methodology, it is in the nature of anarchy to resist developing stagnant strains of ideology, and 

the creative commons also stems from that perspective, as is demonstrated in Silvia Federici’s 

descriptions of numerous historical peasant uprisings against enclosures in Western Europe.  

However, examining the commons is not just a criticism of capitalist society and a bemoaning of 

our current situation within it, it holds potential for a discourse around possible and completely 

practical alternatives. There is a path for building from a place that doesn’t have to ground in 

capitalism. In the exploration of the potential for creative practice, this section explores practices 

and projects looking at the possibilities for the cultural commons.  

 The Commons is Immeasurable 

This research considers elements of creative practice, such as the relevance of the 

experiment to influence the cultural commons, as identifying features. The nature of creative 

practice is to explore uncharted territory, it is meant to seek without determined outcome and it 

has the potential to place a person into a relationship that realizes their being, that potentially 

shifts their consciousness. To consider the following practices with an understanding that due to 

the current societal and cultural landscape, it is impossible to embody the entirety of this 
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dissertation’s conversation surrounding what art could be, instead it offers fragments of potential 

for creative practice and characteristics that follow the lines of this investigation. Jorgen 

Thorsen, of the Scandinavian Situationist faction, recognized the possibilities for creative 

practice to become immeasurable. He states:  

A communicative art is an art which lives between. In the space between people. From 

that point of view art is no longer just a form of the aesthetic, of the philosophical, of the 

chronological or of mental space. Art becomes a function in the social conception. The 

social space. Looked upon this way through the communicative glasses (Fjord), the 

organization of society, the social patterns, town-complexes, business companies, 

production companies, stock-car racing traffic, toilet drawings, dancehall life, farming 

and festivities all become manifestations of artistic value or at least have artistic 

possibilities. (Thorsen, Cosmonauts 256)  

These practices carry aspects or elements of possibility.  

The contemporary creative practices outlined in this chapter highlight these three 

characteristics and reflect elements of a search for cultural commons. They reflect many voices 

and many outlets, some of which may fit more traditionally into what is conceived of as visual 

art or contemporary art, with something aesthetic produced, and others without. It is not to say 

that the commons cannot take the form of an exhibition or showcase of visual elements. Gregory 

Sholette writes about an exhibition from the 1980’s called The People’s Choice (Arroz con 

Mango) that took place on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, as a space for collaboration 

between the people who lived in the area. The organizing collective invited neighborhood 

residents, who were primarily Dominican, to participate in an egalitarian exhibition of “the 
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things that you personally find beautiful, the objects that you keep for your own 

pleasure…something that you feel will communicate to others” (Sholette 42). Though, the 

individual items and the assemblage of this show may have made for a striking visual display, 

this work also bears the traces of group participation and a sharing of cultural interest with one 

another that is found in the idea of the commons.  

However, in seeking a shift to the commons, a path lies in the removal of the product as 

focal point, with the consideration of the work stemming from the relational or lacking the ego of 

authorship. David Bollier explains the movement away from the tangible to relational practice, 

“It helps to understand that commons are not just things or resources… commons certainly 

include physical and intangible resources of all sorts, but they are more accurately defined as a 

set of paradigms that combine a distinct community with a set of social practices, values, and 

norms that are used to manage a resource” (15).  The work in the chapters following is chosen 

for this willingness to yield authorship and de-emphasize final product; they are viewed as a 

means to examine elements of anarchic methodology. These works affirm practice and action, 

the movement of the creative commons. They are noted for their dedication to building 

community or skill sharing. No singular practice mentioned is the embodiment of the research at 

hand. These practices are varied and not necessarily interrelated with one another, some are 

being proposed for consideration as creative practice though they exist outside of the traditional 

scope of what is considered art. Several of the creative practices will reflect upon roles 

individuals have played within a broader context or community, “the new social architecture is 

discontinuous and contradictory, sometimes borrowing aspects of traditional not-for-profit 

organizations, at other times looking more like temporary commercial structures, and still other 
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times appearing as a semi-nomadic band or tribe stumbling across a battered social landscape 

made all the more dire by the economic collapse of 2007-08” (Sholette 13).  

While a deconstruction and dis-organization of ideology and structures is one aspect, a 

foundation can simultaneously be built that starts elsewhere. Creative practice could be 

something other than what we currently consider it to be, it could be an ever opening entryway. 

While some practices mentioned present as art, the creative commons and the possibilities it 

holds, may not currently be identified as art. The term art could become irrelevant, “I allow those 

who make art to define it on their own terms, even if their identification with the practice is 

provisional, ironic, or tactical, as for example when artist Steve Kurtz insists, “I’ll call it 

whatever I have to in order to communicate with someone” (Sholette 5).  Art practice could 

move beyond our current comprehension and constraints, "to demonstrate the potential of 

communal relations, not only as a guarantee of survival and an increased capacity for resistance, 

but also, above all, as a path to transform our subjectivity and gain the capacity to recognize the 

world around us--nature, other people, the animal world--as a source of wealth and knowledge 

and not as a danger,” (Federici 77). It would be an expression of an alternative world, the 

evidence of alternate possibilities, and the time to enact these alternate possibilities is now, 

“What needs to be said and done needs to be said and done here and now, in the lifetime in 

which the saying and the doing of things is certain and available” (Gilman-Opalsky 17). This 

chapter will first address some of the characteristics found in the commons, as well as examples 

that reflect those traits, including a printmaking collaboration started by the Zapatistas, a 

community dinner organized by small town participants, and a creative practice taking place in a 

hospital in Burlington, Vermont. 
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Traits of Creative Commons 

In an attempt to identify elements of possibilities for creative practice, this section 

explores several traits of the creative commons, with the understanding that the creative 

commons present differently, and may carry different features. The characteristics of creative 

commons discussed in the following pages begin by looking at movement and duration rather 

than final product. Considering Henri Bergson’s reflection on situating within, rather than 

looking upon as a way of working with the foremost point that creative commons are based in 

practice and are experienced. This also provides insight as to why it is a challenge to identify a 

creative commons, as it is always changing and resists definition. Applying movement to 

creative practice would eliminate the emphasis on any end product (although, it is possible to 

have creative output exist in the visual form, that just would not be the emphasis of the work).  

The creative commons moves. The commons is shared versus competitive. This approach shifts 

perspective away from that of individualistic practice, and when applied to creative practice calls 

for a restructure of what the constitution of creative practice would be. Creative practice could 

transform beyond the Dominant Art World’s development and perpetuation of individual bodies 

of work and individual art careers, and even beyond the way in which socially engaged work 

becomes institutionalized and absorbed into the mainstream. Constant Newenheuys wrote that 

creative practice in the form of everyday exploration offered, “opportunity for unofficial and 

popular elements to playfully invert social and cultural conventions by elevating the everyday 

and uncrowning the elite” (Situationist City 34) and that with “the disappearance of the 

exception personal performance…genius will become public property and the word “art” will 

acquire a completely new meaning,” (Situationist City 34). Moving away from individual 

authorship and status, moving away from art as product has transformative possibilities. 



192 
 

 

 It would have the potential to shift creative practice away from anything product-based 

moving toward durational engagements, lived experiences, with a foundation in relationship and 

an exploration that stems from being impacted and affected by creative practices of our 

communities, without a drive for establishment of hierarchy or ego. Rebecca Schwartz provides 

a perspective on an active, moving  experience  within creative practice with her ongoing project, 

Art from the Heart, where she has developed a project engaging people in hospitals. Art from the 

Heart has evolved over time as growing relationships and collaborations between health care 

professionals, artists, volunteers, and patients. Her perspective of art as a fluid practice without 

borders is also of relevance here.  

As a second indicator the creative commons exists locally, in the creation of physical 

communities.  However, with the advent of technology, locality has the potential to carry wider 

implications in terms of building communities that can work beyond the boundaries of place, 

recognizing cultivation of community in creative practices and relationships that grow beyond 

physical borders or boundaries. It becomes a conversation around the community formed and 

impacted, and the effects felt, rather than specific place. It is organized from the ground up, 

collaboratively organized, but not institutionally or State organized. This accessibility, built from 

the ground up, of the creative commons is integral. While elements of capitalist culture promote 

the idea that there is not enough for everyone, or that only certain people can achieve the status 

of artist, or have the authority to speak about art, the creative commons operates with a 

completely different set of guidelines. Consider Gramsci in this application of interconnectivity, 

as he discusses the relationship of each person to intellectual participation, which is applied 

herein, to creative participation: 
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There is no human activity from which every form of intellectual participation can be 

excluded: homo faber cannot be separated from homo sapiens. Each man, finally, outside 

his professional activity, carries some form of intellectual activity, that is, he is a 

philosopher, an artist, a man of taste, he participates in a particular conception of the 

world, has a conscious line of moral conduct, and therefore contributes to sustain a 

conception of the world or modify it, that is, to bring into being new modes of thought. 

(9)  

The creative commons has the ability to include anybody, regardless of financial capability and 

potentially without the categorization that contemporary culture uses to identify people (as 

artists, writers, etc.). Rather, this commons makes itself available to the community as a practice 

that focuses on exploration, cultivation, experimentation, and that exists outside of the 

construction of the current art structures. Bakunin also wrote about this accessibility when he 

wrote in search of “the liberty which consists in the full development of all the material, 

intellectual, and moral powers which are to be found as faculties latent in everybody” (81). 

Ultimately, an exploration of creative practice is quite different from these alienations and 

divisions found within capitalism. To examine what it means to organize from the ground up, the 

exploration of this characteristic looks at the work of Gráfica de Lucha, the Graphic Struggle, a 

decentralized mobile print shop that creates non-copyrighted images of resistance and social 

justice movements.  

The Commons is not financially transactional or based on use-value 

In his book, The Communism of Love, Richard Gilman-Opalsky states that, “no human 

person exists as an isolated individual, for each person is developed individually only in relation 

to other human beings in a shared social world” (45).  As an additional characteristic, creative 
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practice held within the creative commons does not rely financially on the State or the 

contemporary market for its activity to exist or continue. The commons of creative practice is 

grounded in inter-relationship that is not based on use-value. It rethinks value and competition. 

Bollier states that, “A commons arises whenever a given community decides it wishes to manage 

a resource in a collective manner, with special regard for equitable access, use, and 

sustainability” (175).  It engages us as fully complex beings, rather than reducing our 

relationships to exchange-value considerations. Malatesta, when describing the society anarchists 

wish to create, emphasizes voluntary contributions, and collaboration, “anarchists wish to 

express of the destruction of every political institution based on authority, and of the constitution 

of a free and equal society, based upon harmony of interests and the voluntary contribution of all 

to the satisfaction of social needs” (5). A creative commons would be available and accessible, 

without discrimination or hierarchy. A creative commons would be inclusive.  

Anarchic perspective serves to remind us that capitalism was not always the normative 

position, that there are alternatives to its function, and that creative practice should stem from a 

foundation beyond capitalism, “despite its best efforts, the value circuit has never been 

completely able to incorporate each and every aspect of human life into the logic of commodity 

exchange” (Grohmann 143).  Aschoff continues to indirectly speak against the privatization of 

modern day enclosures when she writes, “a fundamental component of any transformative vision 

is the fight to take back our lives from capitalist markets--to say that things like our health, our 

desire to learn and have a roof over our heads should not be subject to our ability to pay” (148). 

Creative practice, when subject to economic value, simply loses. The cultural commons isn’t 

driven by the market or by financial gain, it moves outside of the scope of capitalist 

commodification, it moves beyond the use-value transactions that are driven by capitalist 
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structure. Federici articulates excitement around imagining what the commons could be, 

“projecting the vision of a world where goods can be shared and solidarity, rather than desire for 

self-aggrandizement can be the substance of social relations” (24). The conversation around 

economy and use-labor shifts with the practice frequently existing outside the mainstream 

financial realm, sometimes moving into gifting, bartering, other times, self- or group-funding, or 

not requiring money. This dissolves the pressure of bearing a relationship with traditional 

capitalist interpretations of success. An example can be found in the practice of Megan 

Humphrey, who organizes with others to spend time, feed, and care for Senior Citizens with a 

localized group named HANDS, Helping And Nurturing Diverse Seniors. She organizes an 

annual neighborhood exhibition in which anyone is invited to create a “Hand” for display at the 

local cafe, and the local community gathers to celebrate together, as an example of splitting from 

finance, accomplishing a project without institutional financing, that exists in an alternate 

economy sphere.   

The Difficulty in Defining; The Commons as Lived Multiplicity 

To engage with an idea of a commons, is to step into a difficulty in identification, 

something moving that exists as many, and even within that, still more. Though, the cultural 

commons is not something easily defined. It carries weight in experience and is continually 

changing. When Silvia Federici describes the commons, she views the lived relational aspect to 

it, rather than being able to pinpoint a definition, “you live the commons, you cannot talk about 

them, and even less theorize them,” demonstrating that while an individual may be able to 

describe elements of the commons, or offer components of what a particular commons is 

comprised of, what it actually is transcends the ability to factually confine it. Emmanuel Levinas 

also alludes to this element of lived experience when he writes that, “to understand a tool is not 
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to see it, but to know how to use it; to understand our situation in reality is not to define it, but to 

be in an affective state,” (Levinas 3). The cultural commons as lived experience significantly 

differs from that of art as end product or result. Bollier reinforces the commons are sliced 

experience when he states, “what’s critical in any commons.. Is that a community decides that it 

wants to engage in the social practices of managing a resource for everyone’s benefit… its an 

important point to remember because it underscores that the commons is not only about shared 

resources, its mostly about the social practices and values that we devise to manage them,” 

(Bollier 19).  The commons has a lot of fluidity to it. The binary thinking constructed as a 

support system for the framework of capitalism and the enclosures it perpetuates have no 

significance in a cultural commons which operate from a place of non-binary distinction. It does 

not exist as a rule book, it exists as a durational conversation. In keeping with creative practice as 

exploration, Scandinavian Situationist Jorgon Thorsen even considers it to be a game, “art is not 

something which unfolds either inside the artist or inside the spectator, but is a game unfolding 

between people, we are contributing to the renewal of the terms of art, the process of creation 

and social construction” (Co-Ritus Interview 209).  Creative practice is resting relationally, its 

unfolding implying the movement found within it.  

Federici recognizes the difference between an approach of the commons that starts from a 

place of relationship, that extends beyond definition, versus something easily contained or 

defined when she writes about, “the difficulty to give words to such a powerful and rare 

experience as that of being part of something larger than our individual lives, of dwelling on this 

earth of mankind not as a stranger or a trespasser, which is the way capitalism wishes us to relate 

to the spaces we occupy, but as home” (Federici 77). In thinking of the creative commons as 

something to dwell in, rather than simply encounter, we begin to feel an occupation of creative 
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practice as home. The creative commons becomes something not simply to visit or view, but a 

lived experience in which one resides with art, a way of living and experiencing the world. 

Creative practice becomes not something outside or other, not something that one goes to look 

at, but something that one is a part of. Herein lies the alternate, where the conversation ceases to 

be around art or not art, the product in its existence, or not, bears no more relevance. Levinas 

contributes the blurring of the lines of experience, implying an encompassing durational quality 

of lived experience that eludes distinction, “reaching out my hand to pull a chair toward me, i 

have folded the arm of my jacket, scratched the floor, and dropped my cigarette ash. In doing 

what I willed, I did a thousand and one things I hadn’t willed to do. The act was not pure; I left 

traces. Wiping away these traces, I left others,” (Levinas 3).   It is no longer a question of making 

art, or a conversation around what art is or is not, nor is it an expansion of the field. Art is 

something else, something existing outside of consumption.  

The idea of shared cultural commons doesn’t distill into one definition or distinction, 

rather, it exists relationally through lived and shared experiences in small communities, shifting 

in its meaning or how it presents itself. Cultural commons is a multiplicity. As the commons 

exists outside of for-profit motivations, so too does the creative commons, existing beyond the 

structure of the financial economy.  Nicole Aschoff, when picturing a world beyond capitalism, 

beyond a production-for-profit society, envisions a very different kind of potential of 

communities, “the model won’t be a single, unified narrative of change. It will be comprised of 

thousands of stories, all with their own unique visions for a better world” (147). And in this way, 

the cultural commons is a polyphony of voices, without becoming hierarchy, where a few voices 

tower above, but rather, emerging relationally from the middle, in a place where the emphasis is 

removed from product. When Bakhtin writes about polyphony, he envisions a position that 
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transcends individual units by collectivizing them. To consider a cultural commons as described 

here, allows for a glimpse into what creative practice could begin to mean, “precisely… the fact 

that the voices remain independent and, as such, are combined in a unity of a higher order than in 

homophony. If one is to talk about individual will, then it is precisely in polyphony that a 

combination of several individual wills takes place, that the boundaries of the individual will can 

in principle be exceeded” (Bakhtin 21). It exists in a place where individual will is no longer 

relevant, it just simply is no longer the topic.  

This element of the undefinable runs throughout conversations that form around fluidity 

and multiplicity. There is an element of the undefinable in anarchic perspective, that allows for 

continual interpretation. The undefinable exists in the context of the experiment, an 

undetermined outcome cannot be defined. Philosophers fall back on this undefinable element, 

this aspect that cannot be quite pinned down or codified, as one of the starting points of their 

arguments. For example, while Bakhtin offers descriptors of Polyphony and alludes to its 

characteristics, rather than a concrete definition, Deleuze and Guattari use prose and poetry to 

induce the feelings of the movement of the nomad, without offering concrete guidelines of what 

the thing is. Noam Chomsky states that anarchy has no predetermined path and cannot ever be 

comprehensively articulated in static form. There is no moment of presentation, no example that 

states, here it is, in the fullness of embodiment. The fluid nature of subjective experience is found 

in the moving art form. There is no one defining moment in any of these components. When 

Henri Bergson refers to being a part of the river, rather than observing the moving thing as it 

passes, it leads to a perspective of presence in lived experience, that is intrinsic to the creativity 

and life being described herein. To explore the commons, if it contains the undefinable, means to 

attempt to articulate experience, meaning to give language to practice, to move from feeling to 



199 
 

 

structure for the sake of understanding. By exploring the creative commons as movement, as 

starting from the ground up, and as space for creating alternate economies, this section attempts 

to understand elements that contribute to the creative commons without striating it into a static 

definition.  

 Asger Jorn, who was a Situationist from the Scandinavian faction, which placed 

emphasis on creative practice and the experiment as part of life, sought a transformation in the 

way we interact, with a call to rethink how we conceive of everyday life and our exchanges with 

one another, “we propose liberation of social life, which will open the way to the new world--a 

world where all the cultural aspects and inner relationships of our ordinary lives will take on new 

meaning” (660). A shift in consciousness gives birth to new meanings and possibilities for 

creative practice and opens pathways for deeper understanding and possibilities for expansion of 

the fields, rather than the traditional hierarchical perspective that has driven the Contemporary 

Art World. By having a shared experience, the cultural commons, beyond the framework of 

binary constructions or pinpointed definitions, enables a multiplicity, opening possibilities 

beyond definition or striation. The Zapatistas, in their fight for Indigenous autonomy, are an 

example of a group of people, organizing under extreme circumstances of oppression, that 

recognized the strength in the fabric of multiplicity. When at a critical point of their struggle 

while in the midst of engaging in militant resistance, they vocalized that they were not fighting 

for a hierarchical enforcement of one definition. At the very height of pressure, they found it to 

be a priority to make space for multiplicity, for the possibility of pluralities, for polyphony. Their 

declaration included the following,  “the world we want is one where everyone fits. The world 

we want is one where many worlds fit” (Fourth Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle 1996). A 
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cultural commons would be that as well, a multiplicity of lived, continuing explorations that are 

shared.  

When thinking of that which is shared creatively, rather than looking to individuals as 

leading or being primary organizers of a creative practice, this section, instead, uses the practices 

of individuals to demonstrate the potential within larger creative practices, seeing the creative 

commons as holding space outside of the sphere of administration or regulation,  “Contemporary 

communes don’t... aspire to the management of any commons. They immediately organize a 

shared form of life-- that is, they develop a common relationship with what cannot be 

appropriated, beginning with the world” (Moradi 27). Constant Neuwenheus echoed that 

sentiment when he stated, “You know Rimbaud’s saying, ‘the idea is to reach the unknown by 

the derangement of all the senses.’ I am not even talking about an alternative future, for I do not 

say: this is the future. I am no prophet. I merely say: one could live better, or at any rate, on a 

higher level. How? You might ask. Instead of always having to toil and labor, be slaves, people 

could be free. And to me, freedom is creativity” (6). There is no singular determined example, 

rather, there are many potentials, each carrying aspects of a redefinition of creative practice 

through reconsideration of the foundation of consciousness.  

 The Creative Commons Moves 

 Rather than considering art as something stationary, something to be looked at, the 

creative commons is active, it exists in practice and movement. The creative commons has the 

potential to redefine the way we think about creative practice. The Situationists saw creative 

practice as carrying continually life changing possibilities, with creative practice as movement, 

as they shared a perspective that, “art is simultaneously an ethical and an aesthetic way to 
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activate human beings” (Thorsen 207).  Henri Bergson, in his Introduction to Metaphysics, 

writes about movement in conjunction with duration, not measurable as individual units.  De 

Certeau, In Everyday Life also discusses plot points as deterrents to the fluidity of experience.  

According to De Certeau, “it is thus a mark in the place of acts, a relic in the place of 

performance: it is their only remainder, the sign of their erasure. Such a projection postulates that 

it is possible to take one (the mark) for the other (operations articulated on occasions)” (35). He 

doesn’t see compartmentalization as possible.  Bergon’s reflections address the interiority of 

subjectivity as movement, considering some of the following in application to creative practice 

would allow for creative practice to assume the characteristics of subjective experience, 

alleviating art from the static. Bergson is writing about perspectives on interior subjectivity, in 

general and metaphysically, dividing the way to know a thing into two categories, calling the 

divisions, the relative and the absolute. While acknowledging the argument creates binary 

divisions (which causes hesitation in itself as this research recognizes categorization as a means 

of making an argument overly simplistic), he examines the difference between looking upon 

something or being within it. Consider this differentiation as analysis and observation versus 

experience or participation and then apply it to creative practice. Bergson states that, “the first 

implies that we move round the object, the second that we enter into it. The first depends on the 

point of view at which we are placed and on the symbols by which we express ourselves. The 

second neither depends on a point of view nor relies on any symbol” (21). Bergson uses the 

terms analysis and intuition, to draw distinctions between “intellectual sympathy by which one 

places oneself within an object in order to coincide with what is unique in it and consequently 

inexpressible,” and analysis which, “is the operation which reduces the object to elements 

already known...to analyze therefore, is to express a thing as a function of something other than 
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itself” (Bergson 24). The creative commons would exist from the perspective of movement and 

experience, situating from a position within, rather than simply viewing.  Bergson compares this 

situating within to being within a river, rather than sitting on the bank looking at it as it passes. A 

river is immeasurable and not divisible into static units. He discusses duration as the idea of “one 

unique duration, which carries everything with it--a bottomless, bankless river, which flows 

without assignable force in a direction which could not be defined” (Bergson 48). Applying 

duration in this context to creative practice makes it something less likely to be striated or 

pinpointed into one aspect or element.  

While Henri Bergson talks about states, shifting from one to another, with subjectivity 

existing as movements, not divisible to individual units but succeeding each other and holding 

the states before and after within, Errico Malatesta writes about the movement as found within 

reciprocal action, movement that flows both back and forth. He writes that, “between man and 

his social environment there is a reciprocal action. Men make society what it is and society 

makes men what they are, and the result is therefore a kind of vicious circle. To transform 

society, men must be changed, and to transform men, society must be changed” (Malatesta). This 

action of a creative commons equates a reciprocal movement, conversation, exchange of 

knowledge.   

Bollier also writes about knowledge of the commons, being developed at a local level 

from experience, not being something that is stagnant, “Commoners rarely presume that there is 

a fixed body of canonical knowledge whose authority must be respected. They create their own 

(situational) types of knowledge through engagement with each other and their common 

resources” (155). It cannot be striated or pinpointed, cannot be distilled. “There is no gap 
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between what we are, what we do, and what we are becoming” (Invisible Committee 15). It 

cannot be separated out to be examined from an outside perspective, thus, it evades definition. 

Creative practice in the context of the creative commons exists as experience, as 

something that flows, that exists in time. In creative practice, this opens up exploration beyond 

the creation of products, taking emphasis away from final end points or culminations. Kaprow 

explored this with situating some aspects of his work simply creatively within the realms of daily 

life, “young artists of today need no longer say, I am a painter or a poet or a dancer. They are 

simply artists. All of life will be open to them. They will discover out of ordinary things the 

meaning of ordinariness. They will not try to make them extraordinary but will only state their 

real meaning” (9). One aspect of this is that work in motion becomes the exploration, the daily 

act of relationship building, the duration of a project and all its elements. Bollier sees movement 

in the commons in the following ways, “it is pioneering new forms of productions, more open 

and accountable forms of governance, innovative technologies and cultures and healthy, 

appealing ways to live” (5). The creative commons could be seen as years of planning interesting 

events at a neighborhood art center, it could even be neighbors taking a walk in the vein of a 

Situationist derive, or it could be a monthly creative community dinner. The Situationists, when 

they proposed imaginary nomadic cities, were imagining the lived experience of the journey, as 

creative practice. They wrote that, “the autonomy of place can be rediscovered without the 

reintroduction of an exclusive attachment to the land, thus bringing back the reality of the voyage 

and of life understood as a voyage which contains its entire meaning within itself” (SOS 178).   

In the context of a group visual art exhibition, the exhibition element would not carry greater 

weight than the planning, the communication involved, the transportation of objects, the coming 

together to celebrate. All would share equal validity as the work. Movement and duration also 
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carry connotations of  egalitarian perspective, if one considers all movements exist in connection 

with the next, rather than placing priority on certain stages within the process, “There is a 

succession of states, each of which announces that which follows and contains that which 

precedes it” (Bergson 25). When work situates within a succession of states, even if an element 

of it has a visual component, whether it is bringing the community around a lantern parade or 

organizing an exhibition in a garage, etc., each movement would be validated as practice.  

Art from the Heart and Rebecca Schwarz 

Rebecca Schwarz wants to make the hospital a more creative place. She created and 

currently leads a program at the University of Vermont Medical Center that brings art supplies 

and an art collaborator to people’s rooms in the hospital and encourages people of all ages and 

abilities to create, using art to transform patient care with the intention of helping people feel 

better. In an article on the initiative from the UVM Medical Center blog, Schwarz considers 

small acts of friendliness as carrying creative value and she describes an example of creative 

practice through a small encounter, “Do you want to make paper airplanes to fly at your doctors 

or nurses?” 

Schwarz’s perspective fits into those of the creative commons through her egalitarian 

treatment of what constitutes the work, and the care given to what could be considered ordinary 

situations. She explains the significance of a simple encounter as an invitation for spontaneity 

that deconstructs the concept of the artist as a skilled role that only some attain. She embraces the 

accessibility of creative practice, the potential for a broader understanding of the threads running 

through creative practice. Tying into Gramsci’s consideration of everyone having elements of the 

philosopher, the intellectual, the artist, she rejects the idea of the artist as individual genius and 

sees it as creative potential within each person when she states, “some of us don’t think we are 
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artists, but most of us have made paper airplanes. Paper airplanes are a gateway to art making. 

First you are folding, then flying, and before you know it you are drawing and decorating – 

maybe racing stripes or flowers or your name and favorite team” (Schwarz). The humility found 

in seeing creative practice not as monumental, highly skilled works of fine art, but as small 

gestures from ordinary people, is a trait evident throughout the examination and rethinking of 

creative practice, bravely moving it away from the dominant art world’s understanding of Art.  

Schwarz sees these small engagements as carrying the potential to shift a person’s 

mindset, to imagine other worlds, to give someone choice when they are in a position of needing 

physical care and lacking agency. These situations unfold throughout time, they may not be 

documented or even remembered in any way, because to do so might rupture the relationship 

being built, but they carry the weight of duration and movement that resides in the commons. 

Samuel Alexander, writes about practice that “seeks to initiate a transition beyond the existing 

order of globalized growth capitalism and in its place build a constellation of highly localized 

economies of sufficiency, based on renewable energy, appropriate technology, egalitarianism, 

participatory democracy, and non-affluent but sufficient material culture of voluntary simplicity” 

(2). Schwarz reflects much of this perspective with her practice, as she builds her work from 

relationships with others while creating a balance throughout her practice, with each area 

carrying equal weight and attention. Schwarz does not prioritize or place any creative work in a 

hierarchical situation that would give them any less weight or significance than other 

demonstrations of practice. There’s an equity and a validity that she carries throughout her 

creative engagements, and they simply roll, carrying from one to the next. From a situational 

perspective, this puts Schwarz in the river, rather than looking upon it. While her perspective 

fringes on those held by the Relational Aesthetics movement, in terms of creating small 
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relational gestures, it carries a subversive element that differentiates it by not caring whether or 

not it participates or presents itself within the context of the mainstream art world and not even 

striving to be a part of it. While Relational Aesthetics assigns authorship to the construction of a 

relational situation, that can then be attributed to the artist, licensed, and exhibited, Schwarz 

doesn’t lay claim to the construction of the project, and she doesn’t define it in terms of limited 

time (a month in a gallery, where a situation is posed, etc). Schwarz is also considering the 

entirety of the engagement as a creative practice that offers people options, people whose 

physical positions may be more limited than those in other situations. She states that, “As our 

plane flies we try to use our body’s leaning and movements to influence direction. In some ways 

we move in parallel as our craft soars. Our intentions are launched, we are moving, present, 

laughing and looking out. Part of the goal of working with the kids is to get them out of their 

rooms and moving around if they are up for it. We are helping kids to be kids and subvert the 

power structure of being in the hospital so that they feel most like themselves – present and 

aware. When we fly the hall of a hospital wing, we navigate with a new sense of purpose, we are 

launching flights of imagination” (Schwarz). Schwarz has posed a durational open ended 

suggestion of a situation that can be created by any number of participants and can belong 

indiscriminately to any of those who choose to engage or call it their own.  

Also of note is that, in her wider practice Schwarz doesn’t draw distinctions between her 

creative practice and non-creative elements of her life. She describes her creative work as 

creating, collaborating, and teaching, a practice defined by all active movements and she states, 

“all ideas, histories, and particles, are connected and alive” (Schwartz). Her full practice offers 

an example of potentiality in that it demonstrates what can result when equal weight is placed on 

the different aspects and projects she engages in, from participating in a collective that organized 
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a philosophical and creative symposium to her hospital work, to parenting her child, to making 

sculptural objects from recycled materials. While Schwartz does not concern extensively with 

the Dominant Art World structures, she exists in a space of dark matter, where possibilities for 

her creative practice are in a heightened state, “by grasping the politics of their own invisibility 

and marginalization they inevitably challenge the formation of normative artistic values,” (4). 

For Schwartz, creative practice has no limits. Her work suggests many open paths to active 

engagement and shows relationships being formed from the situations suggested. She states, “I 

think of art as inventing new ways of interacting with the world. I don’t think art should end at 

the gallery, or other rarefied places. Art can spark all sorts of things in the broader world, helping 

our culture in coming to terms with the difficult / messy / conflicting issues of our time, and 

getting in sync with new, useful and energizing ideas. When I teach or parent or connect with 

someone about art forms they enjoy, I see all of these as ways of cultivating culture, of being an 

artist. I wish we had many different words for art, the way the Inuit do for snow or the Persians 

do for love” (Schwarz).  

Schwarz included a collaboration with UVM researchers and students, and the 

educational flier that they created as a result of the research they conducted, as part of her 

creative practice. The poster was called, “Effects of Art Intervention on Pediatric Anxiety,” and 

was presented at the American Public Health Association annual meeting. “... two major themes 

emerged: nurse satisfaction and patient well-being. Nursing staff satisfaction minor themes 

included improved productivity, promoting conversation, and creating a positive influence on the 

unit. Respondents reported that Art From The Heart helped initiate conversations with patients 

(100%) and reduced workday stress (68%).  The second major theme, patient well-being, 

included benefits to patients with dementia, providing comfort, and serving as an outlet or 
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distraction. Utilizing AFTH improved perceived patient mood (100%), health (78.5%), and 

reduced patient anxiety (89.3%).”  Not only is Schwarz collaborating for the creation of a 

scientifically-based poster, but she puts it forth as part of her creative practice. Rather than using 

the poster as an explanation for the reasons behind her creative practice, (the way traditional 

artists may pick a theme to base their work off of) Schwarz includes the collaboration used to 

create the poster, the information contained within the poster, and the poster itself, as creative 

practice.  

In another project, the collectively planned multi-disciplinary symposium previously 

mentioned, Schwarz cited her creative practice as being the community press contact for the 

conference. While people presented their research or spoke on panels at the conference, and 

others exhibited large scale installations or shared performances, Schwarz directed people, 

answered questions, and even documented the weekend long symposium as her practice. 

Schwarz’s egalitarian approach to the constitution of her creative practice can be seen as a 

breakdown in traditional hierarchical thinking that is so prominent in the contemporary Art 

World. She expresses the way in which creative practice moves for her, “I don’t feel the need to 

divide one approach as "art project", and another as not art. As a community engaged artist and 

as someone who works on various projects, “art” or otherwise, I find they all take many, and 

often overlapping skill sets. When I consider all acts as art interventions, I can think more freely 

and playfully about how to intervene into "life as usual” and try to examine and change some 

patterns that could be healthier. The more art and life blend, the more we are invited into 

creatively making the world we want, instead of the world we have” (Schwarz). 
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From the Ground Up 

Finding oneself invited to make the world, bringing what one has to do so, it begins just 

there, little by little.  In identifying characteristics of creative commons, the second would relate 

to locality, participation, and how the individuals within the creative practice situate themselves. 

To many within the Dominant Art world this may appear to be creative practice on the fringes, 

that which falls into the category of what Gregory Sholette terms dark matter; work that is 

invisible to those who lay claim to our cultural landscape. Dark matter includes, “makeshift, 

amateur, informal, unofficial, autonomous, activist, non-institutional, self-organized practices--

all work made and circulated in the shadows of the formal art world” (Sholette 1). This research 

is interested in work that does not strive to compete in the Dominant Art World. It stems from 

the building of relationships as a foundation, but not as a means to an end, (with the end being 

art). It carries an indication toward projects that are organized from the ground up, and that stem 

from the relational. But what does it mean to organize creative practice from the ground up?  

Stemming from the ground up carries a distinct difference from capitalist culture, which 

organizes itself in a top down structure, simply put, a hierarchical structure. To build from the 

ground up means to organize in a more non-hierarchical way, thinking more horizontally in the 

way in which people relate to one another. The creative commons are level, organized 

collaboratively or self-organized, and it provides a system of support and solidarity to those 

around it. States Bollier, “The commons is essentially a parallel economy and social order that 

quietly but confidently affirms that another world is possible. And more: we can build it 

ourselves, now” (4). This call for another world resounds throughout the commons and its 

ground up construction. It is a call for something other than hegemonic structure. Guy Debord, 
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who viewed creative practice as revolutionary at its core, issues this call as well, hailing the 

dissolution of the current conditions of oppression when he states:  

A revolutionary action within culture must aim to enlarge life, not merely express or 

explain it. It must attack misery on every front. Revolution is not limited to determining 

the level of industrial production, or even to determining who is to be the master of such 

production. It must abolish not only the exploitation of humanity, but also the passions, 

compensations and habits which that exploitation has engendered. We have to define new 

desires in relation to present possibilities. (Debord 36) 

 

Protest movements and Autonomous zones 

The binary separations discussed earlier in this research lead to the separation between art 

and life, and art and politics, or art and societal change or transformation. As artists focus on 

developing their body of work, in order to make their name appear as one of the art world names, 

they become complicit in a system that promotes competition and hierarchy. The dominant art 

world systems treat radical perspective as a subject matter, which then striates radicality, rather 

than exploring the possibilities for creative lived experience as creative practice itself. Protest 

movements, as well as created autonomous zones, provide another example of creating 

alternative spaces, alternative hopes, and alternative futures. Considering these collective 

movements, in which individual artists give up their authorship and the constructed conception 

of their individual practice as being unique and set apart from others practice, in order to 

become, a part of a movement, hold the potentiality that dwells in the realm of consideration of 

creative practice as researched herein.  
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Medu Collective member Thami Mnyele, who refocused his individual creative practice 

to work with the collective, believed that it was critical for creative practice to become part of a 

collective movement, “It should be clear now that the artist cannot content him or herself with art 

practice only; for it can never be a substitute for political practice; for it is impossible to make a 

revolution with drawings, paintings, and sculptures only, no matter how progressive they may 

be” (Signal 03 140). Medu collective was formed in 1978 to support the anti-Apartheid 

movement and took the perspective of transforming individual artists into collective cultural 

producers with one of their core principles being that “the message of the art stems from the 

vision of the nurturing community, it is not from the outpouring of private inspiration of a 

genius, madman, or saint” (140).  

When independent publisher and writer MacPhee writes collective work, as opposed to 

that of the individual artist as trying to develop their brand, he notes a sheltering from some of 

the aspects of the hierarchical demands placed upon the individual, “if an artist deeply embeds 

themselves in a struggle and/or community they gain some protection from the attacks and 

demands of capital. The solidarity and mutual aid which can develop in communities of 

resistance can begin to replace the capitalist needs of social reproduction” (Signal 03 146). 

Priorities within the collective have the potential to shift away from the need for artists to build a 

career as their top priority.  

 Erfan Moradi researches the autonomous zone as a place where people decide how to 

live and care for one another, with full awareness that the space they are creating will not last 

forever, yet is indefinite. Considering autonomous zones as sites of worlds in-the-making, 

Moradi states that, “in a world that seems desperate to isolate us from one another, the work of 

imagination is central to envisioning and constructing alternative forms of life, and in cultivating 
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a space for inventive discovery,” (Moradi 27).   Small anomalous organizations- share “the 

passionate commitment to explore the social, political, and aesthetic dimension of art, coupled 

with the desire to transform the material world into an egalitarian and de-alienated living 

environment,” (Sholette 44).  

Building from the ground up, from the anarchic sense means to put into practice 

something that may be seen as revolutionary or radical, though is, in fact, simply the abolishment 

of hierarchy and the restructure toward systems that rely on collaboration where both parties hold 

equal power. David Graeber discusses this perspective, as well as its relationship to the element 

of practice mentioned previously as a characteristic of the commons, when he states that, “we are 

talking less about a body of theory than about an attitude… the rejection of certain types of 

social relations, the confidence that certain others would be much better ones on which to build a 

livable society, the belief that such a society could actually exist...” (Graeber 4).   

To build from the ground up, means building on relationships, in a way that is free from 

the domination that we have become accustomed to through capitalism. When describing 

anarchist perspective, Saul Newman states that anarchic politics operate, “without a leader or 

centralized party, and in which there are decentralized and non-hierarchical forms of 

organization and collective mobilization, it is also a politics which fundamentally challenges not 

only the hegemony of global capitalism, but also the sovereignty of the state” (Newman 15). 

Organizing from the ground up ultimately rejects hierarchy and gives all participants a voice. 

Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos of the Zapatistas referred to organizing from the ground up in 

a speech on July 5, 2005, when he shared that: 

What we’re going to do is, together, shake this country up from below, lift it up, and 

stand it on its head. Let that show all the plundering, all the hatred, all the exploitation. 
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We’re going to shake it up and maybe we’ll find that it wasn’t right, that it shouldn’t have 

been like that; then we’re going to have to unroll it again, no higher and no lower than 

what its mountains, its valleys, its rivers and lakes indicate, and we’ll lay it out again, and 

again, between the Pacific and the Atlantic, between the Río Bravo and the Suchiate, and 

then we’ll really be ready to go. What we need to build can’t be decided from the 

podiums, by charisma or by the virtues or defects of one’s public speaking; it must be 

discovered below, decided below, worked on below. (Marcos) 

This perspective, building from the ground up, is a different way of looking at the structure of 

our communities. It means believing that relationships can exist beyond use-value, and is 

reflected in the formation of the Zapatistas’ “Other Campaign,” which inspired the Graphic 

Struggle, a print workshop developed as a means to build a wider, more far-reaching community. 

"The Other Campaign,” was launched in 2005 “with the objective of advancing the struggle for 

Democracy, Liberty and Justice, not only for indigenous people but for all of the people of 

Mexico. The declaration, known as "La Sexta", has the goal of undertaking a "national campaign 

with another way of doing politics, for a national program of struggle of the left and against 

capitalism and for a new constitution” (Zapatista source material). Building from the ground up 

allows for forming of community, and exploring that community outside of hierarchical 

structure. Peter Marshall echoes this sentiment of building, in a new way and viewing one 

another from a new perspective when he states that anarchists:  

Are aware that, given the opportunity, not only do ex-slaves often try to become masters, 

but oppressed men try to find weaker beings to lord it over. But anarchists do not see that 

this tendency is intrinsic to human nature, but rather a product of our authoritarian and 

hierarchical society. They reject the view that the only possible human relationship is that 
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in which one issues orders and the other obeys, one asserts himself and the other cringes. 

Such an unequal distribution of power enslaves both the ruler and the ruled. Anarchists 

look to a time when there will no longer be masters and servants, leaders and followers, 

rulers and ruled. (47)  

Building from the ground up carries a humility that is willing to transgress capitalist ideas 

surrounding authorship or branding in favor of anonymity, collaboration, and recognition of a 

horizontal shared structure versus individual ownership over a project:  

The basic principles of anarchism--self-organization, voluntary association, mutual aid--

referred to forms of human behavior they assumed to have been around about as long as 

humanity. The same goes for the rejection of the state and of all forms of structural 

violence, inequality, or domination, (anarchism literally means without rulers), even the 

assumption that all these forms are somehow related and reinforce each other. (Graeber 

3)  

The collective Grafica de Lucha and its relationship to the Zapatistas’ “Other Campaign,” offers 

an example of how the creative commons can be built in this way, offering a horizontal structure 

that allows for multiplicity of voices who support one another.  

 

The research in this paper used for the radical print collective Gráfica de Lucha, or   

Graphic Struggle, is taken from their anti-copyrighted informational flyers, as well as first hand 

accounts and an email interview from participants. Grafica de Lucha is a collective project, in 

which no one person claims sole authorship, and it has been evolving since 2005, “from hand to 

hand, on the walls of the streets and in the spaces of collectives and organizations in struggle 

come forth these images,” (Gráfica de Lucha). It is a traveling studio and printshop, producing 

images that engage with global social movements and resistance struggles. The project began in 
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Mexico City, as a movement of media collectives whose objective is to have media be 

autonomous, making their own media, rather than having it corporately or institutionally 

produced. "Take over the media, be the media, make media!" has been one of the slogans. 

Graphic Struggle Gráfica de Lucha also appeared as a response to the Zapatistas’ Sixth 

Declaration of the Lacandona Jungle in Chiapas which was released in July of 2005, and was a 

call to oppose neoliberalism and build solidarity from the ground up for the resistance struggle, 

(quote by Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos referenced in earlier paragraph).  

Gráfica de Lucha is a printmaking workshop creating visual imagery to support 

collectives and radical movements for social justice, working with people who identify as artists 

or non-artists. Their material indicates that they are creating not only to reflect struggles, but as a 

call to action, an awakening, for those who are not yet aware of the struggles. “These are images 

that synthesize questions and reflections that we make as movements but do not serve solely for 

self-consumption; that they reach others who are still not involved in the struggle” (Gráfica de 

Lucha). The workshop has the ability to set up anywhere, being portable or set at a fixed 

location: 

People involved in struggle and resistance come to the printshop, [those] who need an 

image to disseminate their particular struggle. Sometimes they are artists, but sometimes 

they´re members of groups and organizations who come and design their image and print 

it. The studio is based on principles of popular education, so it does not usually make 

work on commission, but rather in collaboration with those who need a graphic for a 

poster, flier, Tshirt or website. (Gráfica de Lucha)   
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These are graphics that fight back, that invite reflection, counteract fear, inspire and 

mobilize. They are a visual call to organize, to take to the streets and awaken 

consciousness. These images travel from hand to hand, on the walls, on the streets and in 

the spaces of collectives and organizations. All the images produced are Anti Copyright – 

they can be used by collectives and organizations in the struggle, and in general by 

ordinary people who are working on raising social consciousness. Take a piece paper, 

pick up a pencil or pen, get together with other agitators, use images to tell stories of the 

world that is ceasing to be, and start to tell about the world that is possible, and that 

already exists due to efforts of those who struggle, and you will also be a part of Gráfica 

de Lucha. (Gráfica de Lucha) 

 Gráfica de Lucha has generated posters created by people expressing concerns, educating and 

sharing information, raising awareness, and celebrating. The posters can be given away, used to 

raise money, exhibited on gallery walls, or wheat pasted in public places. But none of the images 

are copyrighted or claim a singular author. When sending messages with a creative practitioner 

and print maker who works with the collective, they claim the collective as a foundation, telling 

me that of the values they share, “anonymity is one of them- its not about an individual ego as an 

artist its about the message of collective struggle. The images are also meant to be used, 

wheatpasted, etc put up in the street, not galleries” (anonymous email received by Margaret 

Coleman, January 6, 2021).  This creative practitioner offered that many of them engage in 

activist activity and also use their anonymity to provide a safety shield for others.  
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      Grafica de Lucha poster 

 

Using this ongoing effort as an example of what the creative commons could look like, 

from the perspective of building from the ground up, allows for an understanding of building 

relationships and collaborations between individuals, collectives, groups, as well as ideas, 

allowing for connections to be drawn between practices that are seeking to dismantle hierarchy 

in search of something else, “it is by cooperation with his fellows that man finds a means to 

express his activity and his power of initiative” (Malatesta 41). Considering this project as a 

collaborative creative effort that moves, that starts with a community, with a willingness and 

desire to connect relationally both within and outside of the initial community, the Gráfica de 

Lucha is an example of Federici’s comment that, “to demonstrate the potential of communal 

relations, not only as a guarantee of survival and an increased capacity for resistance but also, 
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above all, as a path to transform our subjectivity and gain the capacity to recognize the world 

around us- nature, other people, the animal world- as a source of wealth and knowledge and not 

as a danger” (Federici 77). They participate in the building of a large community, with a 

willingness to share one another’s struggles.  

 

Alternate Economies  

Another indicator of creative commons is the creation of an alternate economy, one that 

doesn’t rely on the market or traditional money systems, or starts independently. These projects 

may be self-funded by the community, or volunteer oriented, or based on gift economies, but all 

subvert traditional capitalist ideas of exchange value, claiming fallacy in the idea that, “To get 

what I want, I must give you what you want, and this will lead to everyone getting what they 

want and need within a system of exchange relations” (Gilman-Opalsky 92). The creative 

commons exists outside of traditional economic means and are independent of institutional 

financial support. The enclosures, when they began, stripped away one of these shared systems 

and created a separate sphere for the economy, that cultivated the individual and individual 

interests, “to see the commons--we need to escape the highly reductionist mindset of market-

based economics and culture...by privileging the interests of private property, capital, and 

markets as governing priorities, our very language marginalizes the idea of working together 

toward common goals” (Bollier 150). Bollier views the enclosures as harmfully exposing their 

infrastructure, “the language of enclosure makes visible the antisocial, anti-environmental effects 

of free markets and validates commoning as an appropriate, often effective alternative” (Bollier 

38). Furthermore, Bollier maintains that the relationship with commodification harms the 

relationships that have been built in economies that don’t operate in this way, “monetizing 
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resources in a commons threatens to corrode the social relationships that hold a commons 

together” (152).   

Abbe Coppe, in response to income inequality and the greed that was leaving those who 

depended on the land destitute, wrote in his Fiery Flying Roll that “your riches are corrupted, … 

you did not see. My hand is stretched out still” (Coppe chapter 1). Coppe wrote the silver and 

gold of the rich was evidence against them, and summoned a return to the commons, in a “Call to 

give up your goods, your gold, your lands, give up, account nothing of your own, have ALL 

THINGS COMMON, or else the plague of God will rot and consume all that you have” (chapter 

2, section 4). In a similar measure, a creative commons would hold this consideration of 

economy as something to rethink and reallocate, rather than financially sustaining a few, looking 

at alternatives. A creative commons would require collaboration and a return to working 

together, a revised relationship to shared resources, “A commons requires that there be a 

community willing to act as a conscientious steward of a resource” (Bollier 24). Looking at 

creative practice as a possible shared resource, how could a creative commons reflect an 

independence from the market?   

 There are several possibilities for separating State, market, or institutional financial 

support from creative practice, and independently from the other characteristics, simply doing so 

does not necessarily constitute a commons (which is the same for all of these indicators, they all 

operate with fluidity in connection with one another to move in the direction of reaching creative 

commons in practice). There are different ways to address this monetary indicator, with a 

recognition that many projects or engagements require some sort of physical materials (for 

example, community gardens need space, dirt, seeds), and so there is often a financial component 

to sourcing the required materials for the project. This section explores accomplishing projects or 
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participating in engagements that simply work with a limited means, rather than being made 

possible from sale of artwork, for example. The creative commons holds projects, situations, 

ideas that arise and are accomplished regardless of cost, finances, and independent of 

marketability or relationship to any sort of art market. They don’t necessarily need to be 

complex. That which subverts commodification, such as engaging in the practice of a derive, 

illustrates this simplicity. A derive would be an example of a structure set up allowing for an 

adventure or unfolding. Derive grounds in experience, and does not require any financial means 

to participate.  

Proudhon, in his writings against the British economist Malthus, and his exchanges with 

Marx, from an anarchist rather than communist perspective, recognized the need to change the 

economic structure, “to abolish all privileges, which so to speak, exclude a portion of the 

people… from humanity… we must abolish, first of all the fundamental privilege and change the 

constitution of property” (19). Proudhon was recognizing the inequality that accumulation of 

wealth causes. Projects that are formed as a creative commons would act outside of that capitalist 

structure of accumulation. These projects are initiated to meet a need in the community and are 

started by people working with one another; sharing their resources is another way in which 

creative practice can be commonly held. An example of this rests in Megan Humphrey and her 

work with what has been named, HANDS, Helping and Nurturing Diverse Seniors. Megan 

Humphrey’s information is taken from local news sources, and write ups for her website, which 

she maintains and uses to promote how HANDS has developed. She writes, “HANDS started 

about 20 years ago when I was working at a senior center. Margaret, a senior who attended the  

center, told me how tough it was for her to be alone on Christmas. So I promised her that the 

next year, we would gather on Christmas Day. That first year, we had about 20 people who came 
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together for a holiday meal. A bunch of friends donated money so that I could pay for the food. It 

was that simple” (Humphrey). An aspect of the creative commons is that it happens regardless of 

whether it has funding, and isn’t motivated by finances or the market.  

This is an example of a creative commons forming from a relational need, and a direct 

and personal approach to engage with others. If participation in creative commons finds a way to 

reevaluate subjectivity, and to create meaningful relationships with one another, where, “the 

subjective and the objective, the individual and the collective, blur into each other- just as in a 

commons” (Bollier 148), Megan Humphrey’s perspective on this community project finds a way 

to do just that. HANDS is a project to ensure that seniors had physical, emotional, and social 

needs met. The following quote, taken from a local news story in the Champlain Valley News 

was entitled, “Local Heroes: Meet Megan Humphrey,” and describes her starting to plan 

activities and community meals from her kitchen. Humphrey stated that she wanted to do 

something because, “There are lots of seniors who are here in the state so I think it’s really 

important to honor them and get food to them,” says Humphrey. “It’s a basic need and I think we 

all need to pull together and help them.” (Aragon par. 3). Humphrey demonstrates building from 

the ground up.  

Humphrey’s project began simply and as a result of her having a conversation with 

another person. It wasn’t something that received a grant to start it, or was paid for by any 

institution. It organically grew into a community resource that was shared by volunteers, and also 

had the ability to evolve based on further conversations and inspirations. David Bollier, when 

discussing the reasoning behind the commons, states that, “commons persist and grow because a 

defined group of people develop their own distinctive social practices and bodies of knowledge 

for managing a resource. Each commons is special because each has evolved in relationship to a 
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specific resource, landscape, local history, and set of traditions” (Bollier 12). This becomes 

community specific, with the resource in this situation, being the localized neighborhood and a 

willingness to form and share small community resources, be they time, garden plot, food.   

Humphrey also began a project that would help seniors garden, calling it, HANDS in the Dirt, 

and began soliciting help from her neighbors, the local garden supply store, and the grocery 

store. Humphrey began organizing groups of veterans to garden with one another as well, and 

organized several community gardens for seniors to garden within and then eat meals together, in 

collaboration with the neighborhood gardening organization. One of her collaborators, Jess 

Hyman, who helped organize the community gardens, said that the group gardening efforts had 

the following impact, “a group of people, working for a common goal and a common place can 

help bridge barriers that might exist” (Colchester Sun, June 1, 2017). Humphrey believed that 

gardening provided a freeing act, and is also adamant about the growing community being an act 

of collaboration. In terms of alternate economies, this is an example where the more people 

involved, the better the project becomes, which draws a distinct difference from a capitalist rival 

good, whose consumption excludes everyone else. Humphrey states:  

Partnerships are vital for success and the more creative, the better. I am especially 

concerned about veterans—they tend to have much higher rates of homelessness, 

addiction, depression, and suicide than the general population—so I wanted to include 

them within HANDS. One of our “HANDS in the Dirt” garden programs was a 

partnership with Canal Street Veterans Housing (housing and services for veterans 

coming from homelessness), St. Michael’s College, Vermont National Guard, veteran-

owned Wild Roots Farm, Vermont Community Garden Network, garden expert Charlie 

Nardozzi, and the Burlington Veterans Administration. This was an atypical group of 
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people gathering together for a common goal, but it worked well. Thinking outside the 

box helps tremendously. (Humphrey).  

Humphrey’s projects and relationships continued to grow and evolve, from serving and 

sharing meals together, to community gardens, and finally became a nonprofit organization 

because of the generosity of another peer. Humphrey states, “Eventually, a friend came to me 

and suggested that we become a 501c3, but I knew that the federal paperwork was daunting. He 

offered to file it all for me. That’s how we became a 501c3!”(Humphrey). With the filing of 

nonprofit status, a board was developed, with local business owners and community members 

serving on it. There is a complex  conversation to be had around the formalization of a project, 

and its subsequent inclusion into the institutionalization of the State, as well as the role of 

nonprofits within the State, however, in this instance, for the purpose of this research, this project 

is being noting its conception and development without funding, as a community project that was 

realized through community support. 

 The project has evolved over twenty years, but remains largely a local, community 

funded endeavor that relies on volunteers, small gifts from community members, and a spirit of 

goodwill to continue to bring people together in providing acts of kindness for the elderly. And, 

it also contains an element of more traditional “community art” as well. A local restaurant 

owner, serving on the board, collaborated with Megan and began hosting a community art 

exhibition at her diner that has become an annual community event that raises money to support 

the number of seniors that are now connected through HANDS. The exhibition invites any 

community member to create a “hand,” by painting on a wooden hand, pre-made locally by a 

supporter of the cause. The hands are distributed to anyone who wants one, they are painted, 

sculpted, worked on by the community members, and then returned to the cafe and hung 
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everywhere, creating a vibrant installation. Children, established groups, people who identify as 

artists and those who do not, are all invited to participate. The reception is a jam packed 

community celebration comprised of donated food and an auction of all of the artworks. Says 

Holly Cluse, of the Penny Cluse Cafe about the “Show of HANDS,” exhibition, “This event 

brings artists of all ages together to create and collaborate. Thousands of people in the 

community see the exhibit throughout the month of March. The wooden hands...artistically 

decorated by community volunteers and artists, are auctioned off at the closing celebration, 

which is open to the public, with all proceeds supporting elder Vermonters” (32). This creative 

endeavor is included in this research for the way it began as an example of a project that stems 

from the relational, that was simply a few people seeing a need and responding creatively to fill 

it, as well as a project that had the ability to open up to include many people, and evolve to 

become multi-faceted.  

 

“Hands” collaborative exhibit in Burlington, VT  

 

When Humphrey discusses her work and involvement in this creative practice she states, 

“It's simple kindness that is not that complicated. Remarkable volunteers and partnerships make 
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it happen. I feel so grateful to live in Vermont and work with people and organizations here who 

are committed to making change… One person can make a difference, but it’s even better when 

many brains and hands come together to solve a problem” (article 32). There are many other 

ways to consider the alternate economy of the commons, through barters, through finding that 

which does not cost anything, although many times, the resources that cost nothing are on their 

way to being subsumed by capitalist intent. This rethinking of value is exemplified when Marx 

references this in Capital, when he refers to science, stating that, “once discovered, the law of 

deflection of a magnetic needle in a field of electric current, or the law of magnetisation of iron 

by electricity, cost absolutely nothing.” And, then, he notes on the same page, “Science, 

generally speaking, costs the capitalist nothing, a fact that by no means prevents him from 

exploiting it” (Marx 508). However, Gilman-Opalsky, in his work on love as existing outside of 

the system of capitalism is a further indicator of the commons as relational, and as outside of 

traditional capitalist economic exchanges, “Capitalist mode of accessing value is incapable of 

appreciating what human beings--everywhere on earth--value the most… love reveals the limits 

of capital to appropriately value the experiences and relationships that human beings treasure 

most” (3). Humphrey’s work is a reflection of that, and is a touching example of the foundation 

of the creative commons as being driven by that which is the foundation of being, the relational.  

“There is no gap between what we are, what we do, and what we are becoming,” 

(Invisible Committee 15). Creative commons is community built through lived experience. The 

creative commons would be a space that would reinterpret creative practice, not through a lens of 

success or financial value or branding, but as open ended, accessible, and moving possibilities 

that allow everyone to engage. It would be building a cultural realm that sees beyond the binary 

thinking of the dominant art world, and past the institutions that reinforce it.  
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CHAPTER 6 

Skill sharing, Creative Gathering Spaces, and the Flow of Information 

 

The following pages explore the practice of skill sharing and the building of both 

educational communities and radical spaces as creative practices, as well as the sharing of 

autonomous information through independent media and collaborative news sources. Skill 

sharing, education, and the development of alternate and radical spaces inform and support one 

another, thus, they are presented in conjunction with one another in this chapter. This chapter 

ranges in its exploration of learning, information exchange, and skill sharing, with these things 

considered through a lens of the relational, as ways of building community. In fact, many of 

these practices, projects, and communities are quite different. The practices within this chapter 

range so widely they may not seem to relate,  including the history of anarchist education, the 

practices of a radical preschool teacher, the niche community of casting iron, a DIY sculpture 

park in the hills of Salem NY, and self publishing collective printing presses. While seemingly 

unrelated, these communities share foundations of information exchange as a creative commons. 

There are evident underlying foundations and commonalities that stem from a need to create an 

alternative to mainstream practice. These are practices that are built from the ground up and are 

collaboratively created while authorship or marketable products take a backseat.   

Lived experience is the intention. Rather than a concrete outcome or a known product, 

these projects are durational and relational in nature, with variables that frequently move them 

beyond easily identified or containable conditions. In many of these projects or communities, the 

learning, sharing, or collaborating experience is intertwined with the practice. Even when 

learning or acquiring new skills, the practice is less product-driven and greater emphasis is 
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placed on duration and relational elements and the experience of learning or creating. Like other 

projects and examples referenced throughout this research, no one example embodies the full 

criteria being sought. Some of the projects referenced do, in fact, only bear elements of these 

motivations or may just touch on the edges of these topics (for example, much of the cast iron 

community has a loose and, at times, not so loose relationship with formal art schools in the U.S. 

as these traditional learning institutions remain a source of funding for the practice. One could 

also see a hierarchical structure in cast iron). However, each educational or skill sharing project 

considered herein in some way engages elements of a creative commons that carries the 

possibility of redefining creative practice with challenges to the normative structures. And as 

mentioned previously but never revisited enough, not only is the skill being shared or the product 

being produced (if there is a production of anything), considered the practice, but the formation 

of the method of learning is also considered to be the practice, there is no culmination as 

prioritized product, the process of engagement exists as the creative practice. This is learning that 

carries relevance not only for the content shared, which is frequently outside of traditional 

knowledge bases, but for the relationships and communities developed horizontally across the 

sharing of information. Hayworth also recognizes the relational nature of this shift away from 

capitalist perspectives, “not only are radical educational experiments emerging, but these efforts 

actively oppose and denounce the liberal authoritative state that has failed us. These movements 

challenge us to think about learning in unique ways, focusing on experiences and processes that 

are… providing us opportunities to move our sense of being beyond the driving forces of the 

marketplace” (Hayworth, 11). Each project presented in this chapter, carries elements that show 

the potential for creative practice beyond the scope of what it is currently considered to be. 

Expanding creative practice to fully accept and include learning experiences spans duration and 
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has no prioritization of an easily identifiable product or singular outcome, providing an opening 

for new possibilities.  

Away from Use-Value and Hierarchy, Toward Relationships  

Education and skill sharing through a lens of anarchism serve as a way to facilitate not 

only relational community connections, but as a way of moving through the world, without 

relegating acquisition of knowledge or skills to an institutional sphere or with a time limit based 

on age or desired employment-related achievement. As has been demonstrated in earlier chapters 

(with an example being the construction of the realm of the economy), capitalism 

compartmentalizes and categorizes as a means of control. The ultimate goal of capitalism is the 

creation of capital. The realm of mainstream education is no different, as is discussed further 

below. The anarchic approach with regard to learning would be to move beyond the 

institutionalization of knowledge. Joseph Beuys, who intertwined his creative practice with 

education, states that: 

The isolated concept of art education must be done away with, and the artistic element 

must be embodied in every subject, whether it is our mother tongue, geography, 

mathematics, or gymnastics… the achievements of our society are channeled and 

determined by power relationships. But it is not just a few who are called to determine 

how the world will be changed- but everyone… democracy can only develop freely when 

all restrictive mechanisms are gone. (Beuys 905)  

This Beuys quote can be directly interpreted as commenting on the institutionalization evident 

with the enclosures, recognizing the restrictions placed around education as creating hierarchical 

structures that privilege some people and approaches or topics, limiting possibilities. As a 
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counter perspective used herein in response to the restrictions mentioned by Beuys, Robert 

Haworth, editor of Out of the Ruins; The Emergence of Radical Informal Learning Spaces, uses 

the term “Radical informal learning”  to describe an alternate way of exploring and learning. 

Radical informal learning, as interpreted from his description, is an ongoing process, related to 

duration and community and coinciding with ideas of radical love and radical openness, “this 

would mean that we begin to develop spaces that are critically reflective, dialogical, horizontal 

and mutual, as opposed to antidialogical, vertical and hyper-individualistic” (7). How do 

alternate learning experiences, such as radical informal learning, differ from traditional 

institutional learning and why would education and skill sharing be an aspect of anarchic 

methodology or a site for creative practice to unfold?  

Like the contemporary art realm, traditional education situates itself within different  

institutional capitalist structures, be it the school systems forming youth to become citizens and 

workers or the art education system producing professional artists. Two points will be quickly 

addressed now in regards to traditional learning experiences, to be able to then pivot to consider 

alternatives and introduce education from an anarchic perspective as a creative exploration. They 

are the hierarchical nature of institutionalized learning and the debt economy and financial 

relationship to the economy embedded within institutionalized learning.  

The first, looking at the hierarchies within institutionalized learning structures is a binary 

commonly drawn within traditional youth education (and beyond); a hierarchical structure that 

typically exists delineating between teacher and student. The relationship exists in an imbalance, 

resulting in the participation of the student being predetermined, as well as what is being shared 

or taught being aligned with ultimately producing capitalist subjects. The teacher is thought to 

hold the answers, while the student works to learn them. The hierarchy created within the field of 



230 
 

 

education is also played out throughout the workforce and beyond. In an introduction to the 

collection about education in Out of the Ruins, Haworth states the following: 

Mainstream education assumes a process in which an empowered knowing subject 

(teacher, institution, parent, etc), imparts skills, beliefs, or personality attributes to a 

learner. This process transforms the learner in a direction desired by the knowing subject. 

The goal is either social or moral: conceived as necessary to meet social goals, to produce 

a particular kind of ethical subject, or to help the learner succeed relative to social 

criteria. (57)  

The inference here is that the State, taking a role in education, will without question reflect the 

values of the State, thus producing students educated with specific biases. Education, when 

connected with the State creates subjects who compliment the State. Berkman reiterates this by 

stating, “if the believers in liberty wish the principles of liberty taught, let them never intrust that 

instruction to any government; for the nature of government is to become a thing apart, an 

institution existing for its own sake, preying upon the people, and teaching whatever will tend to 

keep it secure in its seat” (126). This suspicion of the relationship between the State and 

education is also reflected in Voltaire De Cleyre’s essay entitled, “Modern Education Reform”, 

in which she outlines multiple criticisms of the current school system. She reflects upon the 

school system as, “perverting truth to serve a political and religious system; and as putting an 

iron mould upon the will of youth, destroying all spontaneity and freedom of expression,” (De 

Cleyre 333). Therefore, looking at educational practices that develop independently of the State 

will allow for insight into possibilities for educational practices that have potential outside of 

State sponsored structure and objectives (ultimately, outside of the objective of progressing 

capitalism). De Cleyre also advocated for the separation of education from the State, “Moreover, 
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the revolting patriotism which is being inculcated, whereby children learn to be proud of their 

country, not for its contributions to the general enlightenment of humanity, but for its crimes 

against humanity; whereby they are taught to consider themselves, their country, their flag, their 

institutions, as things to be upheld and maintained, right or wrong…should be wholly omitted 

from the educational system” (338). State led education has a vested interest in supporting itself.   

Haworth also expresses these concerns, looking to reject binaries drawn between knowing and 

unknowing, instead looking to explore consciousness and learning as “a chaotic field of 

becoming” and believes that much is still to be developed, “so far, the pedagogical implications 

of post representational politics are underexplored and inadequately theorized. Even radical 

approaches frequently embrace institutional schooling as a means of producing competencies 

and literacies deemed desirable by the knowing subject” (Haworth 56). In developing education 

and skill sharing as a creative practice in itself, an anarchic methodology would begin to 

eliminate the hierarchical status between the teacher and the taught that may exist within 

contemporary culture’s traditional education expectations.  

As stated, institutionalized learning relies upon someone in a position of power imparting 

knowledge. There is pressure associated with value and success in participating in the process as 

well and to be successful at learning from the perspective of the institution, “the unlearned and 

unschooled (or unsuccessfully schooled or unschoolable) person, including most of the global 

poor is defined, as Stirner would put it, as an un-man- a valueless being to be excluded from the 

order of recognition, and therefore, quite possibility, from a “life worth living,” (Hayworth 59). 

A relationship between education and capitalist success develop. This perspective could be 

considered comparable to the Malthusian perspective on poverty, where value statements and 

ethics become intertwined with the right to exist and have a complete life.   
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Looking at education from a skill sharing perspective allows for a more relational 

conversation, for example, where students may work alongside the teachers. Educational 

contexts offer an exemplary opportunity for the relational, “The process of production is 

continuously or intermittently collective as artists come together in teaching situations and 

workshops, sharing ideas, techniques, and processes” (Moore 4). Skill sharing, in this context, 

differs from traditional Western educational practices that exist in mainstream culture because 

they are not a means to assist in acquiring skills to survive within the present society, but rather 

to “creat[e] freer and more critical minds, and more open, cooperative and non-oppressive 

relationships within society” (Mueller 15). In a consideration of education and skill sharing as a 

creative practice, relying on the lens of the creative commons via anarchic methodology, this 

research explores projects that stem from the relational, that seeks a nonhierarchical position 

toward learning, that delve into knowledge and exploration as an experiment, and that exist 

independently of the State or formal institutional structures.   

Education and Debt Economy  

Gregory Sholette argues that traditional education has preyed upon knowledge and 

learning as a source of capital,  “Inside the school, the university, the factories of knowledge 

where biological, social, artistic, and communicative assets are concentrated in the form of 

human capital, that is the minds and bodies of students and faculty,” and he continues, 

“enclosing and privatizing learning was inevitable, especially given neoliberalism’s thirst for 

new intellectual property” (39). Within the capitalist structure, education is simply another 

industry, something that becomes intrinsically linked to the financial, which, like the 

contemporary art world, then informs what it has the possibility to be.  
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When recognizing the need for alternative learning and education practices, the 

acclimation of higher education into capitalist strategies for the building of wealth and capital, 

that is, considering education as a part of the capitalist economy, poses a problem for the 

potentiality of learning. Haworth reflects upon educational institutions as supporting capitalist 

intent, “the emergence of neoliberalism at a global level has not undermined the form of 

moulding institutions, which have been retooled for capitalist goals and connected to new modes 

of social control” (Haworth 57). Mainstream learning has become related to accumulation of 

debt. In creating a place for education with an intention of the production of capital, the debt 

economy finds a comfortable room for limitless expansive possibilities. Gregory Sholette writes 

about this with the perspective of education as not only producing the labor surplus, which then 

supports the economic structure, but as manufacturing this culture of debt, a site that leaves 

students, upon exiting the traditional education structures, with no alternative but to participate in 

a culture that ultimately has exploited them with the acquisition of debt. For an example of what 

an institutional education can cost, (if the bottom line is the creation of capital, then cost and 

budgets are incredibly relevant), looking at art education in the contemporary art world in 2021, 

provides a frame of reference. Pratt Institute, which on the landing page of its website, states that 

it “provides the creative leaders of tomorrow the knowledge and experience to make a better 

world,” (pratt.edu 2022) costs $53,814 annually for an undergraduate education.  

Learning and education as producing a debt economy is also written about by Silvia 

Federici, stating that debt then becomes internalized, “argue that individual and group debt not 

only amplify the economic effects of state debt but change the relations between capital and 

labor and between workers themselves, placing exploitation on a more self-managed basis and 

turning the communities that people are building in search of mutual support into a means of 
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mutual enslavement” (61). The decision to further one’s education becomes part of mainstream 

capitalism, impacting individuals on a financial level, where one chooses to exchange acquisition 

of knowledge or skills for financial debt.  

The need for an alternative way of learning and skill and information sharing becomes 

evident, not only as a response to debt, but as a question of what is taught. Amsler expresses  

“Public spaces for engaging in critical thinking and transformative learning with other people 

have been cramped in the mainstream institutions where most people are educated. They have 

contracted even further through the decades-long movements to economize higher learning and 

academic life” (Amsler 107), and she continues with a recognition of the deficit in learning that 

is faced by mainstream education, “while the scholar university classroom will always have the 

potential to become a place of engagement and surprise, the neoliberal classroom can neither be 

relied upon as a space for social learning and critique nor as an appropriate institutional structure 

for the production of humane and useful knowledge,” (107). This distrust of not only the 

motivation of creating capital that exists behind mainstream education, but the content and 

limitations within mainstream education avenues offers a starting place from which to look at 

skill sharing and nontraditional learning and radical education spaces as an alternative to 

institutionalized learning.   

 

A Very Brief History of 20th Century Anarchic Educational Communities  

To begin research into an alternative expression of learning, in the creation of skill 

sharing and learning both as community and creative practice, looking at the rich history of 

anarchist educational practices allows for an understanding of the differences between radical 

learning and a more mainstream or institutional approach. The history of anarchist free schools is 
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relevant because it demonstrates instances of education being formed specifically around anti-

hierarchical methodology, which also offers an alternative to education that exists within 

capitalist structure. These communities offer creative practices that design learning experiences, 

explore possibilities for what and how to learn. With the consideration that, “anarchist 

pedagogies actively seek out possibilities for new, practical, and different ways of learning and 

relating to others, refusing to settle for our existing institutional arrangements” (Haworth 77), 

these schools offered examples of learning engagements where skills were shared in a context of 

building community and relationships, not driven by an economically transactional motivation. 

These schools offered a blurring of the boundaries between teachers and students, with the 

inclusion of entire families participating, as well as the subject matter explored. Looking at this 

movement in the early 20th century lends context for an introduction to education and learning 

outside of  these traditional institutional and State sponsored educational perspectives, with the 

need for such education identified over a century ago, that is still evident, if not even more 

urgent, today. The structures and focus of these educational opportunities allow for sharing of 

knowledge resources as a collective and accessible practice.  The development of alternate 

perspectives on education and forming communities and spaces around these alternate 

perspectives becomes a creative and experimental practice. In the context of forming these 

learning experiences take their shape around the deconstruction of hierarchy and building of 

communities based upon collaboration.  

These specific anarchist schools began in the 1930’s, including the Ferrer Modern 

Schools and the communities that developed around them, and demonstrate that education can be 

incorporated into a creative community as a way of life. This exciting history in the development 

of alternate education experiments includes people of all ages. The Modern schools are perhaps 
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the most overt examples herein, being that they were developed with an outright anarchist intent, 

as an alternative to traditional education. The Modern schools were an experiment in education 

for children as places of free exploration that lasted between 1910-1960. In this time, more than 

20 schools were developed throughout the United States, with some lasting only a few years and 

others continuing for decades. Paul Avrich, in his interviews published in Anarchist Voices; An 

Oral History of Anarchism in America, dedicates a chapter, and numerous exchanges  to some of 

the teachers and participants at the schools. Reflecting the movement found within creative 

practice, the schools placed an emphasis on doing, noting that the “object, during an era of war, 

social ferment, and government oppression, was to create not only a new type of school but also 

a new culture, a new life, a new world” (Avrich 191). These schools were collaborative efforts 

begun by anarchists including Kropotkin and Goldman, who were very active in the education 

movement, with the intention of creating educational opportunities for children without the input 

of the State, “the anarchist ideal of a society without coercive authority or economic oppression 

would be realized, at least in part, through the education of children uncorrupted by the 

commercialism and selfishness of the capitalist system” (Avrich 195). The schools emphasized 

choice and agency in activities, not requiring participation by anyone, and allowing children to 

choose what they were interested in learning. Much of what was offered was “hands on”, rather 

than simply imparting fact-based knowledge. “Shunning memorization and rote, the staples of 

conventional learning, they argued that freedom must be the cornerstone of education, that 

education was a process of self-development, a drawing out rather than a driving in, a means by 

which the child’s unique spirit was nurtured rather than shaped or suppressed” (Avrich 192).   

The Modern schools were thinking of education as something ongoing and durational 

rather than having an end result of an educated person as a product. To that effect, all ages were 
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encouraged to participate. Evenings were to host lectures and discussions around different topics. 

When reflecting upon the Modern School of New York, in 1911, Avrich’s interviewees recall 

that, “it was a place where adults came to hear lectures by Clarence Darrow, Elizabeth Gurley 

Flynn, and other public figures, to see new plays staged by the Free Theatre, to listen to concerts 

of the Modern School Trio, and to debate the burning questions of the day...” and that in addition 

to providing education for children, “apart from a day school for children…[the Modern school 

of New York] offered evening classes for adults in literature, art, physiology, and psychology, as 

well as in Spanish,  Esperanto, and French” (Avrich 193).   

Many of the Modern Schools and anarchist learning communities evolved into 

experimental colonies, designing land and creating models for living that pursued what could be 

possible in human relations. The schools evolved as the communities grew. Haworth sees the 

experience of education as expansive, with the, “Notion of a school that is a socially embedded 

and democratic institution, freely available to all age groups, with a far more interactive and 

cooperative role between teachers, students and parents in designing curriculum, allocating 

resources, and expanding education into experiences beyond the traditional schoolhouse and 

occasional field trip model” (26). The Modern School in New York, for example, moved to a 

village in Stelton, New Jersey and continued there for over 40 years, becoming the longest 

anarchist colony on record in the United States. Other colonies included Home Colony, in 

Tacoma, Washington, which existed for twenty five years and Sunrise, in Michigan, which lasted 

for ten years. In these situations, experimental learning was offered for all ages, it involved 

choice and agency, it stemmed from human relations and frequently evolved into shared living 

experiences. Education, from an anarchic perspective, is something that is both durational and 

relational. Nelli Dick, who as a teenager started a Modern School in London in 1912 and then 



238 
 

 

after moving to the United States five years later, was active in several Modern Schools around 

the country before establishing Lakewood Modern School in 1933, reflects on the perspective of 

the schools and colonies as addressing the whole being, rather than separating education into a 

compartmentalized educational experiences. Her focus with educational experimentation was 

with the children who lived in the colonies,  viewing their learning as a fluid way of life. In an 

interview with Paul Avrich she states: 

My views on education have remained essentially the same over the years: just being 

human to the children. When children are treated with respect and are given 

responsibility they will be happy. We were interested in the children. We were concerned 

with their lives, their whole beings, and with their being happy. But you can’t attribute 

the child’s successes or failures to the school alone…. A few years ago the former Stelton 

children had a reunion… and the question was asked, what was it about Stelton and the 

other schools that stays with us so much, that makes us feel as we do about them? Love? 

Freedom? I thought of it later, and it struck me that the answer was security, the security 

of the family, of being part of one big close-knit family...That’s what they had, the 

feeling of security, of a family, of home. (Avrich 290)  

Rather than transactional value, or hierarchical structure, these learning platforms emphasized 

the relational. The early anarchist schools built community, which ties in to some of the other 

projects and examples used in this chapter. Each of these, in some way, builds a community 

around it.  
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Full Story School, an Example of Anti-racist Education for Toddlers 

Rethinking education and organizing through an anti-hierarchical lens can start with the 

youngest humans. “Talking with young children about race is an act of kindness and an act of 

liberation,” states the landing page of Emma Redden’s current website. Emma Redden is an early 

childhood educator living in New England whose practice has a foundation of working directly 

to counter systemic issues of hierarchy, racism, and white privilege with children who are 

frequently no older than five. Redden’s work offers a contemporary example of an attitude 

toward education existing outside of mainstream educational institutions, actively working to 

create new avenues for conversations for children. Redden does not believe that young children 

should be left out of difficult conversations, such as death, rather, that those conversations should 

be tailored so that children are able to engage with the topics, “kids thrive when they have a 

story. Stories are healing, they help build meaning, community, and resilience. When we offer 

our kids the whole truth, they are more equipped to navigate the world” (Redden).  Redden 

shares her anti hierarchical teaching perspective, and it becomes evident not only from her 

perspective on dismantling racism, but also from her discussion of children and their ability to 

consider complex conversations when she states:  

Children are fully complex human beings from the moment they enter the world. They 

share the world with adults. The same beautiful, devastating, racist world. Therefore, 

talking with young children about race [and therefore the violence that results from the 

creation of race and racism] is an act of love and an act of liberation. Race is one of the 

most powerful organizing factors in our lives and directly predicts access to safety, 

choice, wealth and resources. The United States of America has been created on the 

fabricated idea that all humans can be sorted into a few hierarchical categories based on 
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how we look— with whiteness being deemed most valuable and Blackness most 

maligned. There is nothing obvious nor natural about the social system we all live in. 

(Redden) 

With this statement, Redden not only recognizes the hierarchical constructions that capitalism 

has built itself upon, she relates the effect of centuries of systemic oppression not only to the 

current larger education system, indicating major systemic failure but she also connects the 

effects of hierarchical construction to young children. Redden, by treating children as complex 

and therefore capable of considering complex issues, also subverts the hierarchical treatment of 

the classroom that considers children as inferior. Redden continues:  

Therefore, to leave young children alone to try to navigate something that was invented 

for the sole purpose of enabling white people to hoard land, power and money, doesn’t 

make sense to me. I am invested in trying to walk in the world next to young people, 

trying to figure out together what it means to build lives rooted in non-violence inside of 

a country conceived by abuse, theft, conquest and violation. about difficult topics, from 

an antihierarchical lens.  (Redden) 

This statement, to walk in the world next to young people, demonstrates a willingness to be seen 

from a place that retains less of a position of the traditional teacher/student relationship, that 

could be considered to be over or above, and more of a position of being alongside and together 

with. This is a teaching perspective based on sharing, rather than imposing information and 

understanding. By forming a teaching and learning community based on these principles a 

foundation is laid for this project to reflect aspects of the commons. Oli Mould identifies the 

commons as organizing in a way that resists capitalism, “there are already-existing (and 
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spreading) examples of the anti-capitalist commons that show how alternative ways of 

organizing our economies and societies are possible beyond the injustice of capitalism…the 

showcase the kinds of practices, behaviours, and mindsets that have not only resisted capitalism, 

but built fairer worlds” (Mould 6).  Redden and her collaborative partner, Grace Aldrich, 

founded what is called the Full Story School which is run by the two of them to offer classes and 

trainings to other educators. The Full Story School founded, built from the ground up by these 

two women, in response to the need for the development of education that addresses and 

responds to institutional racism and white supremacy. A learning community as commons is the 

result. They tailor trainings for educators and adults on how to work with young children from a 

place of honesty, while working to dismantle systemic racism. Haworth, when writing on radical 

education in Out of the Ruins, states that the mainstream educational structures are not 

adequately equipped to teach a range of understanding and skills:  

In neoliberal systems, ideologies of individualism and the entrepreneurial learner-self 

diminish, devalue, and render invisible the dense web of cooperative labor that makes all 

of our lives possible. Channeling faith in human capacities for cooperation into 

cooperative practice therefore requires other knowledges, skills, values, and sociocultural 

infrastructures than the ones we can acquire through hegemonic education, and it falls to 

us to relearn these elsewhere. (Haworth 120) 

The Full Story School is an example of two people, recognizing an urgent need for something 

different, and deciding to simply respond to it, with a willingness to build community while 

changing the colonization of institutional early education.  Their school grounds itself in the 

relational, starting with their relationship with one another rather than simply listing resumes of 

their accomplishments in the “about” section of the website. The school’s “about” tab for more 
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background information simply states,   “we are a pair of women, people who love each other, 

humans with hearts both broken and mended by this world. We are guided by the Hebrew phrase 

 Tikkun Olam, which roughly translates to English as repair of the world. We do this ,תיקון עולם

work together in an attempt to repair the parts of us that need mending,” (Full Story School) 

Workshops can be for parents, caregivers, colleges hoping to offer alternate training in early 

education, and there are caucuses for bipoc teachers as well. The focus of working with Full 

Story School is less about reaching a final destination and more on communicating, and 

rethinking how to build relationships. To explain their method of education, it is stated: 

We start slowly with an intention to move, as Adrienne Marie Brown often names, at the 

speed of trust. We attempt to do this first, by being transparent about who we are and 

why we do this work. The first session is full of information and is an orientation to the 

rest of the work. Just like if you want to learn to walk a tightrope, you might not start 50 

feet in the air with no net—you’d start closer to the ground. Similarly, we want to give 

participants a framework so we can support each other and feel grounded even as our 

conversations bring us out of our comfort zones. We set expectations and offer invitations 

about how we want to show up and interact. We offer a history of the creation of race and 

talk about the somatic effects of that history on our bodies. (Full Story School) 

Full Story School demonstrates a way in which anti hierarchical rethinking of learning is 

possible, and that it can start simply from two women recognizing systemic inequalities and 

making the decision to work together to address them.  
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Power Means Who the Police Believe: Talking with Young Children about Race and 

Racial Violence -Emma Redden 

 

 Cast Iron Community as a Skill Sharing Creative Practice 

Considering anarchic education and skill sharing as creative practice lays the groundwork  

that learning stems from the relational and moves away from the transactional use-value nature 

that capitalism inspires and relies upon. Anarchic education seeks an alternative: “anarchist 

pedagogies actively seek out possibilities for new, practical, and different ways of learning and 

relating to others, refusing to settle for our existing institutional arrangements. This refusal in 

itself is an essential difference that anarchism makes in education; to begin by stating that our 

education systems need much more than technical fixes and reforms,” (Hayworth 78). This shifts 

away from the traditional structure of educational institutions, although, as demonstrated below, 

it may still have some intersections as creative practitioners seek higher sources of funding out of 
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economic necessity. Many of the practitioners listed as cast iron workers, and used herein as 

examples for skill sharing in the context of this chapter, do make their livelihood within the 

university, or use the university as a financial means to pursue their sculpture research practice 

due to access to materials and facilities. However, this investigation seeks components of their 

projects that carry the relational at the root, where economic motivation is not the prioritization. 

In fact, for many iron casting practitioners financial considerations may be in some ways 

subverted or be considered as an afterthought or simply viewed as an obstacle to overcome.  

While recognizing the university as providing some economic backbone for the livelihood of 

these practitioners, this section includes the cast iron community as a whole for its unusual 

development of community and the fact that its skill sharing and teaching environment is far 

beyond the financial support of any higher learning institution. 

Gregory Sholette, when discussing what he terms dark matter, describes a sort of 

autonomy from Dominant Art World structures, while still intersecting with them. He looks at 

people and projects that carry what he labels a, “concept of a self-validating mode of cultural 

production and distribution that is situated at least partially outside the confines of the 

contemporary art matrix as well as global markets… a self-conscious autonomous activism in 

which artists produce and distribute an independent political culture that uses institutional 

structures as resources rather than points of termination” (45). The cast iron community and their 

relationship with higher learning seem to fit into Sholette’s described area.  The practices of the 

cast iron community build from the ground up, with individuals working together for a common 

cause.  Cast iron, and the scrappy but dedicated community it has inspired, has managed to run 

parallel to much of the mainstream art practices, existing on the fringes and somewhat 

unrecognized by the Dominant Art World, dealing in repurposed radiators, extensive group 



245 
 

 

projects requiring support from one another, and an inclination toward attempting, and 

sometimes succeeding in accomplishing, the impossible, as well as travel to unusual places 

where the community then gathers.  This community exists outside of financial motivations, and 

accomplishes remarkable feats through its labor intensive events and experiences.  

This example of education as creative commons examines a niche contemporary art 

medium, iron casting, and its reliance upon skill sharing and collaboration. A learning 

environment around cast iron, and the physical requirements for its creative use, has resulted in a 

relationship-driven community that needs each other to further the exploration and development 

of this unusual and specialized medium. Relationships that form within this community are long 

lived, often formed over decades of collaborative investigation and experimentation. There is not 

extensive research material surrounding the community, however, a compilation anthology 

called Warmest Regards, demonstrates just a few of its many voices and reflections. Warmest 

Regards is a self-published collection of informal short letters from some of the founding 

members of the group that initially experimented with the medium, and have now created this 

pocket-size publication sharing advice around the medium with younger artists who have an 

interest in it as well.  This collection of letters offers insight into the formation of a skill sharing 

community that has formed around creating a body of knowledge surrounding iron as a relatively 

new creative medium (while cast iron is an ancient craft form, now in the context that it is used 

in contemporary culture, this community and their practice with the form has really formed in 

recent decades). Another reference created by participants in the community is a website called 

the Foundry Tree. Due to the lack of publications around this community, and no comprehensive 

documentation surrounding its creative events, the Foundry Tree is a partial database that tracks 

iron pours and iron casters. The website states,  “Foundry Tree is a project that links artists who 
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cast iron, build and run iron furnaces, cultivate, fabricate, and revel in these processes” 

(foundrytree.com). 

For a practice to be held commonly, it must be a community endeavor, and the cast iron 

community offers an example of a group of creative practitioners holding and pursuing a 

commons through the sharing and cultivating of a medium that is entirely dependent on the 

group for its ability to exist. The cast iron community is a community that forms around use of a 

specific creative medium, a medium so specialized it relies upon studied practices, it requires site 

specificity depending upon availability of tools and equipment for its implementation, and it is 

also dependent upon a collective to produce it. This relatively recent creative community stems 

from an interest in craft, process, and a desire to engage with the materials in a hands-on way. In 

his Complete Guide to the Metalcasting of Sculpture, Wayne Potratz discusses the emergence of 

metal casting as a collective creative activity, “In the 1960’s, a revival of metal casting by artists 

who wanted to control their own casting began in universities and art schools. As a result, several 

generations of sculptors with extensive metal casting experience are now working in cast bronze, 

cast aluminum, and cast iron, many have supported themselves by developing casting facilities 

and casting the work of other artists” (14). Cast iron is a process that has evolved into events 

forming around its practice, almost all of which are centered around skill sharing. While many of 

the artists who practice are tied to universities through professorship or learn the craft at an 

institutionalized learning facility, there are glimpses of elements outlying here, beyond the 

borders of institutionalization. A full subculture has been created around this medium, and it is a 

culture that carries relevance to the potentiality of what art, as a community, could look like. It is 

an art practice containing many of the themes of the commons; relationality, the dependence on 

and duration of being together and physical experience as creative practice. Writes iron casting 
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educator Marjee Levine, as she describes her relationship to the community, “this information 

has been passed down orally, like folklore, from teacher to student, through conferences, 

symposia, workshops, and residencies. We share stories with epic characters, battles, 

achievements, and morals. We offer fairy tale-esque words of caution, ‘“oh, don’t do that or it 

will be like the time [insert name here] had [insert catastrophe here] happen!’” Many of the 

lessons learned have become so interconnected with our methodology that they are common 

knowledge” (Levine 7). The oral history, and learning of iron casting depends on the willingness 

of its educators to share, and educators work alongside their students.  Levine writes about 

finding a place within the community and she writes that, “at every juncture, what I absorbed… 

was concurrently artistic, technical, cultural, and intimate. My most cherished moments were not 

in the classroom/studio, but in the downtime listening to anecdotes about how their (her 

instructors), practice developed, personal trials through fire, the antics of their mentors and 

colleagues, and how this family was formed” (8). Iron casting creates a tightly knit community, 

one that forms stemming from relationships coupled with labor.  It carries traces of the 

construction of creative community and the collaborative meetings and events as the work itself, 

with its complex yet built from-the-ground-up conferences and residencies, that community 

members will travel across the world to attend.  

Wayne Potratz gives a simple definition of metal casting, “the use of temporary forms 

which are used to cast a permanent form” (20) and choosing to cast iron, specifically, has a 

relationship with deconstructing the hierarchy of mediums as well, being a chosen metal carrying 

little economic value. Potratz explains that “iron is less expensive than bronze, has a very 

different look and feel, has a very different history, and patinas very differently than bronze. Iron 

has a relationship to industry and machinery which makes it less of an “art” material, with a 
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more common pedigree,” (93).  Where some artists may value oil painting over acrylic or 

watercolor due to the economic value of materials and how the work becomes appraised, in the 

cast iron community, iron is chosen because of its available and becomes acclaimed due to its 

high melting temperature, which is celebrated as a characteristic completely unrelated to 

financial hierarchy. Yes, bronze is more expensive than iron, but in this community, iron seems 

to carry a prioritization unrelated to its economic value and directly tied to the direct experience 

of working with the medium, and of sharing a common language among the iron workers. 

Meredith Butch Jack, one of the founders of the cast iron community points this out when 

commenting on the need to physically create oneself. Jack’s quote carries insight not only into 

the need for process, but its disconnection with financial interest. Jack states,  “is art a calling or 

a career? The two can be conjoined, but not always, and both require some compromises. In the 

case of a career move, iron may not be the best medium to work in. Do you enjoy the work to 

produce or the end product? Most successful artists who make cast iron pieces employ 

commercial foundries; if the thrill of the process is what you need, there’s employment 

opportunities out there” (27). Jack’s point is a valid one, as the Dominant Art World frequently 

participates in situations where works of art are built commercially by someone other than the 

brand/artist attributed to the piece. Here, Jack is discussing choosing iron casting for the sake of 

the process, and of sharing the process with others as a means of economic survival. That 

economic interest, while a necessity, is not the driving force in this community, becomes evident 

through the writings in Warmest Regards as Jack continues, “my first experiences with iron were 

brought about by friendship. There were a number of sculptors in academic situations and we 

had similar concerns, how do we build a program? How can we generate excitement within the 
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university?” (27) .  Many of the casters, sharing their stories in Warmest Regards, stress the 

value of the community, and the learning experience.  

 Iron is also valued for its symbolism. Iron casters carry on conversations around, “why 

iron?”, delving into the meaning behind its history.  Writing within Franconia Sculpture Park’s 

blog considers the medium of iron casting as carrying inherent value to interconnectivity, “It 

inspires a connection to the earth (iron as a core element), to the body (the iron in our blood), and 

the history of civilization (iron smelting originated thousands of years ago, and the demand for 

iron since the industrial revolution has created much of the infrastructure we have today)” 

(Ringler, par.2). The cast iron community demonstrates a willingness to think of material as 

directly connected to the relational. The cast iron community is an example of the potential for 

movement away from the isolated artist perspective to a model of art making and education that 

expands the idea of creative practice, in both its foundation in collaboration as well as its 

acceptance of the process as unified with product. The iron casting subculture involves an 

intimate relationship with material and with coming together around the transformation of the 

material. The higher melting temperature of iron seems to carry significance for iron casters, who 

simultaneously romanticize and respect this metal and the heat required to work with it. Often 

beginning with radiators or scrap metal, it is heated and melted, taking realized new forms, or 

moving, flowing, in the ways those working with it intend, be that rolling molten metal down a 

hill, pouring it in sand to make a spiral, or even opening molds while glowing and using the 

glowing pieces as inspiration for a dance performance. Its practice is taught, expanded on, and 

made possible by collaborative work, reflecting the idea that art is an experience; it’s something 

that is socially and culturally created and shared with one another. 

 



250 
 

 

Cast Iron as Skill Sharing Experience 

This research seeks practice that moves away from hierarchy, where all aspects of the 

engagement, experiment, and durational journey become creative practice. Tamsie Ringler is an 

example of educators found within the iron casting field where creative practice becomes 

intertwined with skill sharing, existing far beyond the scope of traditional institutional art 

instruction. Her practice simply does not separate hierarchically or categorically between 

teaching and making work, as she works alongside her students, often outside of set class 

schedules. Any sculpture created has been created through a process that includes more than her, 

and while her final sculptures may still carry her name, branding herself as the artist and maker 

of the work, she faces the process of making from a perspective that carries less of an emphasis 

on product, and more of an emphasis on the engagements that made the works possible. In an 

interview on the blog of Franconia Sculpture Park, where she served for years as a residency and 

pour director, she identifies iron casting as something that is conceptually relational, even in 

considering what it is, with its elemental material dependence on collaboration, stating: 

Iron is necessary for existence – it carries oxygen throughout our body. The same quality 

that makes it rust allows us to live. The communal nature of iron casting has always 

attracted me – without others, the process is almost impossible (and not very enjoyable). 

My favorite part is looking around the pour floor in the middle of a full-out pour and 

enjoying the presence of all of the people: students, artists, and the public, appreciating 

their contribution to the pour and feeling great love for all of them and this fragile iron 

planet we live on.   

This grounding in the relational, coupled with disassociation in the individual, makes 

Ringler’s work relevant in this context. Ringler’s practice is interwoven with education, skill 
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sharing, and the cultivation of situational communities and opportunities to engage with creative 

people from, not only around the country, but the world. Ringler’s practice is not simply the 

creation of sculpture (though her sculpture is conceptually complex as it sculpture that stems 

from, reflects, or honors her relationships), it includes teaching, both in academia, as a full time 

sculpture professor in of the foundry of several different universities schools, and as pour 

coordinator and conference coordinator at sites where people gather to pour metal and create 

sculpture together. She was a chief organizer in the 8th International Conference on Cast Iron 

Art, a conference that was formed informally, by people interested in and dedicated to sharing 

knowledge and cast iron experiences with one another. The conference has formalized since its 

inception, but is still run collaboratively by volunteers. Its website states that: 

As a platform for an international educational exchange, the ICCCIA is unprecedented in 

sculptural history. Artists, students and educators from all over the world work shoulder 

to shoulder on molds, iron pours and sculpture projects, dialogue side by side on 

sculptural concepts and aesthetic explorations at panel discussions and presentations, and 

exhibit sculpture to sculpture in outdoor, experimental and open call exhibitions of art. 

(“ICCCIA Who We Are/What We Do”) 

Tamsie Ringler’s involvement in the 8th International Cast Iron Conference indicates the 

relational nature of her work, as well as, willingness of the cast iron community to transgress into 

the realm of experiment and travel in search of adventure. Ringler proposed that the conference 

take place in Latvia, where she had formed relationships with the people who worked at an open 

air sculpture park. She created the conference that invited people from around the world to gather 

at the Pedvale Sculpture Park in Latvia for Summer Solstice. People submitted workshop 

proposals, site specific installation, performance, and exhibition proposals, and discussion 
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proposals, and the conference saw hundreds of people, from around the world, gathering around 

iron casting, in a small village in Latvia. This conference will also be referenced in relationship 

to Coral Lambert, another educator in the cast iron community, and her practice. Tamsie and 

Lambert were two of many iron casters who worked collaboratively to organize and coordinate 

the conference, bringing together hundreds of people from around the world, to cast iron together 

in a small village in Latvia.  

Ringler’s work, from all angles, is relational in nature, whether it is the experience of 

casting with students or friends, teaching, or the physical iron result of what she creates. She 

states in her catalog, Landscapes and Portraits, that  “All of our experience-growing up, loving, 

losing those we love, becoming politicized and electrified by history and culture-all of these are 

the mold that forms us-all of our struggles, our joys, our inspirations--leave their marks on our 

pattern. We are the expression of this impression” (Ringler). Ringler makes an interesting 

example because the subject of her work begins on a deeply personal end of a relational scale, 

existing as subject matter that carries an individual interiority that then translates outwardly. As 

source material, she uses small encounters, small spaces of people she knows, small objects 

touched by a loved one. She then creates molds of these encounters and casts them into iron tiles 

referred to as prints. “The pattern is inspired by the mind, the casting is inspired by the mold, the 

formation and transformation of matter is inspired by the material of dreams. Sculpture is a 

passionate collaboration between the physical and the metaphysical, the existing and the act of 

bringing into existence. There is no greater honor as a human being than this, to bring into 

existence” (Ringler). Her work becomes reflections of her relationships and the meaning that 

those relationships carry.  Diane Mullin, Senior Curator at the Weisman Art Museum sees 

Ringler’s content as a conversation of the relevance of relationships,, “exemplifies the complex 
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set of relationships that make up the matrix that is her work--artist to people, artist to place, artist 

to material” (Mullen).  Every step of Ringler’s work is profoundly labor intensive and the 

castings are completed by a team of those who help, students, fellow iron casters. Old radiators 

are sourced, and then smashed into one-inch pieces with sledge hammers and then weighed to 

find the amount of iron required, often measuring hundreds of pounds. The molds are made of 

sand and resin, mixed and packed into hand built containers within a limited time constraint. 

Ringler’s work cannot be considered without acknowledging the physical and organizational 

labor involved, as well as the traveled arch of the project, of taking the work from the beginning 

of conception through each stage to its completion and figuring out the necessary logistics for 

each step.  

Ringler’s creative practice stems from relational consciousness and exists in movement, 

in coming together around the making, in the community found in labor, and in the skill sharing 

it inspires. She states, “Life is infinitely collaborative. We collaborate with nature, with culture, 

with one another. We collect, reflect, and are infected with wonder--wonder at the migration of 

cranes, wonder at the distance between stars, wonder at the feeling of touch. It is this wonder, 

this collaboration between ourselves and others, between ourselves and everything we do that 

inspires us” (Ringler).  Tamsie Ringler and her collaborative work with her students and 

community is an example of an educational practice taken beyond the realm of traditional 

institutional learning. Her work demonstrates the interweaving typically found within the cast 

iron community culture as she teaches, organizes, sculpts, and shares. Ringler orchestrates and 

leads iron pours that bring people together through the physical actuality of making molds, 

pouring them, and the audience watching the pouring of the molds. The humility with which she 

organizes and leads speaks to the willingness to forego competitive authorship or branding. 
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When interviewed for a 2018 Valentine’s Day Iron Pour and asked about her favorite sculptors 

in cast iron, Ringler mentions her students. When asked what work she will cast next, Ringler 

mentions her students’ work, as well as over a hundred molds made by the community that she 

will pour. In this community, from Ringler, the core of her work stems from the relational, and 

works its way into a collaboration with the knowledge of a specific sculptural material, iron.  

 

Cast Iron as Lived Experiences and Learning Sites 

The iron casting community puts emphasis on lived experience as creative practice. Iron 

casting carries a relationship to craft, with doing or making in a hands-on way and to pushing the 

boundaries of what is possible in regards to medium. It invites the experiment, as its practitioners 

explore what the material is able to do and how they can support one another in the exploration. 

In Warmest Regards, Letters to a Young Caster, iron caster Rick Batten reflects that, “counter to 

current social trends, there yet seems to be a desire, in some, for authentic, un-simulated, non-

virtual experiences, producing effects clearly seen and understood in the physical world” (10). 

The cast iron community is also a community that is dependent upon one another for the work to 

even be realized, and a community that has developed an interest in travel to be with other 

members who share its interest. It is a community that values instigating projects and organizing 

and planning together. The Modern Schools and early developments of anarchist schools and 

colonies throughout the United States bear some similarity here, with a willingness to plan, 

organize, and create a community. Those communities may be transient, as seen by Coral 

Lambert’s cast iron symposiums and the cast iron conferences planned around the world, or they 

may evolve in one place, as seen in the evolution of many of the smaller sculpture parks, 

including Salem Artworks or Franconia Sculpture Park, as destination sites for people to gather 
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and create together. The remarkable feature in this type of organizing is the determination of a 

few people, or many people, coming together to grow these communities, and their ability to 

develop and thrive somewhat independently of institutional control (at least at the beginning). 

That some of these, then, strive to become more formalized institutions, and that their success is 

then gauged or calculated by their ability to do so, is a separate conversation.   

 Coral Lambert is another example, in addition to Ringler, of an educator working within 

cast iron, where her educational practice is intertwined with her creative practice. She’s also an 

excellent example of someone who has decided to build community from the ground up, 

working relationally with start up sculpture sites to create symposium experiences, where 

creative practitioners are invited to travel, be in residency with one another, share ideas and help 

one another cast iron together. Many of those who cast iron have studied laboriously with other 

teachers. When Marjee Levine, another cast iron educator, talks about learning to cast iron and   

her time spent with her mentors it reflects not only the learning of sculptural techniques but a 

community teaching care. Levine states, “from these individuals I have learned strength, 

confidence, problem solving, patience, kindness and generosity, gratitude, gratitude, humility, 

perseverance in the midst of failure, resilience, stoicism, humor, determination, the sane uses for 

insanity, conviction, thoughtfulness, hard work, originality, stability, and structure,” (Levine, 8).    

Lambert is also an example of an established sculptor who grounded herself in the community, 

learning from another educator, having traveled from England to Minnesota, to study for years 

with Wayne Potratz, one of the founders of the movement, who is quoted earlier. Some of this 

genealogy is also documented in the Foundry Tree, crediting instructors with the skill sharing of 

those who spent time with them and allowing for further connecting and relationships held in 

common between people.  
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There is also potential for collaboration found within practices that may not be collective 

in presentation, but require collective participation for their success. While the dominant art 

worlds place primary emphasis on the artist as an individual, and the development of individual 

“art careers,” or the individual artist’s “body of work”, collective practice and collaborative 

structure has potential to create a creative commons, moving beyond the artist as an individual. 

Shared creative practices take many forms but can include shared spaces, shared resources, as 

well as shared results, moving closer to an exploration of creative practice from a 

nonhierarchical perspective.  When writing about radical learning, Haworth recognizes the need 

for the creation of environments built upon community. Haworth states: 

Paralleling the work of scholars in critical pedagogy, we need to expand what we think of 

as worthy of learning and teaching, to incorporate an ever-enlarging set of educational 

needs, desires and talents that people have…anarchist pedagogy, as such, promotes 

creative learning, sociality, community, and autonomous interactions with others and 

with the environment over established modes of learning. While anarchist pedagogy 

comprises a great diversity in historical perspectives, these three characteristics of 

humility in approach to knowledge, concern for creating spaces free from coercion, and 

in a belief in human capabilities, provide a useful understanding for what an anarchist 

pedagogy can encompass. (Haworth 79)  

The cast iron community serves as an example of this, with its created environments that include 

commitment to learning. The cast iron community, while grounded in an exploration of 

materiality, stems from collaboration as a necessity, and a practice that relies on education and 

skill sharing due to its specific skill set having so many techniques (many of which require more 

than one person for completion). While many art practices are learned, the process involved in 
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casting iron is incredibly complex and takes years to master, which has led to the creation of a 

community in which almost all who are more advanced in the practice, then, mentor students. 

Coral Lambert’s website states that, “Fundamental to Lambert's teaching philosophy is to build a 

strong sense of community that provides a platform for students of all levels to engage in critical 

dialog and develop a creative visual voice through the act of making art” (Lambert). Being a 

newer practice, it is also one where those who participate have made spaces and opportunities for 

themselves to practice and share. Coral Lambert is another contributor to the field who acts as an 

iron adventure instigator, working out of interest in the medium, to create instances where the 

community can travel to come together. Her USUK Symposium was one such example. Lambert 

founded the symposium in 1996, coordinating more than twelve residencies at locations between 

the United States and the United Kingdom until its last symposium in 2012. Its goal is to 

conduct, “an International Symposium that facilitates a critical exchange of ideas and process by 

bringing together artists across disciplines and cultural borders for an intense residential period 

where the practice and art of cast iron sculpture is examined, shared, explored and disseminated” 

(“USUK Cast Iron Sculpture”). Over a period of fifteen years, more than one hundred and ten 

creative practitioners traveled to and participated in the symposium at the different locations that 

Lambert arranged. Sites ranged from her sculpture studio in New Orleans to a sculpture 

workshop in Scotland, to a sculpture park in a cornfield in Wisconsin. Foundry Tree, a website 

previously mentioned that was made by an iron casting enthusiast committed to the online 

documentation of cast iron events, comments on the symposiums as existing outside of 

institutional structure, as being events created by Lambert and a community built out of an 

invitation to participate. The site states that: 
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Lambert’s idea was to provide a platform outside of academia that pushed the boundaries 

of contemporary cast iron sculpture. A focused dialogue between artists, curators, 

historians and the host site was created over the course of the 10 day Symposium. Artists 

exchanged ideas, made new work and examined the nature of Iron as a material via 

discussions, presentations, sculpture exhibitions, demonstrations, mold making, and iron 

pouring production and performance.(USUK IRON Historical Information and Images – 

Foundry Tree) 

Many of those who participated in the symposiums had not worked in cast iron before, and it was 

considered both an opportunity to learn as well as to experiment.  

Lambert’s commitment to cultivating a community of people through sharing of skills, 

and through sharing of experiences is evident throughout her practice, and is stated on her 

website, where she says that she supports her students beyond the classroom and is an advocate 

of real life experiences. Lambert is an example of those in the cast iron community creating their 

own sites for exploration, sites that are meant to be shared with others. She states, 

another important factor in pursuing your dream is to create a conducive place to explore 

and experiment with ideas and materials. Two places where i was able to facilitate my 

experiments in mold-making, pouring, and melting was at Franconia Sculpture Park, 

where I headed up the annual Iron Pours from 1996… and in New Orleans where I set up 

my own independent foundry… in ‘97 I founded USUK Iron, and international cast iron 

symposium that takes place in the UK and USA at different locations such as the Scottish 

Sculpture Workshop and Salem Art Works.  By organizing these types of symposia 

http://foundrytree.com/usuk-iron-historical-information/
http://foundrytree.com/usuk-iron-historical-information/
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yourself you can build a network of artists and push the boundaries of your own practice 

within your generation. (Lambert 35) 

Lambert is a person who believes deeply in building relationships and carries a sense of 

relationality as inseparable from her practice. This is seen within the community by the 

organizing of these symposia and events. The first symposium in each country as part of USUK 

involved the building of the furnaces that were used, (which is also considered creative practice).  

The furnaces built by the participants of the first symposium were named Mothra, and were used 

in the subsequent symposiums, carrying the stories before them and artwork created with them as 

talking points for the following symposium. Iron casters carry a sentimentality and relationship 

with past experiences, and have a feeling of deep support and interest in the projects of their 

peers. Furnaces are necessary, and also exist as something to gather around, to strategize with 

one another around, and to care for together. There is a resourcefulness in the cast iron 

community, where the participants are willing to create the situations they wish to see and create 

sites, both permanent and temporary, to be able to have access to materials and one another.  

Coral Lambert’s Volcano Furnace is an example of an artwork that spans time and uses 

materiality as well as collaboration with a large group of people. Lambert’s history is one that is 

common in this community. She continued to travel internationally to learn in process with from 

different masters, and then began teaching the processes herself. Her volcano was built in Latvia, 

as part of one of the conferences this community regularly holds, where people share new 

techniques and help each other create monumental works. It took a month and fourteen people to 

build. Materials were harvested from the site, as much as possible; mud, grass, rocks and clay. 

Recycled iron objects were sourced for melting from Latvian Scrap yards. It used 4 tons dirt/clay  

1000 pounds of iron, and 400 pounds of coke as fuel to melt the metal. The furnace needed the 



260 
 

 

entire group to run it for the duration of midsummer’s celebration. Music and performance 

accompanied its tapping. This demonstrates the type of monumental work that any artist can 

realize with collaboration; it is not just for those with institutional funding or a factory. The 

volcano is an exciting example of the expansive possibilities for artists when working with a 

creative community. 

 

Volcano Furnace, Coral Lambert  

The event of pouring the metal is constructed as a community event, with students and 

other artists helping, while the public is invited to witness it. Witnessing the pour is to witness a 

buildup of the past, not only of labor, but of community. Hours of past preparation, hours of 

conversations, hours of learned experience culminate to an event, where people are completely 

dependent upon one another and working alongside each other. The area around the furnace 

teams with iron workers, all indistinguishable from one another in their brown leather protective 

coverings, working together in carefully choreographed movements to run a furnace for hours 

and pour hundreds of pounds of metal out in patterns. Coral Lambert had music present for the 
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pouring of the volcano, something frequently engaged by iron casters. Some will also collaborate 

with dancers.  Lambert’s volcano indicates possibilities of the skill sharing of the commons. This 

is the type of monumental work possible for any artist, not just those with institutional funding or 

a factory, to realize, with collaboration. The volcano is an exciting example of the expansive 

possibilities for artists when working with a creative community. 

 Looking at the participation in and development of skill sharing as a creative practice is 

another continuation in the exploration of possibilities for creative practice and a new 

perspective on what creative practice is.   Skill sharing, in the context of the cast iron 

community, allows for a sharing of process and understanding of different techniques that would 

be quite difficult to access via traditional means. It has created its own way of learning this 

medium, a way of learning entrenched in community,  providing an example of the goal 

referenced in Out of the Ruins, to “develop new models of learning that focus on transforming 

the existing process of education rather than simply adding new techniques within old ways of 

doing things, and move beyond the unquestioned portionings of the world into places and 

regions” (out of the ruins, 75). These educational practices depend upon relationships, upon trust, 

and a willingness to share life, to experience life with one another. There is a present recognition 

of the community in this learning. In her letter to future iron casters, Carolyn Ottmers says, “be 

open to opportunities as they present themselves. Be engaged in the present enough to notice its 

beauty and those around you contributing to it. Make your own magic and share it with others. 

Give yourself enough time to do a thing right,” and with that, an acknowledgment of the 

privilege of being included in such a community, “I have been very fortunate to be part of this 

amazing community of iron folk; and often have been at the right place at the right time” (45). 

As is evident in so many of the letters from these iron casting leaders, these communities, from 
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the interviews of those participating in the early Modern schools, to the printmaking collective 

Grafica de Lucha, to the HANDS organization in Burlington, all reflect a deep gratitude for the 

community when they discuss their participation.  

Information sharing via Independent Media 

A shift away from individualism toward a collaborative practice will call for a 

redefinition of success for artists, away from the idea of individual genius or amazing personal 

accomplishment, away from the idea of competition. An acceptance and encouragement of 

contemporary art as polyphonic practice, with less emphasis on authorship, and more emphasis 

on the entirety of the creative experience, could lead to the breakdown of more institutional 

barriers, helping to narrow the distinction between art and life. This new perspective focusing on 

collaboration in art, and accepting of sociality as artwork, makes for a much richer and more 

expansive field in which we practice.  

The following practices written about in this chapter allow for an examination of the 

sharing of information as a creative practice and as an important creative commons. Anarchist 

communities have historically relied on information being independent from corporate or 

governmental influence. In search of the desire to express without hindrance or interference and 

in response to a need for autonomy, there is a long history of anarchist printing, publications, and 

dissemination of information that is at the heart of anarchic practice. By exploring the means of 

sharing information through independent media and independent presses, an excellent example 

of potentiality for creative practice is uncovered. This section will delve into this contemporary 

creative practice of independent media by examining anarchist printing presses, both their recent 

history and contemporary examples, independent publishing organizations, as well as 

contemporary independent reporting.   
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The cultivation and sharing of information has a history of creating community around it; 

it is a history also that overlaps anarchist history. In her article, “Anarchist Printers and Presses: 

Material Circuits of Politics”, Kathy Ferguson makes a case for the culture of printing and 

publications as a culminating point in anarchist communities. She states, “while the stock image 

of the bearded, black-clad bomb-toting anarchist prevails in the public eye, a more representative 

figure for the classical anarchist movement would be the printer, composing stick in hand, 

standing in front of the type case, making and being made by the material process for producing 

and circulating words” (392). Anarchist printers developed from a need to produce and 

disseminate their own information after being unable to produce freely in commercial 

environments due to the radical nature of their content. Seventy-nine anarchist journals were 

produced in the United States from 1880 to 1940. These independently produced publications 

were a way for communities to share ideas without the hierarchy of commercial media. The 

people producing them also wrote the content and developed the entirety of the paper, “these 

papers were not simply passive vehicles for circulating ideas created elsewhere; the papers 

themselves were a happening of anarchism” (Ferguson 395). This initiation of activity, as well as 

a sense of personal responsibility, an attitude of making a projected idea a reality, and finding a 

way to do so collectively, are core values of anarchism. Anarchist groups emerging would 

contribute their voices by launching their own presses, which included a do-it-yourself 

acquisition of the tools needed, as well as the labor and content, “the assemblages of printer-

press-publication constitutes diffuse technology of the community, spreading across surfaces, 

confusing causes and effects, facilitating the emergence of something new” (407). Creating press 

and publication communities allows not only for access for those who would not have a voice 
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within mainstream news or media culture, it serves as a reflection of small communities, offering 

possibilities for many voices to contribute to localized media culture.  

The tradition of independent publications and presses has continued and is indicative of  

some of the elements found when exploring the potentiality of creative practice. Developing a 

way of sharing information outside of the dominant discourse found within corporate media, 

allows for the possibility of activating an exploration or experiment in alternate thinking about 

society, our perspectives and subjectivities. It offers the possibility of different positionalities. 

The determination in making these creative practices accessible by finding the materials 

necessary without the finances of an institution demonstrates a thread of this type of creative 

practice that moves beyond, or in spite of, the financial restraints that are evident in dominant 

culture. The commitment to collective work with the drive to create something together and a set 

of beliefs that run deeper than finances or material need re elements that open further space and 

potentialities in creative practice.  

Alec Dunn and Josh MacPhee write short articles on radical creative practice for Just 

Seeds, their independent publishing company that produces content in this vein in  a printed 

publication of the same name. Signal is a zine that offers stories on little known creative 

practices, publishes art works, photographs, interviews, and more; it is a creative publication that 

functions as both creative practice and an exploration of other creative practices. Its front cover 

states that, “we aspire to explore the complex ways that socially engaged cultural production 

affects us, our communities, our struggles, and our globe” (Signal, 06 4). While doing research in 

an archive, they found and published images of old posters, letterpress broadsides, that were used 

in the promotion of one of the prominent historic publications; Freedom, A Journal of Anarchist 

Communism. This publication ran from 1886-1927, (Peter Kropotkin was actively involved in its 
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production), and has evolved since then and is now still produced as a contemporary anarchist 

publication out of London. Dunn and MacPhee, who frequently write about exploring obscure 

studios, alternative libraries, and other alternate sites in their research, discovered these 36 

letterpress broadsides, printed with handset wood type, exclaiming slogans such as, “All 

Governments Are Robbers Why Do You Elect Them”. In seeing its historic value, they 

photographed and published the broadsides in the second edition of their self produced 

magazine, Signal. These were radical creative works, remnants of creative practice now lost to 

public knowledge, that had been created out of collective interest in sharing of information. Of 

relevance is Dunn and MacPhee’s framing of the broadsides and their content, as it contrasts the 

convention of creative practitioners in independent publishing, both historically and in 

contemporary society. They offer insight into the restrictions of capitalism and a driving force in 

the practice of these kind of publications when they state, “its terrifying that our larger social 

situation has changed so little over the last century but also heartening to know that anarchists 

were on the frontlines of social struggles then, as they are today” (Signal 02, 52).  
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Freedom Broadside, Signal 02  

 

Basement Workshop and Appalachian Movement Press  

In looking at the history of independent printing, there are two more examples of 

independent presses cited by Signal, edition 6, that are of note as they illustrate parallel 

characteristics in the way these collective endeavors develop. (These also illuminate the reality 

that independent presses have been prolific in the past, yet simply citing two from the last fifty 

years in no way does the practice justice. The study of independent presses in itself is a full 

research project.) The Appalachian Movement Press was a largely undocumented or historically 

underrecognized press that operated from 1969-1979, with a mission to cultivate and encourage a 

new Appalachian identity, “which resisted mainstream stereotypes of the region as backward and 
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challenged industrial capitalism for it’s responsibility in creating and maintaining systemic 

poverty in the region” (Signal 06 139). Yellow Pearl was an experimental publication produced 

as a project in 1972 by the collective Basement Workshop which operated out of Chinatown in 

New York City for fifteen years with the intention of having a nonhierarchical, inviting, and 

accessible place to consider Asian diasporic culture.  

Both of these collectively organized groups began their work with little to no resources, 

out of a driving need to develop their voices outside of dominant culture, and in a search for 

alternative identities to relate to. The Appalachian Movement Press fundraised for six months to 

scrounge up $750 to buy their printing press and then started their printing in one of the 

organizer’s houses. Basement Workshop rented a basement space. The urgency and need in the 

organizing and founding of both collectives is felt in the ability to work with what is available 

and to find a way to create these projects without money. Both developed relationally, being 

invested in and a part of the community. “Basement produced the strongest kind of bonds: when 

people work not for authorship or prestige but towards a new understanding of collective 

selves...the life of the artist and the organizer is a hard one. Basement offered a reminder that one 

is not alone in those tasks and that creating culture not only changes society but also oneself” 

(Signal 06 49).  

 Both presses responded to contemporary conversations around possibilities for exploring 

identity politics, with Basement Workshop hosting meetings in their basement to talk about 

identity, politics, art, and offering ESL to adults. Yellow Pearl’s publication put forth that, “art is 

a social production, making art demands collective self-examination, and identity can be defined 

through political stances rather than cultural markers” (Signal 06 29). Appalachian Movement 

Press was also putting forth the perspective that their identity could be something other than how 
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mainstream society viewed them as they strove to create a newfound Appalachian identity, 

examining the past relationship between the working class, the coal industry, and the 

government.  

Their 1976 publication states that, “Appalachia is a colony. Our wealth is daily stolen 

from us. Our natural resources and our labor are exploited by giant corporations whose owners 

do not live here” (145). While Basement Workshop was eventually able to receive funding from 

grants, to hire and pay members of the collective,  they became relatively more well known than 

the Appalachian Movement Press which remained  driven entirely by volunteers for the duration 

of its run, both of these collectives played vital roles in creative resistance practice. They 

demonstrate a dedication to collective organization, organizing from the ground up, rather than a 

hierarchical structure, an unstoppable perspective regarding finances and the drive to create, a 

use of ongoing creative practice to form community where the creative practice is fully 

embedded in the relational, and an interest in the experiment, a willingness to explore areas 

outside of dominant culture. These kinds of collectives, presses, projects demonstrate elements 

of the possibility of what creative practice could be.  

Radix Media 

Looking in depth at a contemporary, though quite small, independent print shop and 

publisher offers further analysis of the ways in which this particular genre of creative activity fits 

into the research at hand by exhibiting traits evident in the exploration of alternate creative 

practice. Radix Media is New York City’s only worker-owned, union print shop and publisher. It 

stands as an example of the potential creative practice holds to develop more collaboratively, 

with less emphasis on the author or individual and more on the development of community and 

the relationships. and work produced when art is thought of through a new lens. A bold line 
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running across their website shares their perspective on a core value of their practice, “We work 

it. We own it. Together” (Radix Media).  

An interview with Lantz Arroyo, one of the three worker/owners of Radix Media, offers 

insight into the importance of the independence from corporate oversight or ownership 

historically sought by anarchist presses. Arroyo discusses the way their press and publishing 

collective differs from many other printing companies but is in line with the history of radical 

printing in their acquisition of the tools they need to produce independently. He states, “we own 

the means of production, these different processes were accessible to us, and we know how to 

manage all of the different elements to make a print project successful. Doing things this way 

gives us total control over the look and feel of our books, in a way that’s very hands-on, 

intentional, and personal. We hope that this makes our books stand apart from the thousands of 

others on the shelves” (Arroyo). Like those in the history preceding them, Radix Media places 

value on having the equipment available, learning and knowing the processes for creative 

production themselves, and having autonomy in what they choose to produce.  

When Lantz Arroyo discusses Radix Media he uses the collective, “we,” even at the 

beginning when he states, “our story began in Portland, Oregon, as a single person with a one-

color offset press. We did (and continue to do) a lot of work for social justice movements, 

independent publishers, musicians, etc” (Arroyo). The shared ownership demonstrated here 

exemplifies the willingness to give up individual authorship over the project, for the sake of a 

truly equal participation and ownership. To be one person, a founder of a project, and to deny the 

right to claim the title of founder, or the generator of the idea, but rather, to claim the collective 

from the beginning, opens into the realm of possibilities this research pursues. It carries a 

characteristic of humility so often overlooked in the dominant art world, where artists seek to 
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retain recognition or individual ownership, even when working collectively. It is contrary to 

many art collectives that seem to form with each individual participating to further his or her 

own art career, or at least, for each individual participating to prioritize their personal career over 

the collective. The willingness to create with the collective as the foundation, leads to the 

discussion of redefining consciousness as that of starting from a place of being with one another, 

rather than a focus on individuality and personal freedom.  

Arroyo discusses a willingness to collaborate and share with other shops, rather than 

compete, after the press moved to New York City, “we...merged with OccuCopy, another 

worker-owned shop that sprouted from the Occupy Wall Street movement and focused on digital 

printing. Then, in late 2017, we merged with Wasp Poster & Print, a high-end letterpress and 

design shop. This allows us to provide a larger array of commercial printing services in a single 

location and opens up a lot of opportunities, such as combining print processes” (Arroyo). They 

not only invite collaboration with other independent publishers, they pursue it, viewing it as an 

opportunity to skillshare and grow a larger community, as well as work with one another to 

create stronger work, at more affordable options, by sharing resources with one another. This 

indicates a willingness to move away from the competitiveness found within mainstream 

capitalism, instead embracing the idea that there is enough for everyone.  

Two aspects that Radix Media prioritizes are among those that differentiate them from 

commercial printers and aligns them with the rich historical developments of anarchist print 

history. The first is that of a commitment to learning and mastering a range of creative processes 

and materials. They utilize three printing processes; offset lithography, letterpress printing, and 

digital printing. By having the knowledge of several processes, they are able to combine the 

techniques, and experiment to achieve unique results. Owning and working the means of 
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production affects the ability to maintain a commitment to controlling the quality of what is 

being produced, thus, keeping it affordable and accessible.  

Their control over what they choose to publish and the commitment to the content they 

produce is also an element that sets them apart. Their first book, AFTERMATH: Explorations of 

Loss & Grief was unusual in that it was a result of an open call for submissions in 2017, rather 

than an author selected through invitation, demonstrating a willingness to engage with a sense of 

egalitarian selection as anyone could apply, a desire to work with others, and an openness to 

ideas beyond their own. They received over a thousand submissions. They ultimately created an 

anthology and invited thirty-three people to contribute to the book; the roster of authors are 

racially diverse and a majority identify as women. Radix Media selected the theme of grief and 

loss to provide a voice for those whose feelings may be unheard, and to provide a platform for 

people who may feel that their experiences have been unnoticed. In addition to carrying a 

commitment to publishing with a strong theme and powerful content in mind, and care given to 

underrepresented communities, it was equally important that the publication be aesthetically 

beautiful. Arroyo describes the labor intensiveness of producing the book, using all the 

equipment that they had access to and all processes they were skilled in. His comment on 

production offers insight into a creative practice that believes in developing skill, relying on one 

another, and working together to complete an ambitious undertaking, “producing the book was a 

ton of work and involved every printing process we offer across three different presses. Each 

spread of the book was laid out onto a larger press sheet for which we then made a printing plate. 

A press sheet can only be printed on one side at a time, so we ran more than 36,000 sheets of 

paper through the offset press—then flipped them all over and did it again! The spreads with 

color images then had to go through our digital press, some of them on both sides. Finally, we 
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cut and collated the sheets down into book blocks to prepare them for perfect binding, which is 

the only thing we didn’t do in-house” (Arroyo).  The final publication is indicative of a truly 

collaborative effort, where one person does not retain the right of authorship, but a community is 

formed to pursue the creation of something that one person would not be able to do alone.  

Unicorn Riot 

Looking at another aspect of independent media as an example of potentiality existing in 

contemporary creative practice brings independent documentation to the focus of this next area 

of research. This example looks at the independent reporting collective Unicorn Riot and their 

coverage of the events following George Floyd’s death on May 25, 2020 in Minneapolis, MN. 

Unicorn Riot is a collective that started in 2015 and is active in several cities throughout the 

United States. Founded after the killing of a black man named Jamar Clark by the Minneapolis 

police, in 2015, the collective has covered protests throughout the country, joining the different 

protests to film and provide live stream coverage, including at the Dakota Access Protests, filling 

a role as a witness with a live streaming video camera. Their website states that they are 

“dedicated to exposing root causes of dynamic social and environmental issues through 

amplifying stories and exploring sustainable alternatives in today’s globalized world” 

(unicornriot.ninja). Their work is entirely volunteer and grant funded, they are completely free of 

commercial advertising in their reporting, and have a commitment to operating in a non-

hierarchical structure, horizontally organized, that is independent from corporate, institutional, or 

governmental control. Their content is completely free and accessible.  

 The New Yorker interviewed one of their reporters, Niko Georgiades who states, 

“Minneapolis has a very contentious past with the police”. Living in Minneapolis and being an 

active member of the community, rather than a corporate reporter just stopping in to cover a 
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story, has allowed Georgiades to build relationships with those who are active in the protests 

there. Unicorn Riot further covered the killing of Philandro Castile, who was shot at a stop sign 

by Minneapolis police officers in 2016, and the New Yorker credits the collective’s ties to the 

community and the way in which they cover local stories as earning them, “Unicorn Riot 

covered the Clark and Castile deaths in a way that earned local respect: these are not haughty 

correspondents parachuting in but people tethered to the community” (Georgiades). 

 The murder of George Floyd impacted not only the Minneapolis community, but 

exploded into protests across the country. Where Corporate Media did little in the first two days 

to cover the story, other than to indicate in a short story that the killing had happened on their 

landing page, Unicorn Riot provided live-stream exposure of the protests that immediately 

followed the killing, using a single camera and filming around the clock. The camera follows the 

crowd, interviewing people who were on the streets, following events as they happened, 

including the burning of the third precinct. It is not a traditional news story, something less than 

three minutes long, with the station’s perspective offered, rather, their coverage lasts hours, with 

little commentary from those filming. It provides accessibility to the real time happenings, as the 

viewer follows those who are on site, regardless of the hour. Of notable difference from 

corporate coverage, is the relational quality of the way Unicorn Riot’s witness is conducted. The 

New Yorker shares video in which Georgiades films in the midst of protest and encounters 

someone familiar with their practice. After conducting an interview, the interviewee tells 

Georgiades, “I love you,” and he responds “I love you too”.  The New Yorker notes the unusual 

relational element that has been developed and cultivated through this independent 

documentation, “these are not connections or exchanges you can see on CNN or terrestrial local-

news stations” (Georgiades). 
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Conclusion 

Creative practice existing within capitalism, in its current state, cannot fulfill the function of its 

core makeup and way of being.  Art as it has developed within the context of art history and the 

Dominant Art World structures is predetermined. It is confined to a realm of economic intent, 

where people and relationships are translated into use-value and the generation of capital. 

Federici recognizes that capitalism has historically and systemically created a hierarchical 

structure that impairs the fabric of an equitable society, “it is impossible… to associate 

capitalism with any form of liberation or attribute the longevity of the system to its capacity to 

satisfy human needs,” (Federici 17). Creative practice, existing within this structure, has been 

subjugated to the domination that is inseparable from capitalism.   

An anarchic methodology allows for looking at art and creative practice through a lens of 

deconstructing hierarchy and dismantling oppressive structures. Considering the practice of 

primitive accumulation and the enclosures in application to creative practice makes it possible to 

see the ways in which creative practice has become embedded with hierarchical strategies 

through institutionalization. Institutionalization of art has allowed for regulation of the voices in 

the field and cultivated an atmosphere of competition. The Situationists articulated this as 

creative practitioners being alienated from their work, from one another, and from their lives. 

Capitalism creates containment and categorization, providing simplified binary constructions that 

allow for the easy identifying of compartments, for example, the separation of art and life, the 

separation between process and product. The Situationists saw this as an alienation between 

people and said they say imagined creative practice ultimately being relational.  Jorn speaks to 

what he imagines creative practice should be versus how he perceives it to have been alienated, 

separated from the intimacy of relationships when he states that what he desires is, “An art of 
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dialogue, an art of interaction. Today artists-with all culture visible- have been completely 

separated from society, just as they are separated from each other by competition” (42).  The 

Malthusian perspective of believing that there is not enough for all, that due to a lack of supply 

some must be without and some must exist in servitude of others is evident in the realm of art 

where a small number of practitioners drive the field.  

This conversation of scarcity and competition, of expansion and capture is not where we 

arrive at a place of finality. It is not where we will continue to reside.   Constant Niewenheus, 

who spent years of his life imagining impossible cities and how to build them, wrote about how 

the world is going to change, “when we say desire in the twentieth century, we mean the 

unknown, for all we know of the realm of our desires is that it continuously reverts to one 

immeasurable desire for freedom. As a basic task we propose liberation of social life, which will 

open the way to the new world- a world where all the cultural aspects and inner relationships of 

our ordinary lives will take on new meaning” (660),  Creative practice carries worlds of 

possibilities, endless entryways to the unknown, pathways for exploration beyond the way that 

we think about art within capitalism. With recognition of the failures of capitalism and its 

restriction of what creative practice could be, comes responsibility to act.  

 To pursue creative practice through a lens of anarchic methodology, is to actively resist 

hierarchical oppression imposed by the capitalist framework.  Voltaire De Cleyre embraces the 

need for change through lived experience:  

but now we have come to a stage where we can no longer be cool spectators. In what 

happens now we too must be part and parcel of the action; we too must hope, and toil, 

and struggle and suffer. We are no longer looking through the clear still atmosphere of 

the dead: around our forms the wheeling mists are circled, and before our eyes the haze 
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lies thick-the haze of gold or the haze of gray. The dimness of “yet to be” befogs our 

sight, and the rush of hope and fear blinds all our faculties. (397)  

We carry a responsibility to engage, there is no autonomy, no place of looking upon. It is 

not possible to maintain a position of neutrality or to separate artistic practice from life. 

Recognizing responsibility and a willingness to actively engage is reflected throughout anarchist 

writing and history, from tracing back to the Ranters and Diggers as they formed their new 

communities to reject public property to the Zapatistas calling for the Sixth Declaration of the 

Lacandan Jungle. Gregory Sholette writes about the inability to maintain distance or autonomy, 

no existence of an individual artist. He writes not only from the perspective of a need to act, but 

a need to act with others, “no neutral zone can be located from out of which an individual, (an 

artist, for example) can truly operate alone, as an individual in opposition to society,” (170). To 

consider what creative practice could be beyond capitalism allows for vast imagination, but it 

comes from a foundational consciousness of being with one another. To explore creative practice 

as a commons means that the practice is built from the ground up, that it forms relationally, 

without intention for monetization. Oli Mould writes about the commons, “the commons is that 

which we build by being together” (7). Looking at possibility for commons instead of a netvvrk, 

means looking at creating a more horizontal structure, rather than a vying for an upper hand 

position. It means skill sharing versus institutional learning. It means practices that are willing to 

step back from authorship, and that are willing to forego the expectation of a final product for the 

experiment of lived experience.   

Andrew Lee, a restaurant worker organizing within the popular struggles in San 

Francisco writes, “we must often combat the singular, totalizing narratives of powerful interests 

in favor of allowing everyday people to begin envisioning and enacting many different futures, 
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inspiring faith in their plausibility with our actions today”(44). The practitioners and shared 

practices mentioned in this dissertation demonstrate that it is possible to approach creative 

practice through a lens of collective authorship and responsibility, that if we can imagine the 

future for creative practice, we are able to create it. If we can step back from the Dominant Art 

World structures and begin to imagine economies of generosity and sharing, rather than forming 

relationships on use-value, we can begin to undermine the capitalist structure that has corrupted 

artistic practice.  Silvia Federici sees that this is fully plausible, that capitalism is a temporary 

situation. She looks to the dismantling of normative values that have become dominant, “the 

challenge we face in this context is not how to multiply commons initiatives but how to place at 

the center of our organizing the collective reappropriation of the wealth we have produced and 

the abolition of social hierarchies and inequalities” (96). Within creative practice, this could 

mean a willingness to forego ego, to step away from competition, to allow for a multiplicity of 

voices. In Sholette’s book, Dark Matter, Lisa Maya Knauer discusses her experience 

participating with REPOHistory and articulates the struggle of working from a place of 

collective being: 

The collective nature of the work can be both exhilarating and exhausting. Working with 

different people’s strengths; balancing individual needs and interests with collective 

desires and demands, recognizing limits, whale opening possibilities, these are challenges 

perhaps not so different from other administrative positions in mainstream organizations. 

What is unique, however, to artists is the overriding mythology of genius, and the 

realities of asymmetrical access to power. This can translate into problems in maintaining 

a public profile as a collective; making sure the same individuals don’t get highlighted 

again and again in media coverage, allowing different people to speak for the group while 
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maintaining continuity. There is still the cult of the individual auteur and we as a 

collective sometimes become kind of invisible. (171)  

There is a recognition that we face new territory, and that we will negotiate new pathways, that 

creating new avenues outside of dominant structures can anticipate challenges. Oli Mould 

recognizes this as well but writes that he believes it is possible to create worlds outside of 

capitalism. He states, “Drawing on the threads of equity, justice, activism and resistance, the 

fabric of a common socio-economic world can be woven. It will not be easy, as the forces of 

capitalism that look to maintain the status quo of limiting the abundant benefits of this world to a 

carefully selected few are overwhelmingly powerful” (190). Decolonizing the mind means 

actively working to recognize that something else is possible. Ngugi discusses the need for 

decolonization by looking at who holds the means of control to the “language of real life” (16). 

There is a letting go of normative values with the realization that what stands to be gained is far 

greater, “degrowth transition of planned economic contraction can actually maintain or even 

increase quality of life, by reshaping cultures and societal structures to promote non-materialistic 

forms of meaning and wellbeing beyond consumerist conceptions of the ‘good life’ “ (Alexander 

2).  

Creative practice welcomes this challenge and embraces an experiment. The Situationists 

see the potential when Jorn states, “One will be drawn toward the unknown in human society and 

become a conqueror, adventurer, or researcher in the fabrications of the life of the imagination, 

the inventions of art life and the discoveries of science, if one does not simply become an 

oppressor or exploiter of other people” (43). We move forward into unprecedented territory, but 

it is not a time to restrain ourselves, it is a time for unabashed risk, for imagination that embraces 

the impossible. Together we can build worlds that we want to live in.  
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