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About Manifesto 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The focus of this collection is the manifesto, approaching feminist experiments with the 

form and theoretical writing on these to offer a refrain of characteristics that can act as a 

lens to explore social practice here and throughout the whole thesis. The work done in 

the following sections is to suggest that a manifesto is more than a text: it may be a type 

of hospitality or an art practice. Drawing on the critical perspectives provided by Janet 

Lyon, Felicity Colman and Jacques Rancière, the first section examines the particular 

time of the manifesto and its embedded nature as well as its quality as a voice out of 

place. Looking at pivotal feminist manifestos, the collection gathers together writing that 

appears to be on the move, close to speech and action.    

The manifesto’s position on the edge of speech is complicated by feminism’s equally 

marginal position. These co-ordinates make the feminist manifesto a kind of improper 

guest, lost within inherited revolutionary languages. This struggle with language is 

explored as a tie that draws the feminist manifesto close to social art practice, which is 

described by feminist art historian Angela Dimitrakaki as form that requires movement 

on our part to be brought into view. Picking up the thread of Dimitrakaki’s argument the 

section draws a line between the poetics of social practice and of feminist manifestos, 

tracing recurring motifs of flight and movement that exploit the dialogic space between 

things.  

Finally, as if drawing a circle, the first part of the collection returns to the question of 

time, transformed by social practice into something palpable, a medium to work with. 

Where time often appears as something we only ever run out of, Meirle Laderman 

Ukeles’ lifelong practice as a Maintenance artist uncovers a different perception of time, 

as something interstitial that we can share. Ukeles offers both a traditional manifesto 

text and a nuanced social practice, which works to repeat the simple form articulated in 

the manifesto through many careful variations. Her work draws the reflection that not 

only are there manifesto-like qualities in art practice but also art-like qualities in her 

manifesto. In her work it is possible to see a practice that grows from a single moment of 

heartfelt rage to reveal a world of tiny hospitable gestures. These gestures offer a new 
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horizon for the manifesto form, revealing it as carefully-drawn hosting space that hides 

beneath an angry surface.   

 

Timely Interventions 

 

In the pivotal study Manifestoes Provocations of The Modern (1999), Janet Lyon produces 

a comparative, often non-chronological history, through various revolutionary 

discourses, from the early tracts of the Diggers and Levellers through to second wave 

feminist use of the form. In Lyon’s analysis the manifesto genre comes to prominence in 

post-enlightenment Europe ‘when the conditions of possibility emerged for an ideology 

of a universal subject with universal rights and sensibilities’ (Lyon, 1999, p.3). In the 

face of this enlightenment hope for an inclusive society that could offer universal rights, 

the manifesto exposes the ‘broken promises’ within the ideology of modernity, marking 

the ‘gap between democratic ideals and modern political practice’ (Ibid). Writing on the 

strategic use of hope in feminist manifestos Felicity Colman also picks up on the form’s 

ability to point to broken promises, this time of  ‘the current shape shifting capitalist 

society’ where fulfilment is a ‘permanently deferred state’ (Colman, 2010 , p.389). 

Lyon’s account of the genre locates the rhetorical power of the manifesto, in part, as a 

product of its relationship with history. She notes that the manifesto uses a selective 

historical chronicle, given from the perspective of the disenfranchised, to produce 

momentum in the present moment (Lyon, 1999, p.72). As Colman states ‘there is a 

situation in history and a rejection that is enacted in the manifesto’ (Colman, 2010, 

p.377). The manifesto produces a sense of empowerment partly by offering up a 

historical situation that must be answered, a set of injustices that demand a response in 

the present moment. By responding we produce the possibility for a different future.  

 

In the face of these broken promises the time of the manifesto is always now (Lyon, 

1999, p.203). It seems to speak self-evidently from a particular moment in history to 

produce action that will not be deferred. Alongside the manifesto’s situatedness in a 

particular moment, which is cemented by its calls for change now, it is also, somehow, 

outside of time in a commanding way. It produces an interruption. Lyon offers pivotal 

examples of manifestos that manipulate chronological time, marking a beginning, 

through a list of injustices, and also producing a sense of an inevitable end brought 

about by the manifesto’s intervention. This is cemented in language, often through the 

use of the future perfect tense, which asserts a different future, willed by the manifesto. 
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Lyon focuses on this revolutionary speaking position outside of time as constructing ‘a 

political certainty’ by ‘assuming control of the language of history, the conditions of plot’ 

(Lyon, 1999, p.60). In this way the manifesto moves from critique to affirmation 

providing a kind of utopic vision for an alternative future. Where Lyon speaks of 

certainty, Colman points to the manifesto’s strategic use of hope as ‘a power to affect’ 

(Colman, 2010, p.379) and its capacity to ask what if? (Ibid, p.386). In this way the 

manifesto is perceived ‘as a subject with an affective praxis’ that wants to access ‘the 

chaos of subjectivities’ and understands that the question what do you hope for the 

future? is vital (Ibid). History is opened up in an affective way to produce signs of a 

mythical future that begins now.  

 

This position in and out of time and between affirmation and critique are two of the 

many ways that the manifesto can be characterised as a form that moves between 

seemingly contradictory positions. In a similar vein to Lyon’s description Colman notes 

that the form wants ‘to take action, to intervene, to reimagine and re-configure the 

current forms of existence’ (Colman, 2010, p.385) and that it often gains mythical status 

despite holding a particular political position. In this way the manifesto sits between 

myth and history. Whereas often the mythical timeless present is juxtaposed with 

particular historical time Colman suggests that in the case of the manifesto both are 

simultaneously present. She says ‘as the manifesto form itself is iconic, it often quickly 

gathers mythical status in its signification of a definite political position’ (Ibid, p.380).1  

 

Aside from the manifesto’s deployment of chronological time, which accumulates, 

propelling us with urgency into the present moment, Lyon also argues that the form 

‘disrupts the smooth temporal surface of modern history by marking for us precisely 

those moments when history repeats itself’ (Lyon, 1999, p.204). Stylistically it echoes 

through time, as Colman asserts, in an iconic way, evoking through repetition of form 

numerous historical struggles against dominant forces and offering to ‘link one’s voice 

to countless voices of previous perpetual struggles’ (Ibid, p.29). This relation to the past 

is to some extent the manifesto’s mythic capacity, its timeless framing of the revolution 

as something that has happened and will happen again.  

 

 

                                                        
1 Colman refers to three particular feminist manifestos as examples of this ‘type of iconicity’: 
Valerie Solanas’s SCUM Manifesto (1967), Laura Mulvey’s Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema 
(1975) and Donna Haraway’s A Cyborg Manifesto (1991).  
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 A Crack in the Order of Things  

 

Perhaps it is the manifesto’s claim to speak for the disenfranchised that makes it so 

appealing to feminist sensibilities. However this evocative ‘atavism’ produces its own 

difficulties, largely through its consequent connection with the gendered rhetoric of 

revolutionary discourse. With support from Nancy Fraser and, particularly in relation to 

the French Revolution, Lynn Hunt and Joan Landes, Lyon argues that the public and 

political spaces produced by past revolutions were explicitly gendered spheres.2 Beyond 

the French Revolution Lyon highlights the limited availability of feminist subject 

positions within leftist discourse that recurs through time.3 In revolutionary France the 

republic was symbolically associated with a rational, virtuous and manly style, in 

contrast to the feminised, corrupt aristocracy that it replaced. Similarly Dorinda Outram 

points out that the alternative symbol system of the revolution features ‘a female virtue.. 

frequently represented in republican discourse as domestic, natural and un-public’ 

(Lyon, 1999, p.65). In this way the private domestic space of the home is gendered 

feminine in contrast to the public and political space. Home is not considered as a 

revolutionary space.   

 

The extent to which this gendered marking out of public and private space was 

important is illustrated by the example of Olympe de Gouges, revolutionary playwright 

and author of the Declaration of the Rights of Women (1792). De Gouges’ Declaration 

acted as a biting parody of the Declaration of the Rights of Man (1789), mimicking its 

form, with revisions, to highlight the hollowness of the narrative in relation to both 

feminism and abolitionist causes. For Lyon the success of this ‘radically new’ manifesto 

would lead to her execution, with de Gouges living out her famously stated conviction 

that if women can go to the scaffold then they were also entitled to go to the Assembly. 

Jacques Rancière uses her protest to articulate his definition of the politics of dissensus: 

 

                                                        
2 Fraser is cited as producing an influential deconstruction of idealised conceptions of a utopian 
public sphere, where differences can be bracketed out to produce equal exchange, by arguing 
that the very concept of the public is gendered masculine and consequently constitutive of 
always already exclusionary spaces. 
3 In this respect Lisa Tickner’s work on the imagery in the Suffragette campaign is an important 
reference for Lyon who argues that the Suffragette campaign is neglected by discourse, deemed 
to be too artistic for political history and too political for art history (Tickner, 1988). 
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‘Olympe de Gouges’ argument showed that it was not possible to draw the 

border separating ‘bare life’ and ‘political’ life so clearly. At least one point 

existed where ‘bare’ life proved to be political: when women were sentenced to 

death as enemies of the revolution. If they could lose their ‘bare’ life thanks to a 

politically motivated public judgment, this meant that even their bare life – their 

life from the standpoint of being able to be put to death - was political’. (Ranciere 

and Corcoran, 2015, p.69) 

 

It follows that:  

 

‘dissensus is not a conflict of interests, opinions or values; it is a division 

inserted in ‘common sense’ a dispute about what is given and about the frame 

within which we see something as given..  This is what I call dissensus the 

putting of two worlds in one and the same world.’ (Ibid) 

 

The political then and by association a working manifesto acts as a crack in the fabric of 

reality. It is something interstitial, a space in-between. In the case of de Gouges her 

manifesto enables her to move between the spaces designated for bare life, or zoe and 

political life or bios. This position between bare and political life is also the one Mladen 

Dolar ascribes to voice as a medium in his pivotal study A Voice and Nothing More 

(2006). It relates to the ability of voice to hold meaning and additional physical qualities 

that relate to the body in excess of reason (With Archives, p.67). This in-between 

position is extremely precarious, but also dangerously elusive, both these characteristics 

are signified by her subsequent execution. Her precarious position is, in an extreme way, 

a political strength as it proves a flaw in the logic of the system, threatening to reverse 

the established order of things. Like voice de Gouges’ manifesto occupies a double 

position; inside and outside of political citizenship it literally speaks against the unjust 

politics of the time.  

 

 

To Play with Mimesis 

 

A key feature of the feminist manifesto, exemplified by de Gouges’ pivotal example, is 

that it takes on the language of power in order to offer a twist in the narrative. In this 

way it works according to Luce Irigaray’s (1985) strategy of mimesis, reproducing the 

signs of oppression to highlight a moment of excess, a broken promise, and 
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consequently occupying that language, passing it on and into different hands. This act of 

mimesis or doubling performed by the manifesto is part of the complexity belied by an 

apparently transparent form. Lyon notes ‘its apparent rhetorical straightforwardness 

obscures the degree to which the form is embedded in the contradictions of political 

representation’ (Lyon, 1999, p.2). Colman writes ‘within regulated social structures, the 

manifesto is a civil expression that is dependent on the political system under which it 

emerges for its legality’ (Colman, 2010, p.376). 

  

To be heard by the dominant ideology de Gouges must use republican rhetorical codes. 

This practice of mimicry walks a fine line where success, in this case for feminist 

rhetoric, comes at the cost of personal survival. Conversely, reflecting on Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792), Lyon remarks that it ends 

up reproducing the values of the language of ‘unmarked masculinity’, without offering a 

difference. This ends not in the sought after re-coding of a value system but in an 

endorsement through language of the system she wishes to transform (Lyon, 1999, 

p.64). She is literally lost in the language she employs. To some extent this failure is 

connected to the manifesto’s capacity to act as a hosting space. The manifesto functions 

to gather together subjectivities that feel excluded from the political and social codes of 

a moment, consequently it must create a sympathetic space in order to accommodate 

and relate to these feelings of difference in an affective way. Yet, as noted above, it must 

also smuggle itself into a hostile culture that seeks to refuse its claims to representation. 

This double function as host and improper guest marks another way that the manifesto 

is in-between (About Hospitality, p.2). To exist in and produce this in-between space, 

which can speak for many others within a hostile system it must hold things in tension, 

attempting to avoid either complete assimilation by the host culture or outright 

rejection. The manifesto’s political voice rests on its ability to walk that line.  

 

 

Prefigurative Politics, a different kind of avant-garde 

 

Can we imagine this smuggling into language, this living in and creating a crack in the 

organising structure of a host culture through other forms?  

 

Just as the feminine was positioned outside of revolutionary discourse so social art 

practice is considered outside of avant-garde trajectories for art. The two loudest art 

historical voices on the subject, Grant Kester (2011, 2004) and Claire Bishop (2012) 
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offer opposing critical perspectives on social art practice. Bishop prefers art that stays 

within an antagonistic tradition, favouring shock tactics, whilst Kester, in a 

paradoxically modernist way, advocates for art that makes a decisive break with what 

he considers to be an avant-garde position, moving instead towards slow-paced 

durational work. Yet both argue within a framework that places social art practice in 

opposition to risk, ambiguity and revolution. In contrast to this tacit understanding of 

practice laid out by the leading critics in the field, in 2013, Angela Dimitrakaki spoke at 

an event hosted by the Austrian art collective Wochenklausur, as part of the larger 

exhibition ECONOMY 4(CCA and Stills Gallery, 2013), positioning ‘socially engaged art’ as 

a highly experimental practice on an ‘avant-garde horizon’ (Dimitrakaki, 2013).5 Using 

terminology from Marc James Leger’s Brave New Avant-Garde (Leger, 2012) Dimitrakaki 

reclaimed a place in revolutionary narratives for socially engaged artists as 

‘organisational and mediating platforms for realising art as pragmatism’ (Dimitrakaki, 

2013, p.5). Her analysis hinged on exploring the balance between visible and invisible 

elements in this ‘pragmatic art’. At the heart of this balancing act is an important 

distinction between aesthetics and poetics, with socially engaged art being a form of 

poetics that hides itself in order to survive within the structures that it opposes:  

 

‘Things are not simple for this pragmatic art. To begin with, the gulf between 

aesthetics to poetics, that is from “sensory experience” (aesthetics) to “making”, 

which involves “doing” (poetics) is not always adequately appreciated.. I am 

referring to the fundamental etymological distinction between something that is 

done to you (and stimulates your senses) and something that you do (which may 

or may not stimulate your or anybody else’s senses but that makes you 

responsible for effecting change).’ (Ibid, p.5) 

 

The poetics of ‘socially engaged art’ lies in its refusal to follow the model laid out in 

spectatorship culture where a passive audience receives and is stimulated by a cultural 

message. Instead poetics is an ambiguous, open-ended form of subjective exchange, 

which involves a less hierarchical relationship. It exists between speaking positions and 

sets off a chain of actions around shared subjectivity. In this way it evokes an 

                                                        
4 This large exhibition in two parallel institutions included over 30 different artist contributions 
around the core subject Economy. 
5 Quotations are from the paper The Avant-Garde Horizon: Socially Engaged Art, Capitalism and 
Contradiction presented on 3 March 2013 in CCA Glasgow with Austrian collective 
Wochenklausur. The public forum was organised in the context of the ECONOMY exhibition and 
the paper was later made available on Academia.edu. 
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organisation of social relationships where things are held and developed in common.6 It 

is exactly this insistence that we act rather than be acted upon that is so central to the 

manifesto, occupying and rewriting the narrative of history, enacting an affective 

politics through the language of shared hopes. Given the historical position of women 

this poetic language of commons is further complicated. Feminist manifestos operate as 

uninvited visitors to the so-called common public and political arena, they are outsiders 

even to revolutionary discourse, entering from isolated positions in private and 

domestic space. From these positions shared hopes are not taken for granted but must 

be negotiated tentatively. This need for negotiation and dialogue has led feminist 

manifestos to take up a more complicated position in relation to voice, opening up the 

form to deliver multi-voiced and dialogic forms. These innovations, arguably brought 

about by women’s outsider status, bring feminist manifestos near to Dimitrakaki’s 

horizon for socially engaged practice, which also pivots on principles of dialogue and 

negotiation.   

 

Like the manifestos, Dimitrakaki asserts that this pragmatic art struggles with language. 

Where Lyon relates a historical struggle for feminist manifestos to be included within 

revolutionary discourse, Dimitrakaki sees socially engaged art smuggle itself into the 

quantitative paradigm of neoliberalism. She diagnoses a system that fosters ‘a 

competitive funding culture where narratives of measurable success are winners’ (Ibid, 

p.5). Projects gain visibility, which is a prerequisite for artistic survival, because their 

interventions are perceived as successful. Visibility is negotiated within a value system 

that works through quantification, demanding measurable outcomes. Instead of offering 

critique of this situation from a transcendental vantage point, social art is embedded, 

offering, as a manifesto does, a situated narrative from within this culture, getting its 

‘hands dirty’ with various institutions including funding bodies, government 

organisations, and in some cases the police.7 What the success story narrative serves to 

obscure, Dimitrakaki asserts, is the elements of risk taking, lack of measure and possible 

                                                        
6 Referencing Costas Douzinas and Slavoj Žižek’s analysis in The Idea of Communism (2010), 
Dimitrakaki also points out a distinction between socialism and communism where ‘socialism is 
understood in terms of the state being owner of the means of production and with communism 
understood as a return of the means of production to the common’. It could be added that Sheila 
Rowbotham draws similar distinctions in Beyond the Fragments (1979) where her contribution 
argues in detail against a Leninist inspired model that allows for a central Party detached from 
experiential knowledge and leading social change.   
7 The reference made to the police is resonant with Suzanne Lacy’s practice. She worked 
extensively with the police force in Oakland to realise long-term durational projects and 
performances including The Roof is on Fire (1993-94) and No Blood No Foul (1996). 
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failure at the heart of the praxis. It is these elements that allow for a definition of socially 

engaged art as revolutionary praxis. 

 

Perceived as a form of poetics ‘socially engaged art’ is less about success or failure and 

more about allowing for new ways to imagine living together. These imaginative 

possibilities could in fact be reframed as forms of a ‘prefigurative politics’, a term used 

by Sheila Rowbotham in her 1979 contribution to the collection of essays Beyond the 

Fragments: Feminism and The Making of Socialism (Rowbotham et al., 1979, p.219). 

Rowbotham’s contribution The Women’s Movement and Organising for Socialism argues 

for the radical importance of initiatives like self-help projects and consciousness-raising 

groups (CR), first developed within the women’s movement in Britain, to the left-wing 

project for social change. 8 Answering a critique that is similarly levelled at socially 

engaged projects, that initiatives like self-help groups ease the necessary pressure that 

should be applied to the state in demands for resources, Rowbotham argues for a radical 

reimagining of the power structures within politics. She suggests that instead of a 

detached Party or state that can run things from above, ‘untouchable and apart’, people 

with experiential knowledge on the ground should be in control of resources.9 In the 

women’s movement we see the same assertion of a situated and embedded politics as is 

picked up and continued in social art practice. Describing prefigurative politics as an 

organisational form developed within feminism, Rowbotham continues: 

 

‘Conscious-raising, therapy and self-help will imply that we want change now. 

They are involved in making something which might become a means of making 

something more. They do not assume that we will one day in the future suddenly 

come to control how we produce, distribute and divide goods and services and 

this will rapidly and simply make us new human beings. They see the struggle 

for survival and control as part of the here and now.’ (Ibid, p.226) 

 

This desire for change now echoes the manifesto position. What the women’s movement 

suggests is an end to detached, top-down politics. This alternative politics is more than a 

critique of the current system. It works on subjectivity through embedded action and 

involves being able to come together to perceive or imagine an alternative culture in 

                                                        
8 Key examples of self-help groups include Women’s Aid, Women’s Health and Rape Crisis.  
9 Rowbotham’s analysis, written in 1979, includes a detailed discussion of left-wing politics that 
still heavily references Russian forms of communist thought. Reference to the Party is made in 
relation to the Leninist ideal where a vanguard group of professional intellectuals lead the 
revolution.  
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which different values exist. In this way prefigurative politics, like manifestos, contains 

both critique and affirmation. Initiatives like consciousness-raising are manifestos, 

providing a hosting space for these imaginative possibilities.  

 

Dimitrakaki’s talk ended on a little known project called Egnathia (2013), which took 

place in various locations in the Balkans and was concerned with collective memory and 

dialogue through the narration of migrant experiences. Although this form of sharing, a 

kind of consciousness-raising, hardly proved adequate to face the historical 

circumstances in the region, it was nonetheless an encounter that opened up the 

imagination to other possible ways of living. She moved to suggest the project as a 

horizon of intersubjective exchange that may not be visible from our particular 

standpoint. In order to see it she challenged the audience in the CCA to take a shared 

risk and go higher ‘to see more of this world and embrace fear of falling’ (Dimitrakaki, 

2013, p.6).10Dimitrakaki’s evocative metaphor of the horizon offers the suggestion that 

the language in which we frame art changes its form, asserting the revolutionary 

potential of a practice depends on its ability to spark other similar actions. This is of 

course also the revolutionary potential held by the manifesto. Dimitrakaki narrates 

social practice as an unfinished process, suggesting that the extent to which it is 

revolutionary is in our hands and depends on our responses to it. 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
10 This perspective is particularly interesting coming from an art historian who has written a 
critique on the exhibition structures and more broadly on representation as a paradigm. Arguing 
that the exhibition is the place where socially engaged art is tamed along traditional art historical 
lines: ‘The exhibition form is typically where co-operative labour succumbs to authorship and 
where the organising activity of the artist (or artist collectives) amounts to “ownership” of the 
artwork – first by the artist.’ 
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Catalogue cover to the exhibition Social Strategies by Women Artists (1980). Image reproduced 

with the permission of The Women’s Art Library, Goldsmiths. 

 

 

A Core Orientation 

 

Thirty-three years prior to Dimitrakaki and Lloyd’s co-curated exhibition, ECONOMY 

(2013), a show curated by Lucy Lippard called Issue: Social Strategies by Women Artists 

(1980) also linked the compulsion to work in a social way and towards political change 

more broadly to a number of feminist practices. Lippard’s exhibition was large in scope 

including, for example, the very different conceptual paths of Jenny Holzer’s street 

works alongside Mary Kelly’s The Postpartum Document (1973–79). Given Lippard’s 

foregrounding of the social in feminist practice it is interesting to consider Martha 

Rosler’s assertion, many years later in Women Artists at the Millennium, that feminist 

ambitions to revolutionise art along social lines had been portrayed as ‘agitating only for 

themselves: white, middle class women’ (Armstrong and de Zegher, 2006, p.142). To 

Rosler artists with a specifically feminist orientation offer up a broader, ecological 

politics and significant critique of communication and commodity culture. Exhibitions 
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like Lippard’s reveal feminism as a significant precedent for social art practice. Yet to 

Rosler this precedent is obscured by art historical definitions and containment of 

feminism as a single-issue category. Rosler continues that currently ‘avoiding the label 

of feminism is a strategy, conscious or not, and does not necessarily speak to the content 

of one’s work, character, or attitudes and beliefs’ (Ibid). Feminism could be inherent in a 

practice without being acknowledged, yet, she warns, this kind of historical blindness 

could ‘impede criticality and cohesiveness’ (Ibid). One question for this research is: does 

the field of social practice represent this phenomenon, taking up feminist methodologies 

without acknowledging or sometimes even without knowledge of a feminist history of 

practice? Could forgetfulness of this history lead to a loss of criticality?  

 

The ‘issues’ in Lippard’s show attest to broader feminist concerns, addressing ‘racism, 

imperialism, nuclear war, starvation and inflation’ (Harris, 2004, p.114), all of which 

reappear in ECONOMY (2013) along with a number of socially engaged artists, still 

decidedly quiet about any feminist affiliations. 11 In relation to these practices 

Dimitrakaki suggests that the exhibition space is typically the place where socially 

engaged art is distorted by traditional art historical standards around authorship and 

ownership. In order to perceive the revolutionary potential of practice she suggests we 

need to reimagine the exhibition space. Three feminist artists that pioneered this kind of 

reimagination were Su Richardson, Monica Ross and Kate Walker, experimenting with 

the form through radical, collaborative projects like Feministo (1975-77) (With 

Archives, pp.15-17). The artists also explored the question of new forms for art for new 

content, in a travelling co-operative installation called Fenix (1980). In Fenix the artists 

continued themes evident in their earlier collaborations, working together to produce 

installations and durational performances, using a monochrone scheme to reflect the 

distance between their collaborative practice and the ‘usual lonely way’ artists work.  

Reading through the collaged-style pamphlets from the Fenix project housed at the 

Women’s Art Library (With Archives, pp.46-59) shows an awkward fit between the 

artists’ work and the predefined structures of art world classification. It is this awkward 

fit that gives the work its manifesto quality as well as making it a significant precedent 

for contemporary social art practice. Fenix’s dialogic styled text reveals a struggle with 

the ‘pressurized container’ produced by an art history dominated by the single universal 

                                                        
11 In the ECONOMY forum (2013) social practice artists Wochenklausur were asked about their 
relation to feminism given the nature of their intervention, which focused on a group of women, 
and their own status as female artists. Their response was to smile and assert that the fact that all 
artists on the project were women was a coincidence.  
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male artist. The artists resist categorisation asserting that to fit into predefined agendas 

is insufficient, being merely a form of ‘gliding’ rather than ‘flying’. Instead flying 

represents a challenge to the structural definitions that hold up the system. It is posited 

as a kind of art world revolution narrated by their manifesto pamphlet. As in other 

manifestos there is a struggle with language where simply gliding is equated with 

assimilation.   

 

 

Photo from a Fenix publication. Image reproduced with the permission of The Women’s Art 

Library, Goldsmiths. 

In contrast flying is a ‘transformation process’. Like a manifesto it offers a different 

viewpoint and a methodology that changes the systems it enters. They describe it as a 

visual and symbolic equivalent to the personal revelations and ‘group energy’ to throw 

off oppression, discovered within consciousness-raising. Walker says:  

‘K.W.   The essential structure that we got from C.R. groups won’t build into the 

current art forms as they stand. I find my other, more traditional ways of 

working less personally satisfying because of this misfit between subject and 

form.’ (Ibid) 

CR was an essential form of activism developed in the women’s movement that worked 

to bring isolated individuals together to discover shared or common ground. In small 

groups women gathered to narrate personal stories from everyday life. Much like social 
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art practice CR functioned through the creation of ‘safe spaces’ in order to enable a 

sense of common ground between people. Through shared moments a broader 

understanding of oppressive circumstances emerged between women, enabling political 

solidarity to develop. The now iconic slogan ‘the personal is political’, could be seen to 

emerge from initiatives like CR. 12 Through the creation of solidarity CR came to perform 

one of the key functions of a manifesto – uniting people to create change. It also 

transformed the manifesto into a dialogic process sowing the seeds for the development 

of social art practice.  

Writing on her involvement in a group called West Village, Susan Brownmiller reflected 

that not only was CR the women’s movement’s most successful form of ‘female bonding’ 

but also ‘the source of most of its creative thinking’ (Brownmiller, 2000, p.79). Given this 

creative potential it is no surprise that Fenix artists were keen to incorporate it into 

their work, realising that it would irrevocably change its shape. Through this sentiment, 

activism appears to thread its way into art practice as a crack in a field still largely 

defined by formalist concerns, prefiguring the type of pragmatic art that aims at social 

transformations. Where politics and art had been decidedly separate, the use of CR by 

the artists, on a ‘symbolic plane’ (Ibid, p.5), became an act of dissensus (Rancière, 2015), 

placing the separate worlds of art and politics together just as CR elided the personal 

and the political.  

There is a remarkable similarity between methodologies described by the Fenix artists 

and those used currently in social art practice including diary and notebook format, 

found objects, documentary sociology, collage and photos. Participation is also 

discussed, including when it becomes exploitative as a kind of lip service to make art 

seem more accessible. They express a need to work quickly in a race against other bare 

life imperatives like childcare, time off from teaching, loss of pay etc. This precarious 

position is similar to that found in early feminist manifestos. They are in flight, 

referencing butterflies, they move between things, refusing to be ‘pinned down’ (Su 

Richardson, Fenix documentation, p.10). This movement reflects a practice that doesn’t 

want to be placed in a category but instead make a space for itself.  

 

                                                        
12 The phrase ‘the personal is political’ was popularised by Carol Hanisch who used the term in 
1970 in a journal article. She however disavows authorship of the phrase – claiming it to be 
collectively authored by millions of women in public and private conversations. 
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Flying not Gliding 

‘She doesn’t speak, she throws her trembling body forward, she flies, all of her passes into 

voice.’ (Cixous, 1976, p.881) 

The use of flight terminology is acknowledged overtly by Walker as a reference to 

literature and particularly the ‘collaged, incidental’ approach of Kate Millet. Another 

possible reference is to Hélène Cixous whose influential manifesto The Laugh of Medusa 

(1976) also alights on the term voler with its evocative double meaning to take flight or 

to steal. In Cixous flying is equated with the immediacy and physical presence of voice. It 

is a manifesto text that is close to the sounds of speech, it is present, ‘bearing the mark of 

its time’, (Cixous, 1976, p.875) and attempts, like the fenix artists, to steal the plot from 

history. Cixous’ manifesto is also concerned with being caught within discourses, 

including those of reason, psychoanalysis and the mirror which all involve holding still 

while you are diagnosed ‘so we can paint your portrait and you can begin to look like it 

right away’ (Ibid, p.892). 13 

In response to this situation Cixous proposes a poetic turning around from the inside:   

‘If woman has always functioned "within" the discourse of man, a signifier that 

has always referred back to the opposite signifier which annihilates its specific 

energy and diminishes or stifles its very different sounds, it is time for her to 

dislocate this "within," to explode it, turn it around, and seize it; to make it hers, 

containing it, taking it in her own mouth, biting that tongue with her very own 

teeth to invent for herself a language to get inside of.’ (Ibid, p.887) 

This visceral, embodied description exemplifies the feminist assertion that women 

produce situated responses from within an alien culture that fails to recognise their 

specific sounds. From this position the introduction of a new language is explosive. For 

Cixous poetry is particularly significant because of its relationship with the unconscious 

- that ‘other limitless’ country where ‘the repressed manage to survive’ (Ibid, p.880). She 

suggests that this new language will not be contained within the oppressive systems she 

rallies against. She describes a kind of  ‘becoming’ that ‘comes-in-between’ (Ibid, p.893). 

In this way Cixous’ writing suggests later theoretical work by Rosi Braidotti, situated 

                                                        
13 She states: ‘Nearly the entire history of writing is confounded with the history of reason’ (Ibid, 
p.879). 
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with Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy of becoming as an affirmative relational praxis 

(Audio Archive, HW.003). Cixous posits writing as a relational process of exchange from 

one subject to another. An act of giving that disrupts property: 

‘jumbling the order of space, in disorienting it, in changing around the furniture, 

dislocating things and values, breaking them all up, emptying structures, and 

turning propriety upside down.’ (Ibid, p.887) 

In this way Cixous seems to describe an occupation, a kind of squatting. This metaphor 

is also comparable to the place a manifesto occupies in a host culture and is apt in 

relation to feminism for its use of the domestic space (With Archives, p.47). She also 

emphasises fragility as a force, associated with voice, challenging expectations. Cixous 

takes on the language of essentialism, which places women as the weaker sex, and turns 

it on its head, by realising the communicative power in fragility. Cixous describes a 

‘moving, open and transitional space’. This type of space is reproduced by the Fenix 

installation with its rough, in situ work that has to be made quickly due to precarious life 

conditions.  

Richardson, Walker and Ross arguably take Cixous’ manifesto to the next level by 

producing a form of writing that is itself a dialogue between multiple speech positions. 

Their conversation, preserved in the archive, overlays images and metaphors that spill 

into personal concerns occupying a place between an iconic manifesto and the harder to 

see poetics that Dimitrakaki identifies in contemporary social practice. 

 

A Moving Form  

In Differencing the Canon (1999) Griselda Pollock writes on feminism’s encounter with 

the canon, laying out different positions. The first could be seen as effecting change from 

within and made up of attempts to insert women into the canon of art history, filling in 

the missing histories of female artists, plugging ‘gaps in the archive’ (Pollock, 1999, 

p.25). The second position goes about revaluing traditions of art making that have fallen 

outside canonical values, setting up a resistance from outside, voicing women’s 

difference from the margins and ‘valorising the feminine sphere’ (Ibid, p.26). Though 

Pollock gives credit to the work made up by each of these positions she also concedes 
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that both leave the deeply problematic, exclusive structure that is art history intact.14 In 

response to this difficulty Pollock presents a third position, ‘an oppositional signifying 

space that we call the women’s movement’ (Ibid). She argues that ‘the play on the word 

movement allows us to keep in mind the political collectivity in which feminist work 

must be founded’ (Ibid). This emphasis on collectivity speaks to Rosler’s objections to 

definitions of feminism as the demand for women’s individual entry into pre-defined art 

historical spaces. Collectivity is an essential component of both the manifesto, which 

seeks to engender collective responses, and social art practice, which defies the vision of 

the artist alone in the studio.  

 

Pollock alights on the word movement as significant, signifying a practice. She goes on to 

equate this notion of movement with that which the eye makes, a re-visioning in 

Adriene Rich’s terms, that re-reads the texts of our culture for the things that are 

missing or outside the frame. In this third position, Pollock asserts, feminism isn’t 

confined to a place apart but enacts ‘a movement across discourse and its institutional 

bases, across the texts of culture and its psychic foundations’ (Ibid, p.26). The fear of 

containment is repeated and converted into a process of making meaning that is 

produced in the spaces between. Pollock sees feminism working between discourses 

through a relational form of understanding. This understanding is also at work in the 

collective politics of feminist manifestos working between people to create a common 

ground.  

 

 

Image from Monique Wittig’s Les Guérillères (1969). 

 

                                                        
14 Pollock describes the story of art as ‘an illustrated story of man’ (Ibid, p.25). 
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Writing on Wittig’s vision/utopian/manifesto/poetic narrative Les Guérillères (1969), 

Lyon notices a similar strategy employed by the book’s central revolutionary figures, the 

ungendered lesbians at the heart of the text. She writes:  

 

‘Their method is one of un-ceasing movement, self-revision, camouflage 

patterns, new names, endless relocations, strategies of disorder, demystification. 

They resist in other words the discursive interpellations that would identify 

them either within social taxonomies or as anti-collective individuals.’  (Lyon, 

1999, p.189) 

 

Wittig’s figures are positioned in-between the equally oppressive forms of individualism 

and collective identity. Instead the text reconfigures both these forms in a similar 

manner to the slogan the ‘personal is political’. Describing Wittig’s ‘Utopian manifesto’ 

(Ibid, p.194), Lyon writes ‘the exhortation to collectivity preserves, in other words, the 

integrity of each potential member of the group’ (Ibid, p.189). So feminism rewrites the 

traditional politics of left-wing thinking where solidarity requires individual and 

personal sacrifice. This balancing act between oppositional forms in Wittig is a semiotic 

revolution that works through movement. Her figures are always moving away from the 

process of institutionalisation that threatens revolution. Lyon uses the metaphor of 

fabric to describe this new (dis)order, playing with the spinning metaphors that run 

throughout the text, she says ‘each time the revolution threatens to become 

institutionally legible the warriors pull loose the thread that unravels it’ (Ibid, p.193). 

This emphasis on moving forms has a long legacy in feminist manifestos. In reading 

Donna Haraway’s Manifesto for Cyborgs (Haraway, 1991) written fifteen years later it is 

impossible not to hear echoes of Wittig’s poetics in Haraway’s part sci-fi, part socialist 

critique. Haraway gathers together subjectivities under the sign of the cyborg form, a 

non-gendered, non-totalising hybrid that works to disrupt global capitalism. She 

describes this cyborg as moving evocatively between destructive and reconstructive 

actions, its voice is embodied becoming a:  

 

‘powerful infidel heteroglossia..bound in a spiral dance that means both building 

and destroying machines, identities, categories, relationships, space stories.’ 

(Ibid, p.491) 

 

Does this movement translate into social art practice? How does it influence the 

manifesto form? One artist who specifically works with the metaphor of movement to 
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describe the operation of her practice is Chu Chu Yuan, who like many other social 

practice artists could be said to work within the medium of ‘time and collectivity’ 

(Jackson, 2011, p.14).15 In order to think about how the category of feminist manifestos 

can be considered as an expanded form, with certain art practices functioning to similar 

effects, I would like to use this evocation of movement across time to alight on a 

particular work by the artist. 

 

Chu works in a collaborative partnership with Jay Koh to produce interventions and 

negotiations for change that work with the fabric of the everyday. This everyday focus 

acknowledges what is realised in CR; that changes in consciousness are driven by an 

ability to relate situations of oppression to personal experiences. Their working practice 

recognises that successful interventions must be embedded in the political structures 

they oppose. This process of producing situated responses is accompanied by awareness 

of small accumulative effects and repetition that play an important role in political work 

on consciousness. Consequently the artists work over long periods in order to gain 

contextual understanding and develop relationships. Over time Chu describes a 

negotiation between participants and their context in order to produce the necessary 

‘movement’ for change. Chu displays a similar wariness of systems and social processes 

that lead to a feeling of being pinned down and unable to act.   

 

                                                        
15 In a section entitled immersion and mobility Chu puts the body in motion at the heart of her 
ideas on negotiation, writing: ‘The mobility of the body-subject on a ground of experience is 
necessary for knowing and grasping what is perceived’ (Chu, p30). 
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Image from Chu Chu Yuan An offering of mind (2005). Front cover of Grant Kester’s The One and 

The Many (2011). 

 

 

 

What do you hope for? 

 

If Colman asserts that the manifesto understands the importance of asking what do you 

hope for? A similar awareness is evident in Chu’s practice, which often uses a process of 

open-ended questions to initiate collaborative action. This questioning action, a dialogic 

back and forth initiated by the artist, could be seen as the necessary movement needed 

to trigger changes in consciousness. One important example of this is the piece Offering 

of the Mind (2005) performed by the artist and collaborators as part of a performance 

art festival organised by the arts organisation NICA, a collaborative platform based in 

Myanmar (Burma) initiated by Chu with her collaborative partner Jay Koh . The work 

involved collaboration with a range of different individuals including a retired police 

officer, a housewife/writer, a professional woman and a noodle vendor. As part of a 

dialogic process they were asked to write down their ‘strongest wishes, hopes or 

thoughts’ (Kester, 2011, p.150). These offerings were then placed in a wire mesh 

headpiece and worn in various places that related to the personal histories of 

participants. With reference to the Burmese Buddhist practice of donating gold to 

embellish sites of worship, the headpiece took on the contours of a stupa, the 
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monumental Buddhist shrine. In this way the site-specific performance referenced the 

practice of offering something in order to secure spiritual wellbeing in the next life. In 

interview with Grant Kester, who uses the work as the front cover to his 2011 

exploration of social and dialogic practice, Chu asserts the symbolic importance of the 

performance for NICA’s work overall: 

 

‘This project functions as a visual representation of NICA’s work in Myanmar: to 

encourage and cultivate the development, propagation and application of 

knowledge and ideas in the present. This becomes an offering of mind, in 

contrast to the offering of gold: to be applied in the present, in contrast to the 

ideology of gaining merit for one’s next life.’ (Ibid, p.152) 

The performance expresses the wish for justice now rather than something deferred. 

The stupa form gathers together a number of subjectivities in public space. In order to 

produce the work participants have shared a personal journey arriving at these 

different desires not accommodated by the system of power they enter. This wish, which 

sits close to the manifesto’s demands in relation to time, acts against the government’s 

desire for a passive and fatalistic population, happy to accept a ruling elite as somehow 

supported by actions in a past life. Kester notes that the risk entailed by the 

performance is considerable. It takes place in an oppressive state where ‘expressive 

autonomy’ is normally something individuals can only share privately in ‘family minded’ 

groups. Consequently documentation of participants shows them from behind, a detail 

that only adds to the fact that, like what is hoped for, we cannot see what they face 

ahead of them. Kester continues, marking out what Rancière might term an act of 

dissensus:  

‘The Offering of Mind performance thus exists on a continuum with other, more 

overt, gestures of resistance marked by the occupation of public space. It 

collapses, if only briefly, the division between the quiescent self-presentation 

demanded by the state and the normally privatized realm of expressive 

autonomy.’ (Kester, 2011, p.151) 

By sharing these personal desires in the public realm Chu’s performative practice exists 

in direct relationship to the feminist manifestos at the heart of this chapter. It moves 

through a disciplined public space. It prompts the question of what moves us and 

gathers the responses together to form an elusive collectivity, acting as a form of 
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consciousness-raising for all involved.  

 

 

Jenny Holzer Inflammatory Essay Series (1978). Image sourced from Creative Commons. 

Between Rage and Utopia  

‘they say, the language you speak is made up of words that are killing you’ (Wittig, 1971, 

p.114) 

Rage 

So far I have drawn a picture of the feminist manifesto as a form on the move, working 

in-between apparently oppositional positions to negotiate a new affective relationship 

through the poetics of the form. One recurring opposition that plays out in the manifesto 

is between the deconstructive and the reconstructive or what I refer to as the poles of 

affirmation and critique. Often affirmation takes the form of a prefigurative politics that 

works from embedded positions to suggest different possible worlds. These utopian 

suggestions grow in and out of gaps created by the surfacing of repressed voices. 

Acknowledging the repressed is a form of feminist critique, a politics of dissensus, that 

must smuggle itself into the very systems it opposes in order to make change.  

It is this ability to move between things to create political consciousness that artist 

Jenny Holzer sees in the manifesto form, leading her to compose the Inflammatory Essay 

Series (1979-82). Speaking on the manifesto Holzer draws attention to this position in-

between, naming it as an awkward coupling of rage and utopia:  
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‘I tried to figure out what kind of discursive art form would be uneasy and hot 

and I went to the manifesto..I wanted to move between, or include both sides of 

manifesto-making, one being the scary side where it’s an inflamed rant to no 

good end, and then the positive side, when it is the most deeply felt description 

of how the world should be.’ (Lyon, 1999, p. 198) 

In that description the twin peaks of modern manifesto writing from Valerie Solanas’ 

SCUM (1967) (About Archives, pp.20-21) to Hélène Cixous’ Laugh of Medusa (1976) 

present themselves. The essays, written just after her first textual experiments with the 

one liner in the form of the Truisms (1978-87) series, were a collection of 100-word 

texts, printed on different coloured paper and posted throughout New York City. The 

Holzer studio writes of the work: 

‘Like any manifesto, the voice in each essay urges and espouses a strong and 

particular ideology. By masking the author of the essays, Holzer allows the 

viewer to assess ideologies divorced from the personalities that propel them. 

With this series, Holzer invites the reader to consider the urgent necessity of 

social change, the possibility for manipulation of the public, and the conditions 

that attend revolution.’ (Statement provided by the Holzer studio sourced from 

Lucarelli, 2013) 16 

These texts, described by Lyon as ‘eviscerated’ manifestos (Lyon, 1999, p.198), mimic 

political rhetoric without being attached to any particular position or ideology. In a way 

they provide an interesting counterpoint to the expanded, situated and embodied 

manifestos that this thesis suggests. Holzer exploits the dramatic tension in a form that 

attempts to hold together oppositional elements, the manifesto’s small ‘margin of error - 

between social praxis and lunacy’ (Lyon, 1999, p.201). The ‘we’ position, so important in 

manifesto history and complicated by feminism’s outsider position in revolutionary 

discourse, is abandoned in the individual essays. As the title suggests all the rage of the 

political is present in the Inflammatory Essays but it is not the emotive desire to belong 

to a position that is compelling but language itself. Fragments of text jump out to be 

shared either in heartfelt agreement or in a move of extreme ironic detachment. 

Sentiments expressed in different essays contradict each other so that reading becomes 

an uncertain occupation. Power, which takes shape as an ideological voice through 

accumulating words, makes us uncomfortable precisely because it moves around. It is 

                                                        
16 This statement floats free on the internet, quoted on numerous sites that approach the 
manifestos.  
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also compelling. By putting the series together Holzer shows that the form can be used 

in countless situations, by numerous speakers.  

Language becomes abstract in Holzer’s hands so that we no longer recognise or feel 

secure in the promises it makes. In this way Holzer creates a gap. Lyon calls this gap a 

catachrestic rhetoric – denoting something in language that there is no name for, an 

abuse of words or to use Gayatri Spivak’s definition, an abusive rhetoric of ‘master 

words’ that claims to represent something, say for example woman or proletariat, that 

there are no true examples of (Morton, 2003, p.45). To produce this rhetoric Holzer 

performs the task with ‘a stolen pen and palimpsest, decoding and recoding inherited 

discourse’ (Lyon, 1999, p.203). Through this possibly cyborgian work, Holzer asserts 

that domination in language is disguised and pervasive. In the upper anonymous forms 

of the official public venue and the lower anonymous forms of the street it takes on a 

neutral voice that resists categorisation - leading Jo Anna Isaak to assert that ‘language 

is clearly the institution Holzer felt most endangered by’ (Isaak, 1996, p.39). 

The essay series mimics this domination. In an interview with Bruce Ferguson Holzer 

states:  

‘I always try to make my voice unidentifiable, I wouldn’t want it to be isolated as 

a woman’s voice because I found that when things are categorized they tend to 

be dismissed. I find it better to have no particular associations attached to voice 

in order for it to be perceived as true.’ (Ferguson, p.45) 

In this way Holzer speaks very much as a woman, from the perspective of an artist who 

belongs to a sex that has been subjected to categorisation, representing the particular 

and the personal, as opposed to speaking from a universal position occupied by the 

great male artist.  

This complicated relationship to authorial voice has led some critics to read the work as 

pushing beyond conceptualism’s dematerialisation of the art object to the 

dematerialisation of the author. And yet later in the same interview Holzer denies the 

loss of self that such a reading suggests: ‘I do want my voice to be heard and yes it’s a 

woman’s voice’ (Holzer et al., 1988, p.45). 

What this double position evokes, this voice, ‘which is not one’, is a kind of guerrilla 

warfare that resists being in one place (Irigaray et al., 1985). Instead the essays play 

with the borders of identity construction often approaching abjection, whether through 
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references to food and vomit, what Julia Kristeva terms ‘the most elementary and the 

most archaic form of abjection’ (Kristeva, 1982, p.2), or in the more general calls to self-

ruin and scorn.17 The content of the essays fluctuates, proving unsettling through a play 

of attraction and revulsion and meeting Kristeva’s descriptions of  ‘a vortex of summons 

and repulsion that places the one haunted by it literally beside himself’ (Ibid, p.1). The 

individual displays of abjection that pepper the text are replicated over the series which 

seems to draw you towards the place where meaning collapses:  

‘there is nothing like the abjection of the self to show that all abjection is in fact 

recognition of the want on which any being, meaning, language, or desire is 

founded.’ (Kristeva and Roudiez, 1982 p.5) 

More specifically what is collapsed is the universal and unified subject position. In 

Kristeva’s writing this is the ‘I’ whose borders are troubled by difference. Here language 

becomes tangible, fleshy. Reading Holzer the language of power is given form offering a 

view of totality from outside. 

Utopia? 

So far what is apparent about Holzer’s work is its function as critique. Where and how 

does it balance this with something more hopeful? Holzer’s affirmation arises in an 

unexpected place, right on the point of uncertainty and crisis. She plays carefully with 

language drawing different ideologies together into a singular form to drive home the 

point that claims to truth and identity are constructed in a fundamentally relational way. 

Seemingly positive, universal values are incomplete and supported by invisible negative 

definitions. The performance of multiple texts pulls the rug from under language. In this 

process Holzer’s voice, the voice of a woman, within a culture where women have often 

been given invisible support roles, is silent and yet heard. It is no longer simply a 

negative value that gains definition in relation to something positive. In this way 

Spivak’s reading of an ‘affirmative deconstruction’ resonates. Writing on feminism’s 

relationship to deconstruction, Spivak describes ‘a paradoxical way of saying yes to the 

text’ that entails ‘understanding from within’ (Spivak, 1993, p.144). Spivak accepts 

Derrida’s borrowing of the name woman to define a decentered subject because of the 

potential it could open up towards ‘unknown horizons’ (Ibid). She calls this a 

                                                        
17 Particularly strong examples of this sentiment include statements in individual essays like 
‘ruin your fucking self before they do’ and ‘destroy superabundance’ which asserts it’s ‘a question 
of form as much as function. It’s a matter of revulsion.’ 
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negotiation: 

‘it is in the spirit of negotiation that I propose to give assent to Derrida’s text 

about woman as a name for the nontruth of truth, upon the broader terrain of 

negotiation with other established structures, daily practiced but often 

disavowed, like the law, institutional education and, ultimately, capitalism. 

Negotiation not collaboration; producing a new politics through critical 

intimacy.’ (Ibid) 

The extent to which Holzer’s work is more than a deconstruction comes in the 

relationship to movement. Just as the manifesto is seen to move between things so 

Holzer’s work moves between critical narratives; where text is emphasised, 

conceptualism is foregrounded while other critics like Hal Foster (1982) and Jeanne 

Siegal (1985) emphasise context with the later seeing the site-specific parallels between 

art and the real world as important for the work’s criticality.  The works don’t stay in the 

gallery or on the street. They move, ‘sensing real danger from forces like institutions, for 

example’ (Holzer et al., 1988, p.113). Where an ideological position asserts a unified and 

fixed meaning, Holzer’s tactic is contrastingly open to context. On writing Truisms 

Holzer says: 

‘I just kept going I didn’t dare to think of a reaction to them, but I hoped they 

would mean something to somebody. At that stage I wanted to stay in motion.’ 

(Holzer in Joselit et al., 1998, p.23) 

As well as implying openness and movement the quote is telling in that it doesn’t 

attempt to think of a response and consequently doesn’t enact a simple reversal of the 

ideological fixings that it tries to destabilise. Instead it suggests a different relationship 

to audience. There is no attempt to place people into ‘us’ and ‘them’ categories. This is 

an alternative way of being in the world; a moving relational model not based on 

unequal power relationships. It finds articulation in the moving light box texts and 

differently when the Truism series finds a home in the interactive website Please change 

beliefs (1995). The multiplicity of the works, reproduced in different contexts, offer 

endless possible readings echoing the sentiment that where all is lost, all is also possible 

(Audio Archive HW.003, AW.003). These are works that can be encountered 

unexpectedly, that seem out of place, that allow you to stop for a moment out of time. 

The chaos of voices that meets us when we pause in the face of the work creates a kind 

of hope that seeks to embrace the precarious position. The kind of collectivity evoked by 
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Holzer’s work is a far cry from solidarity. Instead she creates an uncertain community. 

We are linked to each other through the foundations of this shared uncertainty, which 

turns out to be an effective survival tactic in intolerable times.  

 

Intransitive Writing 

‘Everything written today unveils either the possibility or impossibility of reading and 

rewriting history.’ (Kristeva, 1980, p.86)  

In a talk at the ici in Berlin Rosi Braidotti (2014) advocates an affirmative relational 

philosophy that offers situated rather than transcendental responses. She moves away 

from philosophical precedents founded on theories of lack, what she calls a melancholic 

tradition, including the work of Judith Butler, Jacques Derrida, Emmanuel Levinas and 

others. Despite this suggested move she asserts we cannot do without the work done on 

this subject within that tradition. More particularly she affirms Lacan’s work on 

language in the context of psychoanalysis as absolutely necessary and, in places, making 

a radical feminist contribution (Ibid, 36 mins). In speaking on language she describes 

‘intransitive writing’, which is co-extensive with living and breathing. Writing for 

Braidotti is ‘a mode of inscription into life, a way of formatting the intensity of life’ (Ibid, 

31.24 mins) that is the most democratic from. It is this kind of writing that is evidenced 

in Holzer’s work, writing as survival and more than that writing as a methodology that 

works to turn understandings around lack and negativity into a different way of being in 

the world. Drawing on the work of Irigaray and Derrida, Braidotti describes language as 

a structure that is constitutive, a code that precedes you and contains the rules of power. 

For Braidotti we must negotiate with language, this negotiation is ‘the beginning of a 

different way of conceptualising the job of becoming a subject’ (Ibid). Holzer’s multiple 

texts offer that beginning. In the face of power they suggest an alternative, moving and 

relational way to be in the world. 

It is in this openness to context and negotiation with structures of power that Holzer’s 

work contains the seeds of social praxis. Her manifestos are dialogic, they accrue 

meaning in a social way. It is this aspect that recalls Julia Kristeva’s exploration in Desire 

in Language (1981) of Bakhtin’s term dialogism: an implicitly transgressive, spatial and 

poetic operation that is distinct from the monological in its social aspect – meaning is 

constructed between speaking positions. In Bakhtin dialogic language is spatial, 

operating both horizontally, between subject positions, and vertically through 
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intertextual conversations over time. Bakhtin embeds texts in their historical and social 

contexts, which can also be seen as texts to be re-written. In this way Holzer 

supplements Pollock’s concept of re-reading texts to suggest re-writing them.18 In the 

possibility of re-writing, history sheds its hierarchical, linear structure becoming 

something dialogic that speakers can participate in. The horizontal function of words 

allows them to belong to both the reader and writer, which is important also for political 

manifestos in order to engender a sense of collaborative empowerment. Having multiple 

sites of belonging, words have multiple resonances. Holzer recognizes this through a 

refusal to dictate meaning. According to Bakhtin there is also dialogue in the vertical 

mode where texts are seen as speaking to other texts, moving back and forth through 

time. Kristeva writes that any text ‘is constructed as a mosaic of quotations’ (Kristeva, 

1981, p.83). Words are not fixed, dictating entities, but mediators, written over other 

words, becoming at least double. Being addressed to someone writing is also a kind of 

reading of the other in encounters through time.  

This spatial aspect to dialogic language, its doubling operation, makes it poetic: 

‘the poetic word, polyvalent and multi-determined, adheres to a logic exceeding 

that of codified discourse and fully comes into being only in the margins of 

recognised culture.’ (Kristeva, 1981) 

Rather than following the logic of the monological, which occupies a fixed position, 

handing down words to mute spectators, the dialogical is a becoming that implies the 

relationship of ‘non-exclusive opposites’ (Ibid). Kristeva explores this notion of doubling 

within dialogic language as ambivalence. This is first defined mathematically; social 

structures of god and authority conform to the idea of 1 and 0. Poetic structures exceed 

this by suggesting a multiplicity of meanings, connected to social spheres and 

participating in history. The relationship between the self and other is non-hierarchical, 

non-linear, subject-to-subject rather than subject-to-object. This transgression of logic 

where ‘language escapes the linear’ is considered by Kristeva to be best represented by 

the carnivalesque. A carnival participant is ‘both actor and spectator’ (Ibid, p.78). This 

doubled, moving subject position, challenges the borders of fixed identity bringing to 

light those other repressed moments where the subject position is challenged, its 

                                                        
18 The genesis of her Truism series is the reading list given to her at the Whitney Museum’s 
independent study programme. The list contained many heavy but important books that were 
nevertheless difficult ‘to plow through’ and gave her the idea to try to remake the list in an 
accessible form (Ferguson, 1986, p.67). 
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‘underlying unconscious: sexuality and death’ (Ibid, p.79). Kristeva continues: 

‘Out of the dialogue that is established between them, the structural dyads of 

carnival appear: high, low, birth and agony, food and excrement, praise and 

curses. Laughter and tears.’ (Ibid) 

Kristeva’s carnival scene allows ‘prohibitions (representation, monologism) and their 

transgressions (dream, body, dialogism) to coexist’ (Ibid). In this way it is different from 

parody, which does not break the logic of oppositional structures. Instead carnival 

produces something in excess of those structures, a spatial poetics that ‘adopts 

ambivalence as an ethic stance’ (Kristeva, 1981). Holzer’s work provides an example of 

this poetics as a non-exclusive multiple form of opposition. Her works pull the utopian 

from the political evoking a relational aesthetic that opposes hierarchy by absorbing and 

exceeding its structures.19   

The dialogism of Bahktin is analogous to the semiotic elsewhere in Kristeva’s writing 

which, usually repressed by the symbolic order, can also emerge to challenge systems of 

representation and social order. Writing on Kristeva’s theories of the speaking subject, 

Elizabeth Grosz (1989) sums up this tension as existing between the unity of the sign 

associated with limits, rules and procedures and the semiotic which is a process and 

consequently exceeds and proceeds unity. Kristeva applies her semanalysis to the avant-

garde text arguing that its semiotic properties hold the potential for radical subversion. 

She concedes that employing the semiotic is a risky endeavour and asserts that its 

potential as a subversive act depends upon it not becoming abstract.  

Given the focus on holding things in tension and on embedded actions is it possible to 

consider Kristeva’s semanalysis in relation to feminist manifestos and social art practice? 

Writing on dialogic practices like Chu’s risky durational interventions, Grant Kester 

(2011) outlines a philosophical position for social practice in opposition to Kristeva, 

who is situated in a philosophical tradition tied up with language and paranoia. I have 

tried to produce a more dialogic critical position that could work by moving across 

theoretical perspectives, not set up as exclusive categories. Grosz goes on to describe 

Kristeva’s practice along dialogical lines, putting her philosophical sources, Hegel, 

Saussure, Derrida and Lacan into ‘confrontational and antagonistic relations with each 

                                                        
19 Jo Anna Isaak notes the relationship of Holzer’s work to carnivalesque structures in The 
revolutionary power of women’s laughter (1996, p.39). Equally in Power’s Script (2006) Gordon 
Hughes points out Holzer’s relationship to Nietzsche whose ‘Dionysianism’ is also referenced by 
Kristeva.    
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other’ (Grosz, 1989, p.61). In the wake of 1968, Grosz continues: 

‘She raises the crucial question of politics and the effect (or lack of it) of their 

work on the broader questions of social struggle and change. Kristeva’s strength 

lies in her ability to take hold of disparate sources, frameworks, methods and to 

bring them together, not as incommensurable positions, nor as completely 

harmonious compliments. She sets them to work against each other while 

adhering to their insights.’ (Grosz, 1989, p.62) 

These negotiations are movements made in the cracks between things. Like Braidotti’s 

talk they suggest a drawing from traditions of thought set up as non–exclusive 

oppositions. In this way it becomes possible to acknowledge the insights within 

particular traditions and still move elsewhere: from critique to affirmation. This 

suggests the question: what meanings can be made if we are able to move out of a binary 

frame of reference, to move from the suggestion of one or the other into a discourse that 

can accommodate contradictory motivations? This move would be to affirm the complex 

and shifting nature of social relationships and to embrace a politics of multiplicity.  
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Mierle Laderman Ukeles Hartford Wash (1973). Image from Feminist Theories and Art Practices, 

1960s-1990s. 

 

The Time that we have 

Holzer’s texts, both antagonistic and carefully relational, perform in the field of art as a 

kind of social work, moving between different systems of thought to accrue meaning 

socially. The phrase is used here particularly with reference to Shannon Jackson’s text 

Social Works: Performing Art, Supporting Publics (2011). In the book Jackson thinks 

about social art practice in relation to performance discourse using the metaphor of the 

prop or support system to ‘place social systems in the foreground of analysis despite the 

fact that they usually occupy the background of experience’ (Jackson, 2011, p.6). For 

Jackson art participates in history through becoming a form that can ‘help us to imagine 

sustainable social institutions’ with social practices contributing ‘to inter-dependent 

social imagining’ (Ibid, p.14). In bringing forward the often hard to see and sometimes 

disavowed supporting systems Jackson is concerned with art forms that interfere with 

the fixed positions of inside and outside. She references Allan Kaprow’s art work as a 
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similar ‘unsettling of figure and ground, object and support, art and life’ (Ibid, p.35). In 

committing to this kind of collaborative work Jackson sees artists open up to different 

groups and agendas and the inconvenience of their differing claims. This is a kind of 

formal openness to contingency which acknowledges that individual freedom rests on 

relational systems. 

An important artist for Jackson is Mierle Laderman Ukeles who wrote the Manifesto for 

Maintenance Art in 1969. Focusing on the invisible and repeated labour of cleaning tasks 

she significantly stretched the definitions around what could be conceived of as art to 

the point where the act of shaking hands with all the binmen of New York city, a 

performance work initially entitled Handshake Ritual (1977-78), became a long-term 

conceptual project, Touch Sanitation (1977-84) that led to a residency in the sanitation 

department of the city. Ukeles’ expanded ecological positioning is a good example of a 

practice that has, to use Rosler’s term, ‘a core orientation’ in feminism ‘while addressing 

content that does not speak to feminism or women’s issues exclusively or even at all - on 

the surface’ (Rosler, 2006, p.139). 

A year after the birth of her first child, Ukeles' Manifesto, written in one go in a ‘cold 

fury’, calls for a readdressing of the status of maintenance work both in private, 

domestic space, and in public (Interview with Ukeles, Ryan, 2009). Through this call she 

attempts to break down the barriers between what we think of as 'work' and what can 

be labelled 'art work'. In this way the manifesto represents a point for the artist where 

the concerns for her conceptual practice and for her home life meet. Ukeles also 

acknowledges the manifesto as a kind of art work saying ‘art is often the encapsulation 

of a whole flow of things that end up in one formal thing, and the formal thing here was 

the manifesto document’ (Ibid). 

Prior to writing the manifesto Ukeles had been working on inflatable sculpture with the 

intention of producing the kind of autonomous objects that could be very big and yet 

small enough to be folded and placed in her back pocket. This aspirational attempt to 

produce work that could mirror the status of the artist as autonomous individual, 

somehow unencumbered by institutions and ‘their extensive materiality’, proved 

problematic; the sculptures involved a dependency upon complex industrial processes 

and often they leaked (Ibid). The leaking inflatables joined earlier works by the artist 

involving wrapped and bursting ‘energy pods’ called bindings, made out of cheesecloth 

and rags. In an interview on the subject Ukeles notes that at the time she wanted the 

bindings to be stuffed to the point of bursting, like images of energy captured, and that 
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the ones that had not been effective enough to maintain their borders were considered 

as failures. Although Ukeles saw these works as abstract the Pratt Institute, where she 

was studying, considered them to be oversexed. Ukeles was expelled for producing 

pornographic objects. 

Beside this history Ukeles explains how the manifesto grew out of her experience of 

being a parent: ‘I was literally divided in two. Half of my week I was the mother, and the 

other half the artist. But, I thought to myself, “this is ridiculous, I am the one”’(Ibid). To 

think about being one Ukeles’ strategy is to bring ‘the mute parts’ into view using 

premises from conceptual art to announce a new form – Maintenance Art. This form 

revealed the material processes behind the dematerialised conceptual art she 

encountered and was herself involved with. She describes these practices of Process Art 

and Minimalism as skimming ‘off the top’, lifting industrial processes and forgetting the 

‘whole culture that they had come out of’ (Ibid). In relation to this Jackson also describes  

Ukeles’ work as conceptually moving ‘from a discrete notion of an artwork to a process-

based notion of the work it takes to make art’ (Jackson, 2011, p.92). 

The manifesto begins as a mirror to Ukeles’ life experience approaching two drives that 

will form a dialogue at the heart of her practice: the Death Instinct and the Life Instinct.  

‘The Death Instinct is: Separation; individuality; Avant-Garde par excellence; to 

follow ones own path to death – do your own thing; dynamic change. 

The Life Instinct is: unification; the eternal return; the perpetuation and 

MAINTENANCE of the species; survival systems and operations; equilibrium.’  

(Ukeles, 1969b) (Appendix 01)  

Imagining the drives in this way, Ukeles lays out two distinct categories of action: 

development and maintenance, with development being ‘pure individual creation; the 

new, change, progress, advance, excitement, flight or fleeing’ (Ibid). Alternatively, 

maintenance involved repetition and is ‘a drag’ that takes ‘all the fucking time’ (Ibid). 

Repetition, normally associated with the death drive, becomes re-aligned in Ukeles’ 

manifesto. The description of maintenance spins out into a list of mind-numbing tasks 

that spill between housework and other work, outlining the ambiguous nature of care as 

something necessary but somehow resented from both the perspective of the carer and 

those receiving care.  

‘The mind boggles and chafes at the boredom. The culture confers lousy status 
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on maintenance jobs.. Change the sheets, go to the store, I’m out of perfume, say 

it again - he doesn’t understand, seal it again – it leaks, go to work, this art is 

dusty, clear the table, call him again, flush the toilet, stay young.’ (Ibid) 

Rather than a straightforward deconstruction of heroic avant-garde practices Ukeles’ 

response layers metaphors bringing unusual or normally separate things together in a 

pragmatic way. She identifies a binary value system only to turn it on its head, collapsing 

one value into the other so that maintenance becomes flight, ‘avant-garde par 

excellence’ (Ibid). She suggests that we take this vital and difficult work of maintenance 

and see it anew as art work. Her work trajectory takes flight precisely where it appeared 

grounded. To counter the feeling of being a divided self she suggests the exhibition 

“CARE” that would bring cleaning tasks into the gallery. She also brings her experience 

of being a housewife into the organisational context of the sanitation department, 

describing the sanitation workers as the housewives of the city. She retrieves their 

experiences and with them countless objects that, in being made into rubbish, have been 

part of a huge un-naming project.20 To counter cultural amnesia around maintenance in 

Public Offerings: Made by all, Redeemed by all (1989-2006) she suggests that waste 

undergo a revaluation process where items donated by ‘donor citizens’ will be 

inventoried and put in glass cases mimicking the museum form and conferring value on 

the objects in the process. Through this renaming process instead of a landfill we can see 

a 50-year-old social sculpture collectively produced. Ukeles points towards the ultimate 

hierarchical process that everything is subjected to: collecting and discarding. In 

defiance of this process Ukeles declares: 

‘Everything I say is Art is Art. Everything I do is Art is Art. “We have no Art, we 

try to do everything well” (Balinese saying).’ 

Finally, as Jackson notes she puts ‘a beleaguered and under-funded public art system 

and a beleaguered and under-funded public sanitation system to mutual use’ (Jackson, 

2011, p.99). Each action is carefully linked to her first maintenance text, acting as 

manifestos do, through time, by repeating iconic forms for different contexts and 

accruing momentum. Ukeles offers up the manifesto as artwork and the artwork as 

manifesto, moving away from singular forms towards an affirmation of multiplicity.  

                                                        
20 The Re-act Feminism archive contains video works produced from Ukeles’ residency at the 
sanitation department, including extensive interview footage between herself and various 
workers in the department, who talk her through the conditions of their daily experience 
including various levels of persecution that they suffer from encounters with the public. 
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Manifestos host through the creation of shared subjectivity. Ukeles creates this common 

ground through her descriptions of Maintenance, which is a repressed, shared 

vulnerability. It appears at points in our personal histories and also points towards 

histories of repression. It is also produced by the internal logic of capitalism, which 

demands excessive consumption and consequently a process through which this waste 

and excess can be hidden. In pointing out this hidden labour Ukeles’ work highlights 

care as a durational practice that takes ‘all the fucking time’ (Ukeles, 1969). This focus 

on time is highlighted by Lisa Baraitser (2015), Reader in Psychosocial Studies at 

Birkbeck, London. Baraitser observes that it is not just the systems of maintenance that 

remain hidden but the time that unfolds within these systems.  

In a similar vein to Fenix’ descriptions of rushed methods for lives filled with 

maintenance concerns, Baraitser reflects that time itself in late capitalism is something 

we only ever run out of . In this way, Baraitser argues the future has ‘been emptied of its 

affective qualities’ replaced by a perpetual present in crisis (Baraitser, 2015, p.23). In 

contrast to what could be considered institutional and historical time, Baraitser cites 

Agamben in conceiving of another kind of ‘interstitial time’ that is ‘neither the then, the 

now, nor the yet to come’ (Ibid, p.22). This description approaches Lyon’s positing of the 

manifesto as somehow out of time yet also embedded and reflecting the pressures of a 

particular historical moment. Baraitser argues this interstitial time is different from 

linear historical notions of time; it is instead a kind of Maintenance time. In contrast to 

time that runs through our fingers, interstitial time is something we can hold onto and 

share. It is precisely this ability for interstitial time to be shared that makes it a suitable 

medium for a form ultimately designed as a hosting space. A manifesto works if we 

share its sentiments and in this case perceptions of time. It is no coincidence that Ukeles 

chooses the manifesto as a beginning to a lifelong commitment to a hospitable social 

practice. As an artist committed to hidden and repressed histories she sees what is 

hidden in this outwardly raging and hostile form. She alights on its capacity to be an 

indomitable host, carefully producing moments of shared time, gathering together tired 

subjectivities in order to produce energy in excess of oppressive systems. Drawing a 

parallel between Richard Billingham’s (1996) poverty saturated family portraits and 

Ukeles’ portrait of domestic labour as it leaks into the public sphere, Baraitser 

continues:  

‘what is maintained in these practices is not just others but a temporal 

imaginary different from the stuck present, the foreclosed future and the 

melancholic past.’ (Ibid, pp.29-30) 
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Instead of running away from the ambivalence of care work Ukeles makes a decision to 

live with it, challenging her own assumptions about it as a waste of time and revealing 

its qualities. What can be observed in this temporality is the potential for ‘a life without 

project’, something that increasingly organises industrial and material labour, more 

than mere survival and different to development and success narratives. Instead we find 

a way of being in time that is possible to hold and share, that is: 

‘not about going anywhere, and is not about going nowhere, but is perpetually 

concerned with what is produced, collected, transported, and buried like 

rubbish, 365 days a year.’ (Ibid, p.36) 

These lives that Ukeles hooks into are not lived outside of institutions and their 

structures of power and oppression, they are lived in the cracks without proper names. 

Ukeles’ time is bound up with supporting these other lives and by being with them, 

enacting a ‘joyful transformation’, an exchange between hands that can allow us to 

imagine a different relationship to the things we throw away. 

 

Conclusions  

The manifesto offers a call of protest, speaking from a particular position in relation to 

time, myth and history. This protest, from an excluded perspective, disrupts the order of 

things, intervening as an out of place voice that resonates with others, suggesting real 

change now. To this loud and unruly tradition feminists bring an added precariousness 

even in relation to revolutionary discourse. The uncertainty of feminist positions 

enables activists to make key innovations to the form. These play out as a number of 

tactics and offer unexpected hope in a broken cartography, as if to say: once all is lost all 

is possible.  

Manifestos are also acts of memory, working to remind us of repressed things. Following 

this, feminist manifestos remind us something about social art practice. In this way the 

research is manifesto-like bringing together moments of feminist activism (and feminist 

art history as a form of activism, a movement, rather than a moment apart) and 

contemporary art practice to suggest a missing history for social practice. Once we know 

that history, social art practice can be read differently, as a form committed to social 

change, reworking difficult ground and making space for other possibilities. 

Beyond all that it makes clear, what is disguised in this apparently straightforward 
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showing of hands embodied by the manifesto? Not only does it have grievances, but to 

be effective, the form must share these grievances. Emerging from marginal positions 

feminists assert that before we can bring ourselves to speech and share things we must 

feel safe. To create ‘safe spaces’ the women’s movement worked between 

conceptualisations of public and private space, suggesting that private lives were 

political subjects. This placing together of worlds, previously imagined as separate, 

became a form of prefigurative politics repositioning the avant-garde.   

Artists in social practice also work with the essential concept of ‘safe space’. Added to 

this they aim to create shared time. In this way social art practice offers the perception 

of time as material to be worked with, taking different shapes. They seek out 

methodologies that enable us to share time and consequently perform a form of hosting 

in time and space. Through this hosting the quiet maintenance work and complexity of 

the manifesto is brought to light. The manifesto can be seen to hold in tension this quiet 

work and its louder political voice. By giving a glimpse of this balancing act it is clear 

that social art practice allows us to approach the manifesto anew and to remake it to 

meet the complexity of contemporary political life.  

Finally, by being in between, the multiple feminist manifestos approached in this section 

are forms on the move, precarious and furtive, stealing things from the discarded 

remnants of mainstream culture. They re-order what is found, offering improper 

answers to the imperatives produced by oppressive systems. These answers become 

their affirmative, relational poetics, inviting us to share time within their forms. By 

sharing time an uncertain community, in the cracks, offers the support necessary to 

reconstruct the world from discarded remains.   
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With Manifestos 

 

Introduction 

Critique, Curating and Collaboration 

 

In this section I will explore a number of art works that I have directly experienced. This 

will include events I have been invited to curate or contribute to, along with readings of 

particular works in particular contexts from a participant perspective. Through the 

various modes of curating, critique and collaboration With Manifestos documents 

interventions into the unfolding processes of social art practice to raise the question of 

feminism, testing the ways in which these practices function as feminist manifestos and 

drawing connective threads between diverse art works.  

 

With Manifestos replicates and amplifies the movement back and forth between social 

art practice and feminist manifestos produced in the first, About, section of the 

collection so that it is possible to place the two sections alongside each other as a 

conversation between contemporary practice and feminist history. The About Manifesto 

section posits the difficulties presented by language as a constitutive force for feminist 

versions of the manifesto form. In the field of socially engaged practice, Angela 

Dimitrakaki (2013) has spoken on the need for a different positional perspective to 

engage with the revolutionary horizon of social practice. Equally, Grant Kester (2013) 

notes a failure of conventional criticism to deal with all the moments of social art 

practice, the ephemeral traces of process-based conversation and action. Given these 

concerns and feminist manifestos’ dialogical impulses, this section describes a different 

critical position, with social practice, generating a conversational and collaborative 

method as a means to explore the proposition that certain art practices function as 

feminist manifestos due to their intentions, reception and interpretation. In being with I 

moved between the position of a critical theorist in conversation with artists Alana 

Jelinek, Emma Balkind and Laura Edbrook, Cornelia Sollfrank and Helen Smith. 

Furthermore as a curator I produced events for the Scottish Contemporary Art Network. 

I also moved between the roles of collaborator, invited guest and participant. This 

moving position reflects a second layer to the research methodology, a performance of 

manifesto strategies, suggesting a missing history within narratives of socially engaged 

practice and eliciting a response.  
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These questions around a missing history within socially engaged practice are tied to 

changing notions of the curator and practices of collaboration through art.  While a 

certain movement is required of the critic by forms of social practice it is also interesting 

to note that the position of curator is equally affected. Claire Bishop writes: 

 

‘the curator is no longer a mediator between artist and public (in the museum 

model) but someone with a clear desire to co-produce a socially relevant art for 

multiple audiences ’ (Bishop, 2012, p.200) 

 

This interpretation suggests writer and curator Irit Rogoff’s (2006) conception of 

curatorial work as collaborative and taking place not simply after the work is complete 

but unfolding throughout. For Rogoff criticality is not so much passing judgment but an 

embodied form of practice, which she also describes as a form of smuggling. Equally ‘the 

curatorial’ is not an illustrative form but something more like a living out of possibilities:  

 

‘we see various principles that might not be associated with displaying works of 

art; principles of the production of knowledge, of activism, of cultural 

circulations and translations that begin to shape and determine other forms by 

which arts can engage.’ (Ibid) 

 

Definitions of collaboration are also open to various interpretations. Writing on 

collaboration curator Maria Lind (Möntmann, 2009) describes the ambiguities that can 

exist within a term that is used both to denote something we are increasingly compelled 

to perform within the post-fordist knowledge economy and something that is 

connotative of radical political action, solidarity and collective agency. Lind’s essay 

(2009), which provides a list of names and extensive definitions for social practices, 

makes it clear that she is interested in the latter: the process of exchange and ‘working 

together’ with ‘the purpose of generating some sort of agency’.21 It is also the question of 

agency that drives my research with artists along with exploring the possibilities for a 

more dialogic, process-based position for critical theory, in line with a concern for the 

equality of relationship between art and its critical narratives. What follows asks how 

and to what extent collaboration and curating align themselves with activism and 

agency becoming manifesto-like. 

 

                                                        
21 Lind lists and describes five categories of practice: ‘Relational Aesthetics, New Genre Public 
Art, Connective Aesthetics, Kontextkunst and Dialogical Art’ (Lind in Möntmann, 2009). 
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Publicity for the Creative Work event. Sourced from CCA website: http://www.cca-

glasgow.com/programme/518a76c28cd803a061000006  

 

 

A Crack in the Order of Things 

 

To think about collaboration from within its processes I initially worked together with 

artists Alana Jelinek, Beth Dynowski and anthropologist Jen Clarke on a single event that 

led to several others. Collaboration was initiated by Jen Clarke, who brought an 

anthropological perspective to issues of art and ecology and is part of the larger 

research initiative Knowing from the Inside.22 In relation to the event her research asks: 

how are publics negotiated within the context of government institutions? The event 

involved an exploration of art and work in the Centre for Contemporary Art (CCA) in 

Glasgow, hosted by a ‘curator lab in residence’, which included Beth Dynowski.23 Alana 

Jelinek was invited into this context as an artist with a social practice in order to 

negotiate a space for dialogue between a number of voices including those from the 

cultural and public sector.  

 

The event’s invitation posed a number of critically directed questions including ‘What is 

the difference between work and labour? Is collaboration necessarily creative?’ It 

                                                        
22 Knowing from the inside is an EU-funded research project led by Professor Tim Ingold at 
Aberdeen University.  
23 The CCA Creative Lab offers a monthly residency programme for artists and curators to 
explore research ideas. 

http://www.cca-glasgow.com/programme/518a76c28cd803a061000006
http://www.cca-glasgow.com/programme/518a76c28cd803a061000006
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asserted the intention to move away ‘from economic frameworks for art and research’ 

tapping into Dynowski and Jelinek’s context-grounded analysis of art world discourse, 

as well as their experiential knowledge around forms of self-organisation and practice. 

Dynowski’s writing in Art, Politics, Praxis, Transformation (2011) offers a critique of art 

world capitulation to neoliberal standards of measure and a different horizon, through 

case studies of several self-organised alternatives. Next to this Jelinek’s book This is not 

Art (2013) argues, along similar lines to Andrea Fraser (2005), that art in the context of 

London, where she is based, has allowed itself to be defined by market forces outwith its 

own culture of expertise.24 In practice Dynowski and Jelinek both offer complications to 

the repeated dichotomy between collaborative practice and artistic autonomy by 

focusing on collective, self-organisation as an autonomous act.25 

 

Within this critical framework I was interested in introducing a feminist voice, exploring 

the hidden labour of maintenance and hospitality in the art world. This picked up on 

issues touched upon by Helena Reckitt (2013) in a talk within the ECONOMY exhibition 

at the same site. Reckitt’s talk focused on practices of self-erasure in contemporary art 

stemming from the late sixties, in the form of strike practices (notably Lee Lozano and 

the Situationists), especially in response to the bio-politics of late-capitalist production. 

Reckitt examined Lozano’s Dialogue Piece (1969), a work which is essentially a list of art 

world names gathered in her studio, as anticipating the current, heavily networked art 

world where performance around the works is a constant and the term dialogue 

appears as a hollowed-out ghost of names without content. All interaction is work and 

what is acquired is contact capital, leading Reckitt to remark ‘when labour becomes 

flexible performance, time as measure erodes’ (Reckitt, 2013). In response to this she 

considered a number of collaborative practices that work together to ‘dislodge the 

function of the author’ including subRosa, The Yes Men and the Bernadette Cooperation. 

The latter’s refusal to perform political identity inspired the title of Reckitt’s talk Getting 

rid of yourself. I wanted to bring Reckitt’s remarks, uttered a few months previously in 

an adjacent space, into this discussion around creative work, offering a context-specific 

response. 

                                                        
24 Andrea Fraser observed in reply to Frieze Art’s question: ‘how has art changed? 
The threat of instrumentalization by corporate interests has been met in the art world by a whole 
scale internalization of corporate values, methods and models, which can be seen everywhere 
from art schools to museums and galleries to the studios of artists who rely on big money 
backers for large-scale - and often outsourced - production.’  
25 Maria Lind writes on certain forms of collaboration as acts which assert autonomy from 
dominant economic models. 
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The lab event was designed around a close reading of Jacques Rancière’s short text Art 

and Work in The Politics of Aesthetics (2006). Describing the ‘factory of the sensible’ 

Rancière outlines the ways in which artistic practices ‘represent and reconfigure’ 

economic activities (2006, pp. 42-45). Rancière’s writing features prominently in the 

debate between critics Bishop (2012) and Kester (2011) with the latter dismissing 

Rancière’s positioning of art as too abstract and favoured by critics (particularly Bishop) 

who place disruptive, ‘autonomous’ artistic practices in opposition to open and dialogic 

approaches. Despite Kester’s persuasive argument the event presented the opportunity 

to rethink the text in relation to feminist perspectives, which go largely unacknowledged 

on both sides of the debate, with unfolding social practices.26 Working with Jelinek in the 

CCA context enabled me not only to consider how manifesto-like her practice was but to 

perform as a manifesto, voicing a missing history.  

 

Rancière describes the ‘distribution of the sensible’ as a regime that keeps certain 

people tied to particular forms of labour, in private space (as opposed to the public place 

in which politics takes place), producing a division between ‘those who think and decide 

and those who are doomed to material tasks’ (Rancière, 2006, p.41). His text highlights 

the transgressive nature of the mimetician, who has a double identity, enacting 

apparently private concerns in public and consequently blurring the two. This kind of 

doubling, which places one world in another, is also a tactic integral to much feminist 

praxis including feminist manifestos. In art Meirle Laderman Ukeles’ is exemplary, 

devising works such as Private Performances of Personal Maintenance as Art (1970-73) 

where, under the exhibition title Care, the artist carried out a number of cleaning tasks 

in public gallery spaces.  

 

                                                        
26 Feminism is perhaps most noticeably absent from Bishop’s analysis in Artificial Hells (2012), 
which only mentions it once as a movement in the 1970s. Conversely Kester uses feminist terms 
of reference, (describing Dialogue’s intervention he notes ‘a pervasive scopic regime within an 
essentially patriarchal community’), uncoupled from feminism as the conceptual source (Kester 
2011, p.79). There are also connections to be noted between Kester’s writing on context-specific 
engagements and feminist standpoint methodologies (Sandra Harding) as well as concerns 
raised by Rowbotham, Segal and Wainwright in Beyond the Fragments (1979) where they assert 
the need for a grounded political response (About Manifesto, p.11).   
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Catwoman: Minerva Valencia. From: Puebla, Mexico. Occupation: Nanny.  

Money sent home: $400 a week. Image courtesy of Dulze Pinzon.  

 

Given these associations I opened the seminar by positioning the text in relation to 

feminist manifestos, defining these as subversive and dialogic practices. As well as 

Ukeles I spoke on a number of artists who use notions of doubling within their practice 

including Holzer and the Mexican/American artist Dulze Pinzon whose photographic 

series The Real Story of Superheros (2006) was pertinent to the context given that the 

CCA was also hosting a comic book convention that day. I drew a link between their 

work and Kristeva’s theories of the dialogic as a form of doubling produced between 

subject positions (About Manifestos, pp.29-30).  

 

In homage to Ukeles’ various Maintenance Works (1970–2013) I also drew attention to 

the labour of those necessarily absent due to their involvement in maintenance tasks. 

Specifically, I spoke on a failed experiment to include the CCA’s primary maintenance 

worker Eira Szadurski in the event. I aimed to bring attention to the combination of 

cleaning and hosting work performed in the job of duty manager, a position that 

Szadurski fills alongside her own art practice, and also to interrogate the dialogic model 

along lines suggested by Nancy Fraser (1990). I pointed towards the voices that are 

necessarily absent. In failing to include Szadurski the separation between the world of 

cleaning and hosting and the world of political conversation was left intact. This 

outcome spoke to Greg Sholette’s metaphor of Dark Matter (2011), which describes the 
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invisible and growing group of artists, interns, students and volunteers that hold up this 

art world structure that we all to some extent live and work within. Sholette, who like 

Reckitt was a recent guest to the CCA context, continues that despite this situation of 

dependency, dark matter goes largely unnoticed by ‘those who lay claim to the 

management and interpretation of culture’ (Ibid, p.1). My gesture, referencing Reckitt 

and Shollete, manifested other worlds of concern that feminist analysis is attentive to, 

suggesting missing and excluded voices. 

 

 

Poster for subRosa’s Refugia: Manifesto Becoming Autonomous Zones (2002). 

 

 

Prefigurative Politics 

 

I was interested in how or if Jelinek’s practices enacted a kind of prefigurative politics, 

reconfiguring social relationships now to model different futures, and becoming 

manifesto by placing one world in another. After separating into small groups to speak 

about the text we gathered in a circle to summarise our thoughts, with Jelinek 

facilitating the discussion. She asked if the event could be considered art – being as it 

was simply conversations in a room. I wondered about Lee Lozano’s Dialogue Piece 

(1969). One participant raised the question of wages for workshops. The question 

resonated with Reckitt’s talk on performance as labour and made it clear the lab had not 

escaped economic frameworks for action. For me defining art was less interesting than 

if the event had produced the conditions for an exchange that could reverberate 

elsewhere and a sense of collectivity, however temporary. These were effects that could 

not be defined as measurable outcomes. It was however interesting that the definition of 

the work as art was considered to be something collaboratively negotiated. The 
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manifesto sets up a framework for different subjectivities to meet and connect around a 

shared perception of something broken, an inadequate language, or a failed promise. 

Consistently Jelinek’s practice points to a broken art world struggling within neoliberal 

language systems. Did her framework provide enough to set up the conditions for a 

shared space from which to act differently?  

 

In the field of social art practice this question is concerned with the type of utopic 

conversational moment that Kester’s earlier writing in Conversation Pieces (2004) 

points to. Alternatively I wondered if it could be considered in relation to Foucault’s 

category of Heterotopia (Foucault, 1984), a place or experience that could haunt other 

experiences in a location. By offering a space to collaboratively negotiate definitions the 

event parallels subrosa’s performative project Refugia - BAZ (Becoming Autonomous 

Zones) (2002–ongoing). Refugia/ BAZ is defined as a curatorial space devoted to 

collaborative projects including live performances, workshops, print and other medium 

(radio, video, digital) productions. Refugia is also a feminist manifesto text. In defining 

autonomous zones the manifesto states it is ‘neither a utopia nor dystopia, but a 

haunted space for reverse engineering’ (Ibid). I was interested in how Jelinek’s practice 

could be said to intersect conceptually around the concept of refuge, which BAZ claims 

acts to regenerate and reclaim as a political, cultural and ecological project. Particularly 

Refugia is defined as:  

 

‘A critical space of liberated social becoming and intellectual life; a space 

liberated from capitalist Taylorized production; a space of unregulated, 

unmanaged time for creative exchange and play; experimental action and 

learning; desiring production, cooking, eating, and skill sharing. 

 

A reproducible concept that can be adapted to various climates, economies, and 

geographical regions worldwide. Any useless space can be claimed as a 

refugium: suburban lawns, vacant urban lots, rooftops, the edges of agricultural 

lands, clear-cut zones in forests, appropriated sections of mono-culture fields; 

fallow land, weed lots, transitional land, battle-fields, office-buildings, squats, 

etc. Also currently existing Refugia such as multi-cultivar rice paddies, 

companion planted fields, organic farms, home vegetable gardens, etc.’ 

(SubRosa, 2002) 
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In order to explore this connection and a genealogy between second wave prefigurative 

feminist practices and contemporary social art practice, suggested by subRosa’s 

positioning of Refugia, it is relevant to consider Jelinek’s durational work The Field 

(2008–ongoing). The Field is also a cultural, political and ecological project and in 

offering an actual field space lives out a number of the metaphorical possibilities 

suggested by Refugia.  

 

As a consequence of my attention to maintenance labour at the CCA I was invited to 

speak on hospitality at an annual art event called Moot Point (2009–ongoing), which 

takes place at The Field space as part of Jelinek’s art practice. Moot Point is an annual 

event that gathers people from different backgrounds in order to explore and gently 

interrogate ideas around a theme through making and thinking. It is a durational and 

participatory practice, part of Terra Incognita (Jelinek and Brown), a small London-

based arts organisation generating exhibitions, outreach projects and publications since 

1997. Juliette Brown of Terra Incognita defines the The Field as a conceptual art piece 

(Brown, 2013, p.111).27 It is also a field; half woodland, half grassland separated into 

areas of activity, between human and non-human. It consists of allotments, an apiary, 

shelter, water, a woodland, camping areas and green woodworking area. This double 

identity, as field and artwork, is interesting in relation to Kristeva’s discussion of 

transgressive poetics (About Manifesto, p.29). As a set of activities The Field aims to 

bring together ‘usually separate worlds including: art science, thinking doing, artist non-

artists, urban rural, us them, participation observation, human non human’ (Incognita, 

2013).  

 

                                                        
27 To reach this definition Brown cites George Dickie’s (1974, 1984, 2001) institutional definition 
of art. ‘That which is proposed as art, by someone within the art world other than the artist, is 
art. Art must be validated within a field of practitioners.’ In this case Brown defines the work as a 
writer and cultural producer (who is not herself an artist). 
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Moot Point at The Field (2013). Image: Caroline Gausden. 

 

Working out of a conceptual art tradition, Jelinek experiments within a self-created 

structure of rules and conditions, maintaining her expertise by keeping control of the 

opening conditions for action. These opening conditions are the art’s work, yet whilst in 

conceptual art traditions from the 1960s the rules are fixed throughout the process, in 

The Field they are reflexive so that ‘practice can inform and change theory’ (Brown, 

2013, p.113). The framework is only a beginning, it is not announced or set in stone. In a 

text on the subject Brown (2013) writes that it is important for these conditions not to 

be explicit so that others can approach and experience the project without recourse to 

another’s framework; for many participants it is simply a field. As mentioned, this 

double status allows The Field to remain an open and pluralistic site that people can 

approach from different educational and cultural backgrounds. Having experienced The 

Field and later heard Jelinek speak on the principles that guide it I would say that these 

‘rules’ are self-reflexive and responsive so there is space to be in dialogue with the 

conditions and find a way to act. Participants like myself are invited to stay, observe and 

speak on themes that are curated following an open, reiterative methodology. At the end 

of each Moot Point others can volunteer a theme and invite their own guests accordingly. 

Again this is not prescriptive. 

 

Within the conditions an idea of refuge or safety emerges that is interesting in relation 

to wider manifesto practices, suggesting a barely visible form of hosting that creates the 

conditions for people to share experience within a non-hierarchical structure. In setting 

up this structure Jelinek identifies safety as her primary concern, describing nature as a 
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multi-voiced, political space and a set of challenges that demand collective action whilst 

generating all the difficulties inherent in collectivity. Like a manifesto she is interested 

in the politics of collective action and frames her practice as negotiating issues over who 

occupies space and in what way. In her introduction to the 2016 Moot Point Brown 

expresses the sentiment that ‘people coming here commit to a spirit of generosity 

towards each other’ (2009). This is opposed to a less safe, ‘elbows out’ culture of 

competition, which is triggered by some taking up a greater share of resources. 28 Time 

and attention are also considered as resources that some take up more of leaving others 

to feel lacking or occupying invisible support roles. To counter this, there are no 

supporting roles in The Field instead Jelinek’s hosting is feminist, insisting that everyone 

enters the space a responsible adult, equally sharing available resources.  

 

For Jelinek an understanding of safety pivots on her reading of Emmanuel Levinas’ 

philosophy. She emphasises his critique of the western philosophical assumption that 

knowledge, stemming from a particular Graeco-European experience, is universal. This 

knowledge system carries with it a horror of the other which can be reduced through 

strategies of assimilation or withdrawal. For Jelinek these strategies often manifest in 

acts of self-projection that do not constitute an ethical meeting with difference. Jelinek’s 

position directs rage at the hierarchical structures set up within cultures of self-

projection, which cannot account for the existence of more than one truth. She writes: 

 

‘My aim for The Field is to understand just how embedded is the preponderance 

for hierarchy within a culture of the same: ideas of inferiority or superiority, 

better and worse, one species instead of another, one being preferred over 

another, one human or culture over another, one time period over another.’ 

(Jelinek, 2013, p.119) 

 

In her writing on Levinas, Luce Irigaray (2001) describes ‘sameness’ poetically in a way 

that resonates with Jelinek’s concerns: 

 

‘Sameness, which quarrels about how much room it is due, occupies my flesh, 

demarcates and subdivides my space.’ (Irigaray, 2001, p.124) 

 

                                                        
28 Jelinek used this term in conversation with me in September 2014. 
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Irigaray’s writing describes a non-regressive empathy with others that is continuously 

moving, as if on a threshold, ‘even after entering a house.’ She suggests navigating 

between assimilation and withdrawal through our sense of touch. She critiques Levinas 

for countering this moving sense of responsibility, by assigning women a fixed position 

outside of his transcendental ethical scheme. In the face of Levinas’ assertion that we 

cannot know the other Irigaray offers an ethics of: 

 

‘The one for the other, messengers of a future that is still to be built and 

contemplated. The one for the other already known and still unknown.’ 

(Irigaray, 2001, p.130)   

 

This both differs and concurs with Levinas. Here Irigaray’s writing comes close to the 

manifesto form, but is it relevant to Terra Incognita’s project? The flexible, moving 

nature of the framework, which approaches utopia cautiously as a process that must be 

continually negotiated, resonates with Irigaray’s writing and the feminist manifesto 

position. Also The Field considers non-human relations in a way that is well beyond the 

parameters of Levinas’ writing but perhaps not of Irigaray who writes on the intimate 

connection between ‘animality’ and the heights of ethical being (Ibid, p129).  

 

Beyond Irigaray’s philosophy the immersed and context-specific approach to working is 

in keeping with social practice methodologies elsewhere and echoes the prefigurative 

politics developed within the women’s movement. The impulse is to act here and now 

and to also link up concerns of here with elsewhere in a non-hierarchical way. In writing 

Brown describes this as a position between philosophy, in the Anglo-American tradition, 

which works by abstracting ideas from their social context in order to prove universally 

valid truths (Levinas, 1981), and social anthropology which embeds knowledge in local 

context. Their work attempts to combine these modes of knowledge within a 

contemporary art setting to produce a ‘philosophical praxis’ (Brown, 2013, p.119). A 

form of ideas tested through personal, situated experiences to produce a self-reflexive 

praxis could equally be seen as one way to define a feminist position.   
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You want me to do it your way? (2014). Image courtesy of Alana Jelinek. 

 

 

A Core Orientation? 

 

At The Field I spoke on Chu Chu Yuan’s practice as a nuanced performance of hospitality 

(With Hospitality), using Derrida and Dufortmantelle’s conversational exchange around 

the subject, alongside Kristeva’s writing in Strangers to Ourselves (1991), as key 

references. My continued drawing of feminism next to social practice interested Jelinek, 

producing unexplored resonances between theory and practice. She invited me to speak 

in Dublin at a five-day creative practice development session for artists, supported by 

the Live Art Development Agency and Create Ireland. In a session antagonistically titled 

You Want Me To Do It Your Way? (2014) Jelinek considered her practice in dialogue with 

the diverse perspectives on feminism I had offered in our previous encounters. Despite 

references to feminist politics in This is Not Art (2013) the Dublin session offered more 

than an assertion of Jelinek’s political affiliations. It offered a profound attempt to think 

about how feminist politics could be voiced as a dynamic and influential part of her art 

practice. Much of the workshop revolved around thinking through this difference 

between identifying as a feminist and identifying as a feminist artist. For my research it 

is crucial for artists to try to imagine the second proposition alongside the first, 

acknowledging the minority histories that have given rise to the forms they use. Within 

this context I framed my project as bringing awareness of feminist methodologies into 

current conversations around social practice, voicing less articulated histories of 
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practice and to bring these within the scope of artists who don’t specifically identify as 

feminist. This is my manifesto for social art practice. 

 

The project was described as a practice sharing aimed at ‘articulating contemporary 

approaches to feminist art and activism and celebrating its many forms’ (Ibid). It aimed 

to provide a feminist methodology for practice sharing that builds on the notion of art 

school ‘crit’ to create a rigorously formed yet ‘safe’ space out of which individual and 

collective practice could grow. More broadly the project also aimed to produce ‘a 

critique of models of alternative and activist practice that tend to be either “Trotskyist” 

(led by a charismatic, usually white, male leader) or rigidly consensus, which is often 

purported to be feminist, though this is highly disputable’ (Ibid). 

 

By reference to rigidly consensus models of feminism Jelinek offered a response, a 

proposition that social practice offered different negotiating forms that could feed into 

feminist politics. The workshop looked to walk a path between neoliberalism and 

dominant ‘alternative’ practices taking Chantal Mouffe's thesis on agonism and Jacques 

Rancière's on dissensus as the starting references. The hope was to ‘encourage new 

untested or uncelebrated varieties of feminist art practice and feminist activist practice’ 

(Ibid). This hope led to a broad category of artists attending, some who wanted to 

tentatively think through what defining themselves as ‘feminist’ could mean for their 

practice.  

 

For the workshop as well as the practice sharing elements Jelinek invited me and Irish 

visual artist and campaigner, Siobhán Clancy to speak. 29 In response to this format and 

in line with my attempt to produce a different critical position for writing, more 

appropriate for process-based and durational work, I suggested writing a dialogic piece 

that would be triggered by earlier conversations between myself and Clancy. I produced 

a response to Clancy’s perspectives on what defines a feminist approach. She listed the 

following important aspects of feminist practice: collaboration, empathy, care, solidarity 

creation and counter-hegemonic actions.  

 

My talk made a dialogic case for the relationship between social art practice and 

feminism with Jelinek providing a platform for the research manifesto. I looked at Chu’s 

social practice alongside Marysia Lewandowska, whose early work in compiling and 

                                                        
29 More specifically Clancy is an active campaigner around women’s right to choose.  
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collecting materials for the Women’s Audio Archive (WAA) is an important archival 

source for understanding contemporary social practice (With Hospitality, pp.50-53. 

With Archives, pp.58-69). Consequently my talk mirrored the dialogical methodology 

that led to its development. I met Clancy’s foregrounding of empathy and care through a 

consideration of hospitality in these practices as well as their emphasis on collaboration 

and the social production of art. I highlighted a carefully negotiated form of movement 

that both artists enact differently in order to create the possibility of agency and 

solidarity. With reference to the sound wave image used throughout WAA, I focused on 

the idea of the gap or crack to think about Rancière’s idea of the political, arguing that a 

social practice could be considered to produce a gap or space for agency within which it 

is possible to produce different prefigurative realities. In this way my talk framed their 

practices as feminist manifestos and also acted as one by voicing a previously absent 

feminist critical position on social practice.  

 

Beyond working in conversation with Clancy and Jelinek to produce content for the DIY 

session at Create, the experience was important for helping me think through, from 

other perspectives, a concern with positions in language, how we speak with each other 

and how we speak about feminism and what political life it can have. The workshop 

environment was set up in a considered way, following the principles and ethics laid out 

in relation to The Field where everybody is given equal space and opportunity to share. 

This is also similar to the structures of early consciousness-raising groups described by 

Lynne Segal which introduced the politics of the ‘small group as a more supportive and 

equal way of discussing things and working together’ (Rowbotham et al., 1979 p.249). 

Given these conditions, in addition to the extended time and size of the group in 

comparison with the earlier workshop in CCA, the space opened out for sharing and 

interrogation of each other’s practices in surprising and profound ways. Outwith the 

time given to our critical perspectives and to practice sharing at different sites, we 

discussed a number of topics as a group including: the personal is political, hospitality, 

expertise and safe spaces, which became embodied by the relational dynamics of 

everyone present. I asked for permission to record the conversational aspects of the 

workshop (Audio Archive WM.002). From this recording I produced the following piece 

of writing to think about the session:   

 

Where some artists approached feminism as a restrictive and defining term, a container 

for practice it was re-imagined as a score for art practice, making artwork as 

communication (Ross, 2000). The conversation looked at the edges of things for the 
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invisible labours and places where power is negotiated, sometimes through a loud voice 

and sometimes in silence. In thinking about containment and containers the idea of insides 

and outsides kept repeating. What is inherent in the work? What is given? Where are the 

borders of intimacy? What is the power relationship between guest and host? What 

changes when we enter a space to work with each other? The answers were like the rules 

set out and collectively negotiated, they were unfinished answers, multi-voiced, 

ambivalent. They formed a conversational map between us highlighting the tensions 

between self and other. On the map there were absences, cracks and interstices. The 

achievement was in allowing for these vulnerabilities to emerge, in creating a space in 

praise of the marginal, where vulnerabilities could be shared. The weekend ended with a 

performance, a re-enactment of an earlier moment between us. The challenge was to do 

things differently by thinking about the cracks also in the consensus we had negotiated.  

 

What this writing reflects a deep concern for hospitality that surfaced in the workshop 

not simply as one of several predefined topics presented for discussion but as a 

questioning of the workshop form.  The earlier moment the writing referenced involved 

a decision to not allow a new artist to enter the group late. Within the logic of Jelinek’s 

framework a new voice at this stage was seen as disruptive to the precarious equality 

negotiated between us. However I was keen to test the restrictive nature of the 

framework and open the point up to debate. The group conceded to Jelinek’s concerns 

but the exclusion re-occurred symbolically at different moments and seemed 

unresolved, leading us to a re-enactment that remained a private performance. What 

would it have meant and what would have been needed for the work to cross into public 

space? The re-enactment gave me pause to reflect on and to critically evaluate the idea 

of safe space: to question who was left outside a safe space and why?  I contacted 

participants later on to ask permission to share some of the audio of the workshop and 

one member expressed a lingering concern around the consensus, feeling that opening 

the group would have been a positive test to our ‘resilience’ and the group dynamic 

(Email correspondence May, 2016). In this way the workshop represented more than a 

affirmation of feminist practice. It opened up a moment of critical reflexivity through a 

meeting between feminist practitioners and others less decided, who brought an 

ambiguous combination of reluctance and willingness to meet. These guests questioned 

the borders of feminism and of the space Jelinek had set up reminding me of the need to 

continue to negotiate with the necessary structures of care and support that enable 

creative processes.   
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Flying not Gliding: The different sounds of a feminist reading group 

Manifestos work on subjective territories; they try to effect consciousness by enacting 

history from a particular perspective, to say that something is missing and ‘we’ share 

that loss. In a social practice what we share is, within certain given conditions, open to 

negotiation. The question at the heart of Jelinek’s practice, of how a single form or 

performance can create equal space for many voices and subjectivities is also a concern 

of feminist manifestos, which complicate straightforward assumptions of solidarity. I 

was able to explore questions around the politics of subjectivity as a participant in a 

year-long reading group initiated by practice-based researchers Emma Balkind and 

Laura Edbrook in association with MAP magazine. Through the artists’ practice the 

reading group combined feminist content with a social art form crossing the 

institutional politics of art and literature through its situation and choice of texts.  

 

Named ‘Sick Sick Sick’: The Books of Ornery Women (Autumn 2014–Autumn 2015) the 

group centred on exploring a radical or ‘bludgeoned’ subjectivity of female writers 

emerging from online Alt Lit scenes and earlier. In one of the group’s key texts, I Love 

Dick (1997) writer Chris Kraus, cited as a foundational influence on the reading group, 

describes ‘bludgeoned’ subjectivity as on the edge of existence, under attack by those 

who institute culture.30 The group was framed as bringing together emerging writers, 

late nineties publications in the Semiotext(e) ‘Native Agents’ series and ‘earlier women’s 

literature such as The Yellow Wallpaper (1892) by Charlotte Perkins Gilman’ (Edbrook, 

2014).  

 

In manifesto terms, moving backwards and forwards through time, collaborators 

Balkind and Edbrook suggest that these diverse sources represent a missing voice that 

we can uncover and share as a group, exploring ‘tensions between language, sociology, 

subjectivity and power-relations’. Writing on the group Edbrook reveals the intention 

for it to be ‘small, invited; a communal space for exchange and possible consciousness’ 

(2015). In this way descriptions of the intentions for the series mirror Segal’s memories 

of consciousness-raising groups (Rowbotham et al., 1979) yet the content, with some 

texts considered as post-feminist, takes it well beyond the second wave. More pointedly 

the artists approach history in a dialogic way reconfiguring apparently fixed formations 

(including the wave metaphor) through their combination of form and content. This 

                                                        
30 The term ‘bludgeoned’ is part of a quote from the author in an interview with Giampaolo 
Bianconi in the journal Rhizome (Bianconi & Kraus, 2012).  
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allusion to consciousness and the ‘transformative’ potential of gathering a group 

together around a shared set of allies, in the form of books, makes the project an 

interesting proposition to consider as an expanded feminist manifesto.   

 

 

Film still from Vĕra Chytilová’s Daisies (1966). Image: Creative Commons sourced from 

http://www.cineoutsider.com/reviews/dvd/d/daisies.html  

 

The reading group began with a film showing of Czech writer and director Vĕra 

Chytilová’s neo-surrealist film Daisies (1966). The convention breaking, cut-and-paste 

film followed the two female leads in pushing the boundaries of their visibility through 

an outrageous, carnivalesque rebellion against social norms. It set the tone for the series 

that aimed to curate a programme out of ‘a spine of books’ (Balkind in conversation with 

the group, 2013). Within this framework it was possible to see Balkind and Edbrook’s 

work as a developing social practice, exploring the intersection between contemporary 

art and writing, as well as between personal and institutional spaces. In a retrospective 

article for MAP magazine Edbrook asks:  

 

‘how might narratives of radical subjectivity, friendship, wildness, love and 

desire transform our relationships to the institutions of history and culture?’ 

(Edbrook, 2015) 

 

The project’s interest in the emerging online literature was reflected not only in the 

choice of books, two of which were developed from online platforms, but in the group’s 

http://www.cineoutsider.com/reviews/dvd/d/daisies.html


 58 

oscillation between regular face-to-face meetings in the CCA and online encounters, 

through a tumblr platform. The platform was part of an open methodology that allowed 

for a larger readership beyond the immediate geography of Glasgow. It also enabled a 

form of conversation between sessions where readers could submit posts that would 

contribute to the overall form of the series. In addition Edbrook and Balkind read books 

with the group in real time rather than having a pre-planned programme. This position, 

in time and responsive to context, both defining features of a social practice, was 

attributed to a hope:  

 

‘..for the project to develop its own logic, for the reader to be a priority and 

become a collaborative writer of the programme.’ (Ibid) 

 

This hope connected the reading group to the project of producing agency through 

writing. In a sense this was a reading group that was on the edge of becoming a writing 

group, navigating through texts that opened up the practice of writing, extending it to 

other subjectivities. In this way the project also acknowledged the role of a supportive 

network in the process of creativity. Heroines (2012) the first book selected for the 

group, written by Kate Zambreno, emerged out of a blog and within its pages Zambreno 

acknowledges the support given to her through an online community. Zambreno’s 

project, like the reading group that references it, is a research and reading project. The 

narrative focuses on the missing histories of the ‘mad’ wives of the canonical modernist 

writers, among their number Zelda Fitzgerald and Vivienne Eliot. The book explores 

these women as creative people in their own right, walking the line that is drawn 

between madness and genius to try and imagine a reality in which their creativity could 

be acknowledged alongside their husbands’. This reality is juxtaposed by the one found 

by Zambreno in archive records. Here Fitzgerald appears as colonizer of his wife’s 

experiences leading to the necessary repression of her own written narratives, which 

have become his property. Zambreno is first of all a reader and appears somehow 

haunted in her writing by these missing women to the extent that the text feels co-

authored. This responsive and busy feeling of co-authorship is juxtaposed with a 

particularly modernist form of consciousness that distils everything under the sign of 

the author, transcending the self and the messy incidental bodies that might support it. 

Here modernist writing is viewed as a form of murder. Echoing Foucault’s observations 

in What is an Author (Foucault, 1998) Zambreno says of modernism ‘Don’t let them find 

the bodies. Take everything out that can be verified or named’ (Zambreno, 2012, p.237). 
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Zambreno’s project works like a feminist manifesto, her reading producing a community 

through time and her writing one in cyberspace. She describes this online space as 

moving in cycles between feverish dialogue and withdrawal that might reflect a form of 

abjection that comes from feeling somehow missing and consequently performing its 

own oblivion. She also urges others to write, replacing the singular author by a ‘we’ 

form; describing the online community she says there is ‘a fear and compulsion towards 

confessionalism, towards blurring boundaries. We write of this bleeding.’ (Zambreno, 

2012, p.287)   

 

This perspective mirrors glimpses we have of Edbrook’s view on creative practice. In 

this way the reading group is not one but multiple manifestos. Writing on her exhibition, 

The Copyist: Sky Blue and Yellow (2012) at the Changing Room in Stirling, Ken Neil notes 

that the exhibition asks questions of the ownership of work (Neil, 2012). In MAP 

Edbrook writes on a radical ‘post–critical’ position that is a ‘communal discourse - 

relational and associative’ (Edbrook, 2015). This discourse uses its own life as material, 

testing the rules of the literary canon by enacting a kind of reversal. Edbrook quotes 

Chris Kraus, whose book I Love Dick (1997) is credited by Colman as being a feminist 

manifesto, in conversation with writer Elizabeth Gumport:  

 

‘if women have failed to make universal art because we are trapped within the 

personal then why not universalize the personal and make it the subject?’ 

(Kraus, 2012) 

 

Although Kraus’ personal is very different from Ukeles’, this logic repeats the   

gesture made in the Manifesto For Maintenance Art (1969a). Ukeles reasons similarly – if 

I have failed to make artwork because I am trapped in maintenance then I will turn the 

place in which I am trapped into the work (About Manifesto, pp.31-34). Revolution here 

is a kind of turning inside out, as Cixous suggests, dissolving binary positions in the 

process.  

 

Within this relational and associative process books are considered as a supportive 

community. To prove this point Edbrook quotes another author from the series, 

Katherine Angel, who tweets that the act of buying books functions ‘as a way of 

gathering allies around me, gathering my people’ (Angel, 2012). In this way the acts of 

production and consumption are interweaved with each other so that Foucault’s 
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assertion that ‘reading and writing must not be disassociated’ (1997 p.216) comes into 

play. Finally, Edbrook pulls in Kraus as an ally who claims: 

 

‘Writing is essentially cannibalistic. To write something you need to go out and 

find things and bring them back. A process of hunting and gathering.’ (Kraus, 

2015, 51:23 mins)31 

 

 

Janet Cardiff and George Bures Miller The House of Books Has No Windows (2008) © Janet Cardiff 

and George Bures Miller. Courtesy of the artists and Luhring Augustine, New York. 

 

I could add Michel de Certeau to Edbrook’s catalogue of allies who describes reading as 

an ‘act of poaching’, an act of everyday creativity that works to survive in and subvert 

culture’s master narratives. Or Walter Benjamin who in Unpacking My Library (1968) 

builds a dwelling from books, merging the act of writing into the act of collecting. 32 

Edbrook also quotes Kathy Acker, who provides us with the final book to read in the 

series: ‘I was unspeakable so I ran into the language of others’ (Acker, 1997, p.80). 

 

In this way writing is a dialogue with history, a cut-and-paste process, a generative re-

appropriation of sources. The art in writing is a kind of gathering together, a curating of 

words. Caring for words. What writers like Kraus and Acker do within this tradition is 

let the seams and sources show. In highlighting a support structure to creative work and 

                                                        
31 This quote is from Chris Kraus speaking at a series of events presented by Raven Row, London 
called Plastic Words.  
32 Benjamin originally delivered I’m Unpacking My Library on the radio in 1931.  
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asking what interests make this structure invisible these writers bring up feminist 

concerns. This question of support intersects with questions raised by social practice, 

manifesting in Edbrook and Balkind’s desire to gather a community around a set of texts 

and to ask what voices are still unsupported by our various cultural institutions. And 

also to ask what is missing in their own discourse, where it might fail.  

 

 

A Moving Form 

 

Echoing this perspective on creativity Balkind writes on the exhibition Dreams of 

Machines (2015) at Transmission, Glasgow by collaborative duo Victor & Hestor, who 

transform the space into a domestic setting that references feminist histories, further 

supplemented by a parallel online space (2015- ongoing).33 She recognises a kind of 

comfortable social intersection between Victor & Hestor’s exhibition and the reading 

group platform: 

 

‘We are each investigating archives of other women’s work.. there is something 

mutually referential happening across our discursive practice.. We examine 

some of the same things across exhibition spaces, and platforms with quotes and 

references. In this way our feminism presents as a kind of autodidactism.’ 

(Balkind, 2015) 

 

Feminism here is moving across platforms and spaces, what is more it is social and 

dialogic movement. Balkind’s PhD research investigates a philosophical history of 

commons. Manifestos meet the subject of commons through the politics of shared 

subjectivity, galvanising individuals through an expression of common purpose. They 

also approach commons as a broken promise, interrogating exclusive discourses and 

public spaces. In conversation with me Balkind revealed a surface disparity between her 

research topic and the book group. The language of commons, invested in a neutral 

public sphere, seemed to be at odds with the excessive and personal subjectivity 

expressed in the reading group texts, as if the feminist exclusion from revolutionary 

spaces that Lyon comments on was playing out again (About Manifestos, p.5). She 

described the reading group as a kind of repressed subconscious to the discourse 

around commons. Yet her writing reveals a different possible history. She cites ‘the 

                                                        
33 Victor & Hestor is an artistic collaboration between Amelia Bywater and Emma Fitts.  
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concept of the estovers, the law permitting widows to collect branches of wood (and 

sometimes other things like honey) from commons’ (Balkind, 2015) as a formal 

recognition of lack. The concept opens up a space for those without resources, ‘who 

would otherwise be confined to a domestic space’ (Ibid) to enter into another, shared 

public space. Estovers is a promise in law that the political manifesto remembers and re-

enacts, creating its own version of shared space as a political collectivity.  

 

Balkind reframes the commons as a feminist gallery space. In this context estovers, 

initially branches, become paper and books, passed between people, ‘one woman to 

another’ (Ibid). This narrative allows the reading group to become more than a 

repressed part. Balkind also shared with me the concept of Affidamento, developed by 

the Milan Women’s Bookshop Collective, describing it as a kind of support or exchange 

that moves towards action. She quotes Mirna Ciconi on Affidamento:  

 

‘It is a recognition of one woman’s public expertise and the need for that to be 

translated into social relations for the benefit of another woman and women 

generally.’ (Ciconi, 1989, p.77) 

 

This ‘turning around’ (Myles, 1997) to create an exchange between women is a feminist 

practice that artists such as Kate Davis and Faith Wilding could be said to replicate 

through their long-term written exchange and collaboration.34 The making public of 

these exchanges creates a commons that doesn’t negate forms of personal subjectivity. 

The feminist perspective enables commons to move on from the oppositional deadlock 

between objective public forms and personal private interests. This different commons 

model for identification and sharing sits between personal and public space so that 

‘collectivity does not negate singularity, but compliments or even enables it’ (Lisa 

Robertson, 2013 in Edbrook, 2015). 35 

 

Balkind’s experience of the discourse on commons, and her working out of a place for 

feminism within that discourse, does not sacrifice the excessive personal subjectivity 

revealed in the reading group texts. The group replays the second wave assertion that 

                                                        
34 Davis and Wilding’s creative partnership included installations by the artists in the CCA as part 
of Glasgow International 2010, a symposium, a ‘peculiar resources’ archive room of feminist 
material and a reading room collaboration with Glasgow Women’s Library. See more at 
http://glasgowinternational.org/events/kate-davis-and-faith-wilding/  
35 Lisa Robertson in the introduction to the 2013 edition of the collectively written text Theory, A 
Sunday (1988).  

http://glasgowinternational.org/events/kate-davis-and-faith-wilding/
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the personal is political. These ideas re-emerge in the context of a group of books that 

also represent a critical departure from second wave practices. In this way the reading 

group accommodates oppositional forms, it provides time and space for working things 

out. The open and dialogic nature of the group is supported by the tight conceptual 

principles through which it was initiated. The texts cohere, becoming a collectivity with 

very specific things in common, yet it is also possible to read them individually and to 

take them elsewhere into other creative projects. This link to agency gives the project a 

political edge. It suggests the feminist manifesto form as a plural support network and a 

radical pedagogical form.  

 

 

 

A smart artist makes the machine do the work. Image courtesy of net.art generator, Cornelia 

Sollfrank.  

 

 

An Offering of Mind? Giving what you don’t have 

 

In becoming a public syllabus ‘Sick Sick Sick’ also shares much in common with other 

online projects that have developed out of small collectives of readers to become larger 

movements. At the Dundee Commons Festival (August, 2015) initiated by artist Jonathan 

Baxter and collaboratively produced from weekly readings and events set up by the 

artist, Cornelia Sollfrank ran a workshop, which I attended, around digital commons. 

The workshop centred on different online platforms created by artists including, 

notably, Sean Dockray’s work with Public School (2008-present). Sollfrank, a founding 

member of cyberfeminist group Old Boys Network, spoke on the idea of an expanded 

notion of art. She defined this notion as art that actively relates to society and is 

concerned with its ‘emancipatory and empowering functions’ (Audio Archive, MW. 003). 

This expanded conception suggests art works as oppositional and collective systems, 
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against the notion that the isolated, competitive individual is the basic unit of human 

experience.  

 

Her practice is interested in art’s ‘operating systems’ and how the parameters of these 

can be changed. Much of her work asks questions around copyright, ownership and art 

history’s predilection for rising individual stars. In this process Sollfrank uses hacking as 

a metaphor for interventions that enter into systems through a process of mimesis to 

produce a logic that is counter-intuitive to the system. For example in an interview on 

the Old Boys Network (2000) she describes the process of hacking a computer software 

convention by inventing and relaying stories of female hackers, using the language of 

the convention to set up an imaginary scenario that tests its assumptions (Sollfrank, 

2001). In this way Sollfrank uses several tactics laid out by Faith Wilding (2001) for 

complicating models of acceptable art careers, including making work ‘anywhere and 

everywhere’ (Wilding, 2001).36 Her work performs a double hack, intervening within art 

world systems and on other platforms, setting up experiences of art that are unexpected. 

This placing of one world in another parallels Rancière’s definition of the political action 

performed by feminist manifestos. It is the manifesto’s job to hack a host culture.  

 

In relation to hacking, and in the context of the Dundee festival ‘digital commons’ day, 

Sollfrank identified commons as a new political discourse and practice, made up of small 

islands of experimentation, in the wake of global crisis.37 She suggested digital commons 

as a hacking practice, challenging understood notions of sharing and giving. Because 

sharing in the digital realm can be achieved cheaply and easily it comes to represent a 

multiplying rather than dividing of resources. Moreover the act of sharing in different 

contexts is a form of creative modification, blurring the line between production and 

consumption in way that interests artists like Edbrook.38   

 

                                                        
36 Wilding also lists the following as important tactics: gift economy; anti-copyright; 
interdisciplinarity; allowing others to perform your work for free with no strictures on how they 
do it; working collectively, anonymously; not confining oneself to performing or showing in art 
spaces or recognised museums, but seeking audiences everywhere and anywhere; refusing 
signature styles or purity of method, media, or materials.  
 
37 The festival itself represents one of these small islands, produced by a group formed around a 
weekly reading group run by artists and curator Jonathan Baxter. 
38 One project Sollfrank explores is the continuously morphing online platform aaaaa.org, which 
mimics the library function by making text available online. Its initiator Sean Dockray says of 
reading ‘there is a strong relationship between ideas that you have and what you think is 
possible and what you have been reading’ (Sollfrank & Dockray, 2015, 13:07 mins).  
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Quoting Massimo de Angelis, Professor of Political Economy at University of East 

London, Sollfrank related the discourse of commons to issues of social justice, which is 

where it most notably aligns with manifesto concerns. Furthermore, she approached 

questions that are apparent in Jelinek’s work around the relationship between the 

individual and the group. Asking is it possible to function without leadership? Or what 

kind can be accepted by a group? In asking these questions feminism has played with 

the manifesto, moving it from a monological text that offers a particular form of 

leadership, to a more negotiated form.  

 

In order to approach these questions Sollfrank’s research practice Giving What You Don’t 

Have is an online database of interviews with practitioners like Sean Dockray whose 

work is social, creating open structures and unstable situations. In interview with 

Sollfrank, Dockray, who has an architectural background, explores the idea of ‘expanded 

appropriation’ (Sollfrank, 2015). This goes beyond the Duchampian practice of 

appropriating objects (things already distributed) to thinking about the appropriation of 

systems and structures of distribution including libraries, schools and galleries. There 

are many feminist precedents for this kind of appropriation including most directly 

Glasgow Women’s Library (With Archives). More broadly the reimagination of care 

structures within the women’s movement also acts in a similar manner (About 

Manifesto, p.10).  

 

Like Jelinek, Dockray’s work consists in providing a framework and basic rules that only 

come to life through contributions from others. Understanding how this framework 

operates as a form contributes to the proposed rethinking of collectivity that Sollfrank’s 

research grapples with. Equally the framework, like ‘Sick Sick Sick’, is worth considering 

as an expanded manifesto practice that works prefiguratively to suggest social change. 

Dockray’s interventions more often involve coding online forms with contributions from 

large numbers of people, yet in interview he stresses the fact that his motivations are 

social and stretch beyond the online platforms. His experiments are traced back to a 

gallery-based project he initiated to support new media art. This project placed him in 

the uncomfortable curatorial position of deciding what would become visible. From 

there Public School (2008–present) grew as an online syllabus that makes the curatorial 

structure visible and enables people to share responsibility for decision making within 

it. The platform, which Dockray programmes with Kayla Waldorf, offers a space for 

people to propose things they want to learn or teach, then use the online space to allow 

people to sign up and turn ideas into real meetings between different users. In this way 
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the website, which currently includes fourteen groups meeting around the world, is an 

engine for curating. The software becomes a kind of politics, influencing what people see 

as possible and getting things to happen. As a programming vehicle Public School differs 

greatly from the gallery model where websites broadcast an already decided 

programme. An important question for this project and for ‘Sick Sick Sick’ (2014-15) is: 

does this mean that curating is completely open? Dockray concedes that it is guided by 

the ‘coding conditions’, which in some senses become the project manifesto. Dockray 

reasons that:  

 

‘in any open structure there are always rules in place and a past history, these 

two things go a long way to influencing what can happen in the future. You go to 

the site try to find things that speak to you if not you leave.’ (Dockray in 

interview with Sollfrank, 2015, 16:33 mins) 

 

The website engenders a self-selecting community. It is able to ensure coherence around 

a subject and set of concerns without overtly dictating the terms. In this way an open 

structure does not suggest a completely unregulated chaos of voices but a different 

negotiated model of leadership - a dialogical manifesto. It functions as a kind of buried 

and adapted score setting up an important relationship between history and the future. 

History is conceptualised as something that works actively on the future. Dockray’s 

stance on power relationships is one found frequently in feminist praxis which is a 

territory formed through a particular awareness of exclusive structures and the politics 

of visibility. His work is one particular example of many considered in Giving What You 

Don’t Have (2012-present). As part of Old Boys Network Sollfrank exhibited a concern for 

the manifesto form.39 Her later work in Giving What You Don’t Have expands on this 

earlier commitment, seeking out art works that perform as manifestos, infused with 

feminist consciousness, exploring and developing different anti-hierarchical 

redistribution systems.  

 

 

Intransitive Dialogue 

 

Sollfrank’s research raises concerns over the problems of collective working, issues of 

leadership, consensus, the relationship between individual and group identity, credit 

                                                        
39 The homepage of the Old Boys Network site opens with a list of manifestos: 100 anti-theses, 
Bitch Mutant Manifesto and Cyberfeminist Manifesto for the 21st Century. 



 67 

and the need for practical tactics in order to sustain successful forms of self-organising, 

perhaps particularly when these forms enter into other systems. These concerns around 

the internal coherence of structures that are necessarily open and engaged in the 

process of social change are also manifesto concerns. Following Lyon’s analysis, the 

manifesto should be specific enough to offer definition and speak to particular political 

subjectivities and yet be open enough to engender new engagements (About Manifestos, 

p.4). 

 

The questions of sustainability and leadership in collaboration is one that I also 

explored in parallel to the question of organisational change through an ongoing 

dialogue with artist and fellow researcher Helen Smith. Smith’s practice-based doctoral 

research involved understanding organisational change through art and laying out a 

methodology for art as a social practice. I initiated a dialogue, because I wanted to see 

how an embodied theory could intersect with what Smith initially referred to as a social 

relational practice. The intention, as with the other collaborations, was to consider the 

dialogical action prevalent in feminist manifestos within the context of a social practice 

as it unfolds. The dialogue between us stretched over two years. Conversation started by 

moving between text and discussion and led to multiple creative trajectories including 

conference presentations, works for exhibition and collaboration with two community 

organisations. Initially we were concerned to explore the question of sustainability in 

relation to social change, asking how self-organising collectives can continue to work 

according to their original ethos yet still prove open enough to grow and develop. This 

question was of direct relevance to Smith’s research context, which was a placement at 

the rural art centre, Woodend Barn in Banchory, a hybrid space that had developed into 

its current form out of a self-organised community initiative.  

 

In conversation with me Smith discussed her practice at Woodend Barn including The 

Lavender Project (2012-2014), which was a context-specific intervention into the 

changing organisational structure of the centre. The project included a public 

programme of related events and a final exhibition that involved multiple communities. 

Within Lavender Smith utilised a social practice methodology, including organising and 

hosting a meal at the start of the project. In conversation Smith explained: 

 

‘Through this dinner, the subject for the project, lavender, emerged as a story. 

Acting as a point of reference, it enabled us to talk about sustainability in a more 

specific way.. It emerged as an important topic for the people in the room and 
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created a shared energy. The story was the history of local cultivation of the 

Deeside lavender.’ (Conversation transcribed from audio, 2014, Audio Archive 

MW.003) 

  

Smith referred to Lavender as both a resonant local history and a metaphor for 

sustainability. Lavender is also more than a metaphor, it is a way for the local 

community to become aware of and work with the art centre driving its future form. In 

this way Smith’s work with the group around the topic spins out history as a thread that 

can offer a working method for the organisation in the future. As an artist she moves 

between the symbolic plane, where the story of lavender works and a more practical 

organisational plane where structures of exclusion and organisational hierarchies play 

out. Towards the end of the project Smith brought together volunteers, researchers, 

artists and members of the gallery committee to discuss the resonances of the final 

exhibition and the next steps the organisation could take. One participant described the 

exhibition as ‘a vital piece of social history brought to life by making it into art’ (Gray, 

2013). In Smith’s hands history becomes a dialogical form that affects the present and 

future. This aspect of her practice parallels the manifesto’s use of history as an affective 

force that resonates in the present and can consequently be brought to bear on the 

future. Both Smith’s social practice and the manifesto in this way become hosting 

spaces, drawing memories together in a compelling way to enable collective action. 

 

We began our collaboration in response to a conference co-organised by the research 

community in Aberdeen, called Meaning(less)Meaning. In response to the call Smith and 

I laid out an argument that was grounded in principles drawn together from radical 

pedagogy, pragmatism and different strands within feminist theory and practice. As 

with Jelinek my role was to consider and bring to light a possible relationship between 

Smith’s practice and feminist principles. We presented an argument for the situated, 

collaborative and relationally poetic nature of meaning making. This argument took the 

form of a dialogue that opened out into a workshop. The presentation, which was less a 

final paper than a process-based intervention, contained the seeds of later discussions 

and collaborative work between us.40 

 

                                                        
40 Early on in the dialogue Smith emphasised the importance of being in process rather than 
producing a final form. 
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I discussed certain characteristics of feminist manifestos, their moving quality, quoting 

Holzer’s sense of ‘real danger from things like institutions’, as well as their double 

position between rage and utopia. I wanted to sketch out these connections between her 

work and the manifesto form. Initially we did this by producing a dialogue that moved 

between descriptions of Smith’s practice and my research. We stretched this dialogue 

into the workshop element by combining Jenny Holzer’s Truisms (1984) with images 

from a set of postcards of the Deeside Lavender factory where Woodend Barn art centre 

now stands, to generate discussion between workshop participants around their own 

interests. The juxtaposition of the Truisms (1984), often expressing different shades of 

revolutionary sentiment and avant-garde language with the grainy images of lavender 

farming and the benign soundtrack that accompanies Kay Gordon’s short documentary 

(Gordon, 1965) on the area produced a comic effect. Underlying this was the proposition 

that social practice may operate as a form of hacking, hiding radical, often antagonistic 

intentions within apparently convivial forms. Later on in her research thesis Smith also 

acknowledged the antagonism within her practice that, through projects like Lavender, 

was able to short circuit institutional forms of communication, which left some 

volunteers cut off from the conceptual development of the art centre programme. 

Instead, through a mechanism that seemed, from the outside, to be a straightforward 

community history project, Smith was able to help establish new connections between 

communities at Woodend Barn and beyond and be party to evolving different 

organisational methods going forward. 41 

 

These institutional interventions became an important topic of discussion between us. 

Along feminist lines I was interested in deconstructing an institutional tendency 

towards a mind/body split; which involves people in an office deciding on the 

programme and other people on the ground carrying out the tasks – cleaning the spaces, 

engaging and playing host to the community. In relation to this it was evident that 

Smith’s practice circumvented this institutional division by moving between forms of 

material and immaterial labour in the Woodend Barn art centre. She defined this 

movement with reference to the importance of the Artist’s Placement Group (APG) to 

the development of her work (Stevini, 1960 - 2005). The group, founded by Barbara 

Stevini and John Latham in the UK, pioneered the concept of art in social contexts, 

placing artists at the centre of governmental and industrial organisations. Importantly, 

APG insisted on an open brief for artists so they were not tied to the preformed agendas 

                                                        
41 For example ITV News included coverage of the project but left the question of its status as art 
outside the frame of the story. The full news clip can be found at https://vimeo.com/79193958  

https://vimeo.com/79193958
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of any one group in a situation. Instead the artist was referred to as an incidental person 

who could move freely between different groups within an organisation.42 For Smith, 

this work as incidental person explored in situ forms of communication that exist across 

different groups in an organisation. As well as setting up a studio within the centre, out 

of which to invite participation in developing projects, Smith also attended volunteer 

committee meetings, increasingly peripheral to the evolving public programme. In this 

way she experienced organisational culture from the inside, observing the points where 

communication between parts seemed to break down and making these failures 

apparent. Smith defines this ‘culture of openness’ within Lavender as: 

 

‘one that valued the different knowledge and experience of participants equally 

in order to create shared responsibility between us for the delivery of the 

project’. (Smith, 2015b, p.150) 

 

Openness sits in contrast to the usual decision-making process within art centre 

environments where, as Dockray also notes from his experience of running a gallery, 

there is a closed curatorial mechanism that holds responsibility for making things 

visible. Smith goes on to say:  

 

‘The concept of openness is a useful and antagonistic quality of the practice 

because it sets up the conditions for revealing insights into the often hidden 

boundaries of the practice as well as those of the participants and their context.’ 

(Ibid) 

 

Openness is in this case both a form of institutional critique but also a self-reflexive 

mechanism. As a gesture it could also be seen as a creating a small crack in the order of 

things, opening up a perspective that allows the different knowledge, experience and 

positionality of the participants to emerge. It is also a self-reflexive movement between 

that echoed with my preliminary writing on feminist praxis.  

 

Being with Smith’s practice also revealed the generative nature of collaboration, which 

tends to produce multiple creative trajectories, or lines of flight. These trajectories were 

often embedded in conversational and social circumstances that were difficult to 

acknowledge as formal methodologies.  

                                                        
42 More particularly on the incidental person Stevini speaks to Tony Benn ahead of the 
conference Art and Social Intervention (Stevini, 2005, Part 2 18.54 mins).  



 71 

 

I was interested in these barely visible social and conversational elements that my 

collaboration with Smith revealed. For this reason we continued a dialogue beyond the 

context of Helen’s placement, in relation to a different situation, around the 

sustainability of the environmental organisation South Seeds (2011–present) in 

Govanhill, Glasgow, where I had previously been a founding member. As an initiative, 

South Seeds works from several reclaimed community growing sites and within 

tenement block populations in an area where complex and diverse experiences make it 

difficult to link communities and individuals up to resources and each other in a way 

that could bring about lasting environmental change. I proposed an exchange between 

Woodend Barn and South Seeds that could explore the similarities and differences in 

organisations that both have environmental concerns and a community-based history. 

In a recorded conversation, which later became a publication around conversational 

mapping (2015), we discussed what I perceived to be a process of institutionalisation 

that operated by a series of separations between organisation and community. Prior to 

the conversation I also organised events within South Seeds, taking on the role of 

‘incidental’ person, to host meals and shared walks around Govanhill, gathering together 

staff, committee and community members in the area. These events worked towards 

producing a situated definition for South Seeds that could move the group forward 

through a considered and social reflection of its own short history. In setting up these 

events, which have now become part of the working method, between different 

members of the South Seeds, I combined Smith’s insights on sociability with reflections 

on feminist techniques like consciousness-raising. 

 

In parallel to this process of testing my understanding of social practice within a new 

organisational context, the dialogue also developed between us to try and account for 

the value of social and conversational elements in theoretical terms. In collaboration we 

emphasised how meaning was generated through social moments, not separate from 

life. This sociability is an important part of Smith’s practice, which often sees her 

crossing the line between personal and professional positions in a generative way. In 

conversation she revealed: 

 

‘HS: There is a real expertise and professionalism of knowing how and when to 

move between these interchangeable identities. This can be disconcerting - you 

have to play that over time.’ (Audio Archive MW.003 adapted for conference 

proceedings, February 2014) 
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The disconcerting element is to some extent the line that is crossed between personal 

and professional actions. Smith acknowledges the personal also as a form of labour that 

feeds into her practice. Kirsten Lloyd frames this labour in relation to social practice as a 

form of care that crosses over into emotional territory (About Hospitality, p.44). 

Furthermore, Smith crosses the line between being an artist and a participant so that as 

the project develops it is difficult to define roles in a hierarchical way. This negotiation 

between roles continues into the reflective phase of the project where her PhD includes 

the radical incorporation of participant perspectives in defining the artwork. 

Importantly, when invited to speak on the work at a conference in Queens, New York, 

Smith’s presentation incorporated the recorded voices of multiple participants. Through 

these adaptations there is a break with the forms of academic paper and conference, 

which could be considered, along with the exhibition, as spaces where collaboratively 

formed artworks traditionally become pieces owned by the artist. 43 This break does not 

suggest that the artist’s work should go unacknowledged, but to say that in traditional 

art systems of acknowledgement a certain amount of complexity is lost along with an 

understanding of what this labour, within a collaborative project, might look like. By 

adding other voices to her presentation Smith suggests missing histories embedded 

within each collaborative practice that should be shared in order to take the 

methodology forward.  

 

 

A Moment in Time, Spoken Words 

 

This acknowledgement of hidden labour and support structures around creativity is 

pervasive in feminist art history and surfaces in creative practices as varied as Marysia 

Lewandowska’s Women’s Audio Archive and Kate Zambreno’s Heroines. Equally 

collaborative working methods have been embraced within feminist praxis, possibly 

because of feminist emphasis on the social and collaborative nature of all creative forms, 

which exist in a network of, often repressed, supportive actions. In collaboration with 

Smith what surfaced was the underestimated value of the conversational form. For 

Smith meaning is generated in a social way. In order to try to articulate this aspect of 

meaning making we discussed the difference between text and speech referencing 

Michel de Certeau’s pivotal work on the subject in The Practice of Everyday Life (de 

                                                        
43 Dimitrakaki refers to the exhibition as interface in Art, Globalisation and the Exhibition Form 
(2012). 
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Certeau, 1984). This movement towards speech is the movement the manifesto makes, 

as a text that requires performance. By referencing de Certeau we considered the speech 

act as an intervention that takes hold of the moment in a similar manner to the 

manifesto (About Manifesto, p16). Furthermore de Certeau writes of possibilities 

offered to those on the margins of ‘dominant culture’, without a space to operate from or 

in other words, without property. This marginal, improper space is also the position 

taken up by the feminist manifesto:    

 

‘HS: In de Certeau, ordinary moments can be liberating. Liberation comes from 

choosing to enunciate, to become social and activate the text. De 

 Certeau refers to the sentence as a metaphor for the infrastructures of society; 

somebody deciding to speak a sentence, he says, is intervening in life.. 

 

CG: If social infrastructures are related to these tiny everyday speech acts, then 

power becomes something more fluid. We don’t simply fit into an existing 

structure but also alter it through these almost imperceptible acts. When 

thinking about existing power inequalities, there is a complexity to this as well 

as some hope.’ (Audio Archive MW.001 adapted for conference proceedings, 

February 2014) 

 

In de Certeau it matters who is speaking and where and why (With Archives, p.55, Audio 

Archive, AW.005). As Cixous realises, to speak is an act that involves the body, it is also a 

kind of theft that is impossible to regulate against. De Certeau frames the act of speaking 

as a re-appropriation that ‘steals something from the distribution owning the space’ 

(Ibid, p.85). He writes: 

 

‘The act of speaking is not reducible to a knowledge of the language.. speaking.. 

effects an appropriation, or re-appropriation of language by its speakers; it 

establishes a present relative to time and place; and it posits a contract with the 

other (the interlocutor) in the network of places and relations. These four 

characteristics of the speech act can be found in many other practices (walking, 

cooking, etc.).’ (de Certeau, 1984, p.14) 

 

By speaking, he continues, users make ‘innumerable and infinitesimal transformations 

of and within the dominant cultural economy in order to adapt it to their own interests 

and their own rules’ (Ibid, p. 15). 
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The immediacy of speech, existing within a particular time and space, and its 

consequently different qualities, was considered in tandem with the undervalued work 

of listening within a social practice.44 For this reason the role that voice plays became 

central, affecting our decision to include multiple recorded voices in the documentation 

process, most notably within the journal article, Conversational Mapping: Revaluing the 

Social Aspects of Art (2015). The article opens up our original dialogue around de 

Certeau and Smith’s practice to include the voices of participants and social activists in 

the two contexts of Banchory and Govanhill, incorporating audio fragments, which test 

de Certeau’s hypothesis.45 The hybrid form of the article, which also made use of 

hypertext to travel in different directions, attempts to conceive of a form of writing that 

reflects the complexities of social practice and the movement of the artist.  

 

The article was also an attempt to acknowledge and explore the role of sound within 

social art practice. In a poetic article on the Ethics of Listening Salomé Voegelin (2012) 

describes a way of being in the world that would be based on sound rather than vision. 

Through this description sound and listening are tied to participation. In contrast to a 

world based on vision where things are fixed and follow a certain hierarchy: 

 

‘The politics of listening blurs single visions into multiple motions whose 

definition needs to be drawn and negotiated.’ (Voegelin, 2012) 

 

Voeglin continues: 

 

‘Ethical listening in that sense describes the responsibility of participating in the 

motion of the heard: to draw its meaning contingently, and to pass it on in one's 

own sound as personal speech. It is an ethics of the self, of subjectivity, as much 

as of the world, of objectivity, as in effect the two become intertwined within its 

participatory framework, depending on each other for a definition in faint pencil 

marks.’ (Ibid) 

 

                                                        
44 What Gemma Corraldi Fiumara refers to as The Other Side of Language (1995).    
45 The audio clips included in the submission were short fragments from a recorded conversation 
between ourselves, Genevieve Jones, a participant of Lavender (2012-2014), Lucy Gillie, the 
director of South Seeds, and Robin Ashton, a member of staff from South Seeds. 
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Voeglin’s drawing of subjectivity and objectivity not as oppositional characteristics but 

as mutually supporting relates to feminist understandings. Her drawing of sound and 

participation together as forms of ethics also ties the participation inherent in social 

practice to poetics, just as Dimitrakaki does differently in her reading of social practice. 

Like de Certeau, Voeglin stresses speech as an act of appropriation that adapts language 

in a contingent way and consequently requires an ethical approach through listening. 

Writing on the deep listening practice pioneered by composer Pauline Oliveros, Sharon 

Stewart emphasises a certain form of openness or receptivity within deep listening 

practice that is similar to the function of listening within social arts practice. It is 

important that artists in social practice are responsive to context, developing works with 

rather than about the social situations they enter. This requires them to arrive without 

preconceived projects or assumptions. Similarly Stewart writes about a particular type 

of receptivity within Oliveros’ practice: 

 

‘The receptivity spoken of here is in no way a passive act. It implies an alert 

presence in emptiness, empty of ‘opinions and speculations’ cultivating the field 

of quieting that allows for the subtle motions of interpenetration to unfold in 

their own doings, deeply felt and sustained beyond and unhindered by pre-

conceptions or pre-judgment.’ (Stewart, 2012) 

 

In speaking, de Certeau announces we enter into a contract with the other; the 

contribution this other might make is unknowable in advance. Social practices operate 

in this terrain of encounters with others over time and are consequently open to risks, 

remaining open to the unpredictable possibilities of speech in a network of real time 

relations. This is the other, quieter side of the manifesto, listening for the politics of the 

moment, setting up the conditions through which different voices may be heard. 
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Lavender (2012-2014) closing conversation. Image courtesy of Helen Smith. 

 

 

The Time that we share 

 

In The Practice of Everyday Life de Certeau (1984) also describes the act of reading as a 

kind of poaching that adds mutations or furnishings to the text in order to make it 

‘habitable’ (de Certeau, Introduction: xxi). Texts become allies in conversations but they 

are also furnished with our contexts and memories. De Certeau writes on the 

significance of memory as an everyday tactic (as opposed to strategy, which is aligned in 

his analysis with having power and a space from which to operate). As a tactic memory 

is a kind of ‘invisible knowledge’ that derives its ‘interventionary’ force (de Certeau, 

1984, p.86) precisely from not having a particular space to operate from, instead it has a 

capacity ‘to be altered - unmoored, mobile, lacking any fixed position’ (Ibid). In this 

capacity it mediates ‘spatial transformations’, intervening at the right moment. 

 

He uses the motif of the circle to describe a cycle ‘in which invisible knowledge escapes 

visible power’ (Ibid). As with sound it is the relational qualities of memory that are 

emphasised: 

 

‘memory is played by circumstances, just as a piano is played by a musician and 

the music emerges from it when its keys are touched by hands. Memory is a 

sense of the other.’ (Ibid, p.87)  
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It acts as a kind of invisible element that, through speaking, can enter into a situation 

and produce a change in power relations. Memory is also central to Smith's practice at 

Woodend Barn, with memories of lavender production in the area becoming the central 

motif through which people increase their connections with each other. In using 

memory as a material that we can share, Smith joins artists like Monica Ross and Meirle 

Laderman Ukeles who both also employ memory differently in their practices, urging us 

not to forget repressed labours and histories. Memory for de Certeau relates to time as 

opposed to space, intervening at the right moment to change things in an unpredictable 

way. The invisible ‘tactics’ of memory play against the visible ‘strategies’ of space and 

power so that uncertainty becomes a strength. This is echoed in collaboration with 

Smith where she asserts the importance of being in process rather than defining things 

in advance. She quotes Allan Kaprow: ‘one shouldn’t rush too quickly to label life as art; 

it may deaden the game’ (Kaprow, 1995, p.157). 

 

This is a form of waiting that plays out in time. I initially emphasised space in our 

conversation, wishing to consider how social practice might facilitate the making of 

collaborative or commons spaces. In dialogue Helen drew my attention towards time. In 

speaking to each other we realised that time is not heterogeneous (About Archive, p.26). 

Instead people are revealed as operating in different time frames, as in Ukeles’ 

manifesto where some activities move rapidly, developing along zip wire lines and 

others drag, stretching out time in a claustrophobic way. We also discussed how the 

organisational division between mind and body, material and immaterial labour, 

operates temporally. Smith was acutely aware of hidden, interstitial time emphasising 

the important skill of being able to ‘shift your timeframe to hook onto the timeframe of 

somebody with a different set of motivations’ (Audio Archive, MW.001). 

 

In the larger conversation with Aston, Gillie and Jones at South Seeds multiple time 

frames are also considered as significant for the work within the community initiative. 

Robin Ashton's insights of setting up and working in the community gardens in 

Govanhill were particularly relevant. In conversation, Ashton emphasises pace, 

consistency and a kind of cyclical way of working that is in tune with the community's 

time frame and motivations. There is a questioning of the sustainability of an approach 

in which leading personalities move ahead of a particular community in order to drive 

through change. This resistance to traditional avant-garde notions of leadership 

resonates with feminist concerns explored in About Manifestos (p.10). What Ashton 

describes instead is a sense of time that is both cyclical and progressive. It moves 
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forward without charging ahead as linear time, or institutional time could be considered 

to do.46 Instead, the movement it evokes is similar to a spiral. In the essay Remembering, 

Repeating and Working through in Anniversary (2012) Alexandra Kokoli references Jean 

Laplanche’s (1999) writing on the spiral as a symbol through which he understands the 

movement that takes place in analysis. Kokoli looks particularly at the significant time of 

waiting in artist Monica Ross and Co-recitors’ repeated performance piece Anniversary – 

An Act of Memory (2008-2013). Instead of pure linear progress Kokoli argues for the 

significance of waiting and repetition in order to depart into unknown territory (Ibid, 

p.7). This time of waiting and repetition could also be seen as the time of maintenance. 

These unknown territories, accessed through crossing into other time frames, are 

particularly the places where social practice artists like Ukeles and Smith choose to 

dwell. Equally, Ashton and Gillie argue for a different type of waiting through the winter 

before they pick up the work with communities at a more intense level during the 

growing season.  

  

For Ashton the gardening sessions are generative spaces where people can 'mill about 

and chat' with the gardening activities providing a ‘wee bit of structure’ (Ashton, March 

2014). From Smith's perspective, this kind of loose framework is reminiscent of 

Kaprow's work: 

 

‘HS: I don't want to create a set of instructions to replicate.. It is a loosely 

choreographed framework for a happening. A path, you let it run its course and 

you create the conditions for that to happen. It is an intervention but it contains 

the possibility of chance operations. As soon as you're working with people, 

chance occurs. It took me a year to get to that point in a particular journey. To 

get to a similar place, you have to digest the work and reinterpret it for who you 

are, what the context is and who the participants are.’ (Audio Archive, MW.001 

adapted for conference proceedings, February 2014)  

 

Much of Smith’s work is in creating the conditions for things to happen. This setting of 

conditions could be seen as a less rigid metaphor for what Jelinek terms as the rules or 

conceptual framework through which participation occurs. Yet there is, as Ashton also 

states, some structure to activities that then play out through time. John Cage developed 

the concept of chance operations around musical scores, leaving some elements of 

                                                        
46 Braidotti describes this kind of time as chronos (About Hospitality, p.30). 
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works open to chance. Kaprow developed ‘happenings’ which blurred the relationship 

between life, art, artist and audience and in this he references Cage as an influence 

(Kaprow, 2003, p.23). This meeting of two bodies of work that influence Smith’s social 

practice have a genealogy in sound that makes it appropriate to think of her creating 

scores for events. The form of the work as it plays out is dependent not only on her 

score but on the bodies that meet it. Similarly Stewart writes of deep listening:  

 

‘I might also suggest that with somatic listening, the structure we speak of is no 

longer, or not only, a musical structure, but the structure of a happening: neither 

sound nor body, but the story of the sound-with-body encounter.’ (Stewart, 

2012)  

 

Her response to these bodies performs an ethical listening that moves with them, 

crossing between personal and work boundaries, intervening to produce shared 

moments, things in common. In this way her work is relational yet also antagonistic, 

producing interventions that collectively reimagine the structures we exist within, using 

memory to steal something from the operating systems that hold us in place. 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

Throughout this thesis social practice is an embedded form, engaged in knowing with its 

subjects. In response this section also represents a situated view, describing my role as a 

researcher negotiating a critical position from within various social art practices as they 

unfold, moving between participation, conversation and collaboration, looking for the 

spaces where art practices align themselves with activism in support of agency, 

becoming manifesto. This movement enables me to approach the invisible labours of 

social art practice, the moments that can be perceived through a sustained process of 

being with. From this position social practice emerges as a score that can be placed 

alongside an understanding of the poetics of the manifesto form. By initiating a dialogue 

between the two I suggest a missing history that could be collectively reclaimed.  

 

My initial dialogue with Jelinek’s practice, as a workshop collaborator, offered 

significant critique and a feminist perspective on events – drawing questions around the 

assumption that dialogic space is somehow inherently utopic. Jelinek’s choice of 

Rancière's writing spoke to my concerns around feminist manifesto practice allowing 
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me to weave together theory and practice in public space. The antagonism inherent in 

my critique spoke to Jelinek, who often positions herself in conflict with mainstream 

neoliberal positions, opening up a space for me to explore the balance she negotiates in 

her own work between safety and conflict. This drew the realisation that it is only from 

safety that risk and experimentation towards different futures can take place. In the 

interests of producing open and pluralistic spaces Jelinek’s conceptual framework 

represents a desire to create the conditions through which other voices can be heard. 

This desire places the question of equality at the heart of her practice and is framed with 

reference to Emmanual Levinas’ ethics. By including Irigaray’s critique of that position 

this writing presents itself as an awkward guest, pushing at the boundaries of practice. 

In dialogue with me Jelinek proves herself ready to move responsively to this, 

articulating in her practice a hitherto unspoken relationship to feminist history and a 

way for social practice expertise to feed into that history going forward.  

 

The question of language, how we speak about what we do, so important to the first 

section, is approached again through my participation in a feminist book group. At the 

group a view is afforded on an alternative literary tradition that, like social art practice, 

swims against the tide of hierarchical conventions to suggest a different, radical form 

and posits important questions about the politics of subjectivity, which resonate with 

manifesto projects. Participation in the group offers me a view of Balkind and Edbrook’s 

sociable practices, which combine to assert something about the influence of collective 

knowledge. Like Cixous they advocate a kind of wilful theft from other cultural sources, 

knitting together new forms. By reading culture in this way they suggest it is possible to 

produce a kind of writing; an autodidactic feminism that relates to the politics of 

commons. This form, a kind of collectivity, suggests personal subjectivity not only has a 

place in narratives of commons but that it might be a vital missing history in the 

discourse. 

 

Where manifestos meet and interrogate the broken promises and missing histories of 

commons, social practice also approaches the form. Particularly, Jonathan Baxter’s 

collaboratively produced Commons Festival (2015) invites Cornelia Sollfrank to offer a 

feminist lens on the question of commons. Sollfrank suggests numerous commons 

projects as new forms of prefigurative politics, acting in different ways to appropriate 

operating systems and create new open structures. To describe these acts of giving, 

Sollfrank’s practice perceives of curating as a kind of hacking, smuggling disruptive 

forms into host cultures through a play with mimesis. In this equation history is 
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described as a form of programming that makes certain things possible in the future and 

other things more difficult. This understanding of history is also inherent to the 

manifesto, begging the question: are these forms of commoning new manifestos, 

prefiguring different times? By exploring these projects in Sollfrank’s workshop it is 

possible to see how various frameworks, set up by artists, act like manifestos, being 

specific and responsive enough to intervene in the context they enter but open enough 

to produce a sense of agency in their participants.    

 

This surface view on projects offered by the encounter with Sollfrank is supplemented 

by extensive collaboration with Helen Smith. Through a durational conversational 

practice Smith’s work emerges as another form of hacking, an open and convivial form 

that hides antagonistic intentions in relation to organisational space. Where other 

artists speak about conceptual frameworks and programming, Smith describes her work 

as a score, setting up the conditions for connections to be made between normally 

separate areas of an organisation and thereby encouraging social change. Smith’s 

practice gathers together a number of individuals and communities around history, 

creating a hosting space in which these shared things can be brought to the surface in a 

compelling way. In this way her work plays with the politics of collectivity and memory 

as do the other practices in this section. In conversation with Smith I play the manifesto 

form alongside her work, picking Holzer’s raging forms in a bid to bring out the hidden 

deconstructive aspects of Smith’s slow-paced durational practice. Just as this 

combination makes visible certain feminist impulses in Smith’s work, our conversation 

also touches on the invisible labours in social practice. These are revealed as quiet, 

embedded and responsive forms that employ the active labour of care; a social practice 

that listens carefully and recognises the necessity to wait for memory to play out in 

social time.  
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